Arctic Wind
Hunter Goforth
	Аннотация
	Hunter Goforth. Arctic Wind
	Acknowledgments
	Prologue
	Chapter 1. New Responsibilities
	Chapter 2. Plans
	Chapter 3. Opportunities
	Chapter 4. Acceptance
	Chapter 5. Getting Started
	Chapter 6. Opening Moves
	Chapter 7. Opening Stages
	Chapter 8. Picking up the Pieces
	Chapter 9. First strikes
	Chapter 10. Corrections
	Chapter 11. Change of Direction
	Chapter 12. Changes
	Chapter 13. Going on the Offensive
	Chapter 14. Panic
	Chapter 15. Decisions
	Chapter 16. Homecomings


Аннотация
Decades after the fall of the Soviet Union, Russia invades Poland in an effort to expand its influence over all of Europe. Seeing the invasion coming, the allied nations must select a leader to lead the Allied forces in countering the invasion and to stop Russian aggression. Admiral Roger Hammond is selected and must match his forces against the Russian military with a 10 to 1 disadvantage. Using every piece of modern technology in the arsenal, he must drive the Russians from Poland and the other nations and find a way to defeat the aims of the Russian President Borodin. Following a plan developed by a young naval officer, Allied forces attack from Poland, the Black Sea and the Pacific. Using technology from satellites to drones, he pushes the Russian forces from all sides. Ultimately the Russian people must decide to continue or end the war.
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Prologue

The view was breathtaking. The large picture window overlooked the heart of the old city, and the lights highlighted each of the old structures creating a tapestry of color against a starry night sky. The cigar and cigarette smoke inside the room only partially dulled the overall sparkling vista as the eight men inside sat back in their rich leather seats to both admire the view and to discuss the weighty matters that only very high ranking executives and political leaders addressed. The curling smoke was only diminished when one of the men took a sip from the crystal glasses each held.
The men in the room savored both the drinks and the moment. Each had worked very hard to be included into this august group, although none of them had what many would consider a spotless career. In fact, several would be what many would be considered a felon by any standard. None the less, here they were, controlling a huge sector of power of their country, and ready to expand their empire at any cost.
One of the men turned his seat to face the others. He continued the discussion they had been having. �We have clearly outgrown the capacity of our nation to meet our needs. True, we have now gained over ninety five percent of the market at home and are each secure in our business or our political influence, but I hope you will agree this leaves a hollow feeling. We must expand beyond our borders where there are more raw materials, more industry and in particular, more customers. So far, we have been successful in bringing in our smaller neighbors, but now we must look beyond this. Our goal must be to expand from coast to coast. Only in this way can we solidify our influence and control,� the man said.
�This is true. It also means bringing in much needed technical expertise which we do not currently have. This will allow our operations to become much more efficient. This, in turn, will save us enormous amounts of money in the long run,� said another man in the room. He was dressed in a tailored suit and wearing his signature red carnation in his lapel.
�Don�t forget the added materials. My people need much more of the raw minerals available elsewhere. It is too expensive to import these. Having the mining operations, smelting and refining centers under our control will benefit all of us,� said another man, dressed in a suit which could best be described as �off the shelf.�
There was a chuckle from across the room. �I am fortunate that we do not need so much of the raw materials, but more of the customers themselves. My facilities are at only half what my people say is our full capacity, yet, we have saturated our markets.� He sat forward in his seat. �But to be able to eliminate the competition would mean more people purchasing from us. Can you imagine what that might bring?� he asked sitting back in his seat.
�I believe we are all in agreement,� said the first man. �The question is, when do we proceed,� he said looking at each of the men.
�It will be extremely expensive. It always is,� said one.
�Yes, but I believe we must make this short term sacrifice in order to reap the benefits in the long term. I, for one, am ready to make this happen,� said the man with the carnation.
�It has worked so far with little real effort or expense,� said another man.
�True, but that was with our former allies. There is only one real one left. Do you feel they will come our way?� asked the carnation man again.
�I feel they will as long as we move as we have in the past. With just the right pressure, they will come around. After all, they know what we are capable of,� said the first man.
The men sat in silence for a moment. The decision would be a weighty one. Each would have to make sacrifices in one way or another.
�What of our people,� asked one man sitting to one side. He had been silent up to now.
The first man snickered. �What of them? You know what our people are like. As long as they are well paid, they shut up and do as they are told. If not, we have ways of dealing with the problems which do not jeopardize what we are doing. We have made each of their lives much better through our efforts. They can buy things, go on vacations, and live their lives as they see fit because of us. Ultimately, they will live an even better life. If they cannot see that, then they cannot reap the benefits. It is plain and simple. We are the driving force behind our nation and we make these kinds of decisions. Ultimately, it is up to us to take care of them in a manner we plan and execute. In the end, we all prosper,� he said.
The men around him were nodding their heads. He knew he had won the argument even before the meeting had begun. This simply confirmed it.
�Then we must move as soon as we can. The quicker we do this, the better off we are,� said the man in the simple suit. The man nodded again. �We leave it to you Alexi Andreovich,� he said.
Alexi Borodin nodded and looked back out the window at the beautiful onion domed spires gleaming below him. Unbeknown to the others in the room, the effort had already begun.
Courthouse, Houston, Texas
The proceedings had taken three weeks, but the jury�s verdict had been unanimous. The Austin, Texas, courtroom was filled with onlookers, but the ones standing out from the rest were the fourteen mayors, a master sergeant, and an admiral, who had attended every day of the trial including the testimony they had each presented. They all sat quietly, yet despite the verdict, the tension inside the courtroom remained high. The jury was now recommending a sentence.
Everyone had been crammed into the wooden bench seats trying to get a look at the man who, just two years earlier, had tried to take down the government of the United States. He sat on the left side of the courtroom with his trial lawyer. A Venezuelan lawyer had been requested, but firmly denied by the judge, who sat behind his bench just to the left of center in the front of the courtroom. Instead, a special legal team had been assigned to defend the accused. That way, there would be no doubt that the accused would get a fair trial. The guilty verdict hadn�t gotten any response from former Venezuelan President Parente, who sat smugly in his seat. Despite his protestations that he should wear his military uniform, he was wearing a simple orange jumpsuit. He acted as if he didn�t care what might happen to him.
The evidence had been damning. There was testimony of what had happened at the dinner, what had happened to each hostage in their makeshift cell in the mountain compound, photographs of Parente personally stabbing his victim, Mayor Jim Mitchell, and further testimony from the Special Forces team members who had rescued Mayor Patricia Hammond from being Parente�s second murder victim. Parente was even forced to show his mangled hands to prove he had been the man lifting the obsidian knife in preparation of stabbing the mayor in the chest. Even Sergeant Miller had taken the stand to tell how he shot the knife out of Parente�s hands with his rifle. When asked why he didn�t simply kill the man with the knife, Miller had shrugged and said, �We were told to bring back the people responsible, if possible. I made it possible.�
From the front of the courtroom, the bailiff stood. �All rise,� he said as the door to the jury room opened and the jury made its way back into the courtroom, sitting in their box to the right of the people in the room.
�Please be seated,� the bailiff said. After everyone was seated, the judge turned to the jury.
�Have you reached a sentencing recommendation,� he asked.
The jury foreman stood. �We have, Your Honor.� He handed a single sheet of paper to the bailiff, who then took it to the judge.
The room was quiet as the judge looked over the paper. There was a slight nod as he refolded the paper and reached out to hand it back to the bailiff.
Two muffled shots rang out and a woman screamed at the back of the courtroom. Both the bailiff and the only other deputy fell to the floor as two men jumped into the center aisle and bounded toward the front of the courtroom. The leading man suddenly tripped and fell to the floor as a leg was thrust out from the crowded bench. He hit the floor with a thud, his gun clattering away toward the front of the room.
The second man saw what happened and began to turn toward the opposite rows when he, too, suddenly felt his legs shift from under him. He held onto his gun, which went off, leaving a hole in the courtroom wall. Rapidly he felt arms grab him in a vice � like grip. Master Sergeant Dale Ricks began wrestling with the man, keeping the gun hand pointed safely away from the others in the room. The man was strong, but Ricks was a very well trained soldier and he was not about to be bested by some extremist. The man tried swinging his arm down and with all the strength he had, squeezed off a round that entered Ricks� right shoe. With a grin on his face, the man was somewhat surprised when Ricks placed both hands on his arm, slammed it into the side of a bench and then calmly broke his forearm. With a scream, the man crumpled to the ground, holding onto his now misshapen arm. Ricks then calmly shoved the man�s head into the side of the wooden bench, knocking him senseless.
At the same time, the other assailant, stunned by his fall, suddenly found someone sitting on his back. Mayor Patricia Crowell-Hammond had her knees on either side of the man, sitting firmly half way up his back. The man began flailing his arms trying to get loose and kicking wildly with his feet. �Better calm down. You don�t want me to get angry,� she said as she reached over the man�s head, placed her index and middle fingers firmly up his nostrils and began to pull. Now the man�s hands began trying to grab her wrists, but she pulled her fingers tighter and jerked his head back almost to the small of his back.
�Roger!� shouted Patricia as she saw Parente grab the ball point pen used by his legal counsel, and stab him in the chest with it. Parente turned quickly to help his allies, and became entangled in the extra chairs at the defense table. An arm closed around his neck from behind and Admiral Roger Hammond began to squeeze. �You know, you really don�t want to give me an excuse to break your neck,� Hammond said quietly into Parente�s ear. The harder he fought, the tighter Hammond squeezed until Ricks walked up in front of Parente.
�I warned you I would be around,� he said with a death-like stare. Then he punched Parente solidly in the stomach, knocking the wind from the man and dropping him like a stone.
�He has a knife!� someone shouted. Both Ricks and Hammond turned to see the assailant on the floor swing his arm around. There was a ceramic knife in his clinched hand. Before he could move his arm into position, Patricia Hammond gave a mighty heave. Her fingernails pierced the man�s skin and she peeled his nose back like a banana. There was a scream in the room. This time, it was the assailant. The knife clattered to the floor and he grasped at his now bleeding face.
�Better get some paper towels. He�s going to make a mess,� she said, glancing down at her bloody hand and then wiping it on the man�s shirt. She leaned over to the man, sobbing under her. �I warned you,� she said. Then looking around, she exclaimed, �Will somebody get some help in here? He�s very uncomfortable.�
It had only take about thirty seconds in all, but three men lay on the floor with two men and a woman standing over them. When the deputies came crashing into the room they weren�t sure what had happened, but the judge banged his gavel and very quickly gave the orders on whom to seize. Ricks raised his hand.
�Your Honor, these guys couldn�t have been working alone. I bet there is someone lese waiting outside with a car. You want to get them too?� he asked with a sly grin.
The judge�s face spread into a wide smile. �I most certainly do.�
�Well, I think I can get this young man to tell us their plans,� Patricia said as she reached into her purse and took out a pencil. She also removed one of her shoes. �I always wondered if it was like the cartoons and something could go all the way through,� she said leaning down toward the man. He immediately began telling them everything they wanted to know.
Five minutes later the outside door to the judge�s entrance sprang open and three men ran outside. Two were dressed as the assailants. In between was Parente, his orange jumpsuit draped in a towel. He was having a hard time keeping up, since his hands and feet were manacled. A yellow painted taxi suddenly sprang down the side of the street and screeched to a halt in front of the men. The door was flung open and the three men jumped inside. As soon as the men were in, the driver slammed his foot down on the accelerator heading toward the main road.
Suddenly the road was blocked by nearly a dozen patrol cars. The driver spun the wheel slinging the car around so he could exit down the other side, but he was blocked in. This became even more evident when he felt the barrel of a pistol pressed against the back of his neck.
�I think you need to stop now,� said an unfamiliar voice behind him. Glancing in the rearview mirror, the driver saw two unfamiliar men, with Parente between them looking angry and disgusted. One of the men spoke again. �Just pull to the side. You are now in the custody of the Texas Rangers. Partner, you just screwed up big time,� he said with a grin.
Fifteen minutes later, Parente was led back into the courtroom. Everyone was still there, but his legal counsel had been changed. Then the judge entered the chamber and everyone took their seats.
�We will resume to sentencing phase of this proceeding. Fortunately, the jury had already presented me with its findings and they cannot be changed. In this case, the jury has asked for the death penalty. Therefore, I must ask two questions of the jury before handing down the sentence. Those answers have already been given to me, but I must ask the foreman to provide the answers orally. The first question is whether there exists a probability the defendant would commit criminal acts of violence that would constitute a "continuing threat to society". Did you find this to be so?�
The foreman, standing at his seat, nodded, �Yes, Your Honor.�
�The second question is whether, taking into consideration the circumstances of the offense, the defendant's character and background, and the personal moral culpability of the defendant, there exists sufficient mitigating circumstances to warrant a sentence of life imprisonment rather than a death sentence?�
The foreman shook his head, �No, Your Honor.�
The judge looked at the other jurors. �So say you all?�
They all nodded.
The judge nodded solemnly. �Very well. I thank the jury. It has been a very difficult and tedious trial, and your perseverance is appreciated.� He then turned to face the accused. Parente�s new lawyer had Parente to stand.
�Mr. Parente, you have been found guilty of capital murder, conspiracy to commit murder, kidnapping and attempted murder of thirteen others. Upon the deliberation of a jury, and their recommendation, I hereby sentence you to death by lethal injection. You are to be turned over to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice. Your case will be automatically appealed to the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals where it will be reviewed. I am ordering that you be placed in solitary confinement until such time as prosecutors can try you for the acts of terrorism you and your co-conspirators performed in this very courtroom. You will also be made available to the United States Department of Justice for any trials which their prosecutors may wish to bring, however, I am ordering that you never be transported, for any reason from the Great State of Texas. Any further trials and proceedings must take place within this state. Is there any other business for this court?� he asked.
�You bastard. You think you can kill me? You are all beneath me. I will not tolerate�� Parente began to snarl. He was stopped by the sound of a fist slamming into a hand behind him. He turned to see Ricks standing there. His eyes were like fire and it appeared as if he would rip Parente�s head off with one quick jerk.
�Does the court require assistance?� Ricks asked with a voice that Parente thought sounded like death. Three deputies grabbed Parente and slammed him down in his seat.
The judge gave a slight smile. �Thank you for your offer, Master Sergeant. Bailiff, if he utters another word in this building, you are to gag him.�
�I ask everyone to remain after the court adjourns, including the jury. If there is nothing further, this court is adjourned.�
Parente was snatched up by the three deputies and dragged out of the courtroom. Once the door was closed, the judge stepped down from his bench. �Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for what you have been through today. We take every precaution, yet, somehow, these two managed to sneak two plastic guns into this courtroom. I am sure our procedures will be changed,� the judge said quietly. Turning to the jury, he continued, �I especially want to thank the jury. This has to be one of the most heinous crimes I have seen on the bench. You were forced to sit through it all, listening to things that might be otherwise unbelievable. Yet, I believe you rendered the only verdict possible. You then had to make the very difficult decision on punishment. It is not easy or pleasant, what you did, but you did it, and the people of this state applaud you.�
He then turned to Roger, Dale and Patricia. �As for the three of you, I cannot find the words to express how much we all are indebted to you for your courageous actions in this court. Were it not for you, there might have been many more deaths. It is no wonder to me that two of you are recipients of our nation�s highest award. And as for you, Mayor Hammond, I hope you are always on my side,� he said with a grin. Applause echoed through the courtroom and into the marbled halls outside the door causing several to wonder why the sanctity of the court was being so disturbed.
Brussels, Belgium
There was a tenseness in the air as the men sitting around the great table took their turns to speak. The room itself was very ornate. The walls were painted in rich colors and actual gold gilt highlighted the carved features. Someone had mentioned to the delegates that the table itself was over three hundred years old. Indeed, the deep rich colors of the wood seemed to glow beneath the men�s hands. No one in the room had even noticed the colors and decoration. They were there to discuss something so serious that the fate of the world seemed to drip from the ornate walls. The men sat uneasily in their chairs. Some perched with their elbows on the table, leaning forward as if to stress the interest they had in the proceedings, while others sat back in their seats with hands in their laps, trying to remain calm.
The NATO leaders had been meeting for three days and had already covered the easy subjects, but this final one was the real reason they had met. The Polish President spoke to the men in halting English, but everyone could tell he was afraid.
�You all know we are next,� he said. �We have seen this before in the 1930s. Hitler annexed Austria, the Sudetenland, and Czechoslovakia simply because he claimed the people there spoke German. Now the Russians are doing the same. First was the Crimea, then all of Ukraine. Next came the smaller states like Rumania, Estonia, Moldavia, and Latvia. Belarus is now nothing more than a puppet state. We know Russian troops move freely within its borders. We now hear of daily uprisings in Lithuania and Slovakia. It is the same procedure each time. There is rising unrest by people who say their heritage is Russian. People start to be killed and then Mother Russia rushes in to protect the people of Russian descent. It will not be long before my country will be surrounded on three sides by Russian troops. It will be just like the cold war, except that this one will be very hot indeed � especially for Poland. I need to know what NATO will do to help protect us,� he exclaimed. He had been standing at his chair and now glared at the other members of the chamber.
�Mister President,� said the French President, �we have all seen what has happened over the past few years. Yet, we also realize that each of these nations has been run by relatively weak governments and had poor economies. Although it saddens us that some of our former NATO allies have left us, they did this of their own accord. We can�t stop someone from leaving NATO simply because we don�t want them to.�
The Polish President glared at the man. �I believe there was much more than simply changing sides here. If you recall, Latvia and Estonia asked for help, but all we did was debate it till it was too late. Only the United States provided some assistance but even that was not enough. You are correct that we cannot dictate what our member nations will do, but when we know something is about to happen, do you not believe it would be prudent to take steps to support our allies?� he asked pleadingly.
�I feel you are overestimating the things going on in these countries. We have spoken with our Russian emissaries and they assure us that they have no intention of going into any country, but are simply compelled to help people of their Russian heritage,� said the French President. He sat smugly in his chair leaving the impression that he thought little Poland and her fears. This did nothing but anger the Polish President even more.
�And this doesn�t sound vaguely familiar?� he nearly screamed. �I feel the opposite. We should all be concerned. Within a few months, I expect the Russian Army at my back door. I am also here to tell you Poland will not simply give in. We had enough of Russian domination. We were the first to declare ourselves free and we do not intend to give up that freedom. So again, I ask, what will NATO do?�
It was the German Chancellor who stood slowly. His eyes focused on the Polish President. �Gentlemen, I agree with the President. Russia is making her early moves. My military tells me this every day. We all know history and what has happened in the past, and I can assure our neighbor to the east, Germany will be with you, side by side, whatever happens. We cannot let history repeat itself,� he said slowly. �My nation is already secretly building up its reserves so that we may respond to this threat. Perhaps a portion of our past may be forgotten as we work together.�
�As members of this organization, we are pledged to come to the aid of the others when called upon,� said the British Prime Minster Nicholson. �Britain will be there when called for, but we must consider that even with all our forces it may not be enough,� he said.
�Our forces won�t be enough to make much of a difference,� said the Italian President. He shrugged his shoulders, �But we will abide by the NATO Charter and send what we can,� he said. Some of the men in the room looked at each other. They knew �what we can� would be next to nothing. Slowly, they all began to turn to the United States Representative.
President Steven O�Bannon looked around at the men in the room. Once again, he knew they were all counting on the United States to bail them out of any situation. He was tired of it. More than that, he knew his people were tired of it. He let out a small breath and sat forward. �Gentlemen, ever since the end of World War Two, the United States has been called upon to be the policeman of the world. If you look back, we have provided the most people, the most equipment, the most sweat and the most toil of any nation. We have never shied away from standing up to tyranny. But the American people have become weary of these conflicts. Since I have come to office, we have fought one war and been a part of three other conflicts, not counting our rescue effort in South America. My people are starting to ask when the rest of the world will be ready to step up. So as far as the United States is concerned, we will respond, but not before every other nation in NATO steps forward with substantial resources and forces. Don�t count on the United States to shoulder the brunt of a conflict which Europe is unwilling to challenge. You must be ready to take on this one, on your own, if possible,� he said sadly.
�That is irresponsible,� the French president almost shouted. �You are the superpower of this world. It is up to you to protect other NATO nations!�
O�Bannon�s face turned to an angry scowl. �Irresponsible? Do not place that name upon us. Since the end of the world war, we have done everything we could to maintain our forces and be good allies while we watched each of you reduce your military to bare minimums. As a result, our economy took the hits while yours prospered. We were called upon to send forces all over this globe, while at home, many of you demanded we remove our bases, equipment, and troops. Well, now someone is practically knocking down your doors and here you come looking for us to send help. We have fewer than 50,000 troops in Europe now. Our tanks and planes are back home. Now you want us to bear the burden of sending it all back. You can�t have it both ways, gentlemen. This time, you must pick up the sword. You must make the plans and get ready. Yes, our forces will be there with you, but I will not send anything back over here till you have done your part. We will either do this together, or we don�t do it at all!� he demanded.
The men around the table looked shattered. They had nearly all relied on the United States to take care of their business for the last 80 years. The thought that the United States might not be there chilled them to their core. Prime Minister Nicholson stood at his seat.
�My friends, I do not doubt that our ally, the United States will be with us if this goes as we expect. However, President O�Bannon is correct in what he says. Our combined armies would have a very difficult time, at best, dealing with Russian invasion of Europe. We have all reduced our forces to appalling levels simply because it was expedient. Great Britain came to this conclusion late last year when this all began. Since that time, we too have quietly been increasing our forces and building back up. We know this will take time, but hope that there will be enough time to become much more prepared. I recommend each nation begin this process, so that if and when the day does come, we will be able to stand together and take up our responsibilities to each other, whatever happens.� He sat back down and nodded to O�Bannon, who smiled back.
�It would ruin us,� said the Belgian Prime Minister. �The cost would be staggering.�
�Think how much it would cost if you became a part of Russia,� demanded the Polish President.
�It will be difficult,� said the Spanish Prime Minister, �but I believe it must be done. If we all share the burden, it will be much easier in the long run.�
�France has enough men and equipment. Any more would have a detrimental effect, especially since we do not believe the situation is that serious,� the French President said. He shrugged his shoulders. �However, if it does happen, France will take its place at the front.�
�What is the next step?� asked the President of Denmark.
�Our military leaders are probably already debating these steps. As long as everyone in this room is ready to do their part, we need to listen to what they come up with and then see what each of us needs to do,� said President O�Bannon. �Until then, we go back to our countries and prepare for something we can only pray never happens.�
Washington, DC
Admiral Richard Stiles stepped out of his quarters in the Washington Navy Yard and began his daily run. As Vice Chief of Naval Operations, his duties seemed to be endless. Not only did he have responsibilities in Washington, but he was also the Commander, Naval Forces Europe, Commander, Naval Forces Africa, and Commander, Allied Joint Forces Command in Naples. In the last year, he had made trips to Europe almost weekly. As a result, his body clock seemed to always be in a mess. The only time he could take his mind off his work was when he ran.
Stiles had always been a heath nut. He had instilled fitness of mind and body in each command, often leading his people through a daily regimen. He was what they called �lean and mean,� and loved it. Unfortunately, this lifestyle had taken its toll on his family. His wife had left him years ago and his two children almost never visited, simply because he was never available to visit. But the larger holidays would bring at least a few days when his family could be together. If he could arrange the time, he was planning a two week vacation where maybe they could get together for a bit.
Things in his office were a mess. The Middle East still presented headaches; the pirates were coming back along the East African Coast, Russia had been up to no good in Europe and Typhoons in the Pacific had been particularly bad this year. Luckily, the Pacific and the Middle East were not something he had to spend much time on. His latest challenge was to figure out what Russia might do and how we could counter their efforts. Stiles had a reputation of being able to get to the bottom of a problem and come up with a pretty good plan on getting it fixed. He had established a planning group just yesterday and would spend a good month or more working things out.
Usually his runs allowed him to take his mind off his problems, but for the last few days that hadn�t been the case. The headaches were more frequent and his diet of black coffee throughout the day wasn�t helping. He had noticed that he was becoming testier with his subordinates, but if he was under stress, so should they be.
He rounded the corner and began his trek along the waterfront. He noticed some new items added to the Navy History Center Museum. The most interesting was the top of a smokestack that had once been a part of USS Iowa. Struck by a cruise missile, it had sent the stack flying off the ship, only to land on the flight deck of the aircraft carrier USS Ronald Reagan. The President had personally ordered it returned home and placed on the Navy Yard grounds. Stiles couldn�t imagine a ship being hit with such force and still surviving.
The old warehouses in the Yard had all been converted into offices. Dim lights could be seen through the tinted windows as people worked late into the evening. He felt a slight pain in his right temple and placed his hand up to rub the spot. Suddenly his legs seemed to lose control and he fell with a thud on the pavement. His last thought, before losing consciousness, was that the headache had seemed to go away.
Sgt. Fred Jackson of the Navy Yard police spotted something lying on the sidewalk and pulled his car over and stopped. He flipped on the lights to warn others and slowly got out of the car. Immediately recognizing Admiral Stiles, he reached down and felt for a pulse. It was rapid and weak, but there. He immediately called in the emergency. The fire department showed up first. The paramedics saw the abrasions on his face and arms and feared he had been assaulted. They began providing emergency care and called the situation in to the hospital. When they checked his reactions, there were none. His eyes were dilated and non-responsive. An ambulance arrived five minutes later, but by then it was too late. Admiral Stiles had died from a massive stroke.
Air Force One, Over the Atlantic
Admiral Perry Johnson was roused from his sleep by one of the communications team. The man handed him the message and turned on the light above his head. Wiping the sleep from his eyes, Johnson read the message and let out a sigh. �Is the President awake?� he asked sadly.
�He just closed his door. I doubt he has gotten to bed yet,� the young woman said.
�Thanks,� said Johnson as he got up and headed for the front of the plane.
President O�Bannon had just removed his tie and shoes when there was a knock at the door. The Secret Service agent stuck his head in. �The CNO asked to see you, sir.�
O�Bannon nodded and motioned for him to let the CNO in. Johnson stepped into the small cabin.
�What�s up Perry?� the President asked.
Johnson handed over the message. �I just got it. Richard had just gotten things started on our assessment when this happened,� he said sadly.
The President let out a sigh. �I was counting on him to not only see where we are, but start coordinating the NATO efforts. Who have we got that can step into his shoes really fast?� He motioned for the CNO to sit down. The president took a seat on one of the beds.
�I really don�t have any four stars who could do the job Richard could. With the cutbacks, we have been doubling up on a lot of duties,� the CNO said.
O�Bannon nodded, �I know. We�re letting a lot of things be worked out at lower levels. But I need someone who thinks outside the box. This person needs to think through these kinds of problems and then have the respect in NATO that will get the job done without it looking like we�re stepping on toes. Most of the admirals in Washington really aren�t up to that level,� he said. �I just had to lay it on the line with our NATO leaders. If I get someone too pushy, they will turn away, but if I get someone too soft, the others won�t do their part.�
The lines on the edges of the CNO�s eyes began to lift. �Of course, if you wanted someone with a reputation to get things done, I know one guy. As a matter of fact, he�s been known to figure a few things out on his own,� he said with a grin.
At first, the President�s face had a questioning look. Suddenly, it changed to understanding and his grin began to match the one on Admiral Johnson�s face. �He�s been out of our sight way too long. What�s he doing now?�
�Finishing his job at SURFPAC. I was going to send him to be Sixth Fleet, but I think he could handle this,� Johnson said. �You�ll need to give him his fourth star.�
�After what he did in Venezuela, he deserves it. Call him up and tell him he needs to come back home.�
The CNO stood. The smile on his face told the President he had made the right decision. He had rarely seen a smile that big on the Chief of Naval Operations.
San Pedro, CA
The long trip away from home had worn �Little Steve� out. The two year old had drifted off just an hour into the flight home and had remained asleep while his father put him in his bed. Steven James Hammond had been born just three months after his mother had been rescued from being kidnapped by the President of Venezuela � the same man they had just seen sentenced to death in a Texas court. He was more than healthy. By one, he was pulling himself up and taking his first steps. He began talking at eighteen months. Both Patricia and Roger Hammond had their hands full keeping his inquisitive mind and fingers out of things. Baby proofing was more than a chore. Steven had already figured out how to get around most child locks. While Patricia found herself getting grey hair, Roger had come to admire how his little boy was thinking. Reading had been a nightly thing since the boy was one, but now Little Steve was reading along with his parents and had stepped up to higher level books. Roger was determined that his son would have only the best in his education.
After kissing his son good night, he closed the door and walked to his bedroom. Patricia had already donned her nightgown and had crawled into bed. �Never mind unpacking,� she said. �Tomorrow is Saturday. We can do it then, if we don�t sleep till Sunday,� she said tiredly.
Roger kicked off his shoes and got undressed. A quick brush of his teeth and he crawled into bed beside his wife. He leaned over to give her a good night kiss, but she was already dead asleep. He turned off the light and lay back on his pillow. Yesterday had seen the closing of another chapter of his life. Parente would now face the ultimate price for kidnapping his wife. He still was unsure what long term psychological effects might come through with Patricia. The first day after her rescue she had been in a daze. She rarely spoke and seemed to cling to Roger as if her life depended on it. From what Dale Ricks had told him, she was lucky he had arrived when he did. He had told Roger that Parente was about to plunge a knife through her chest when that sharpshooter had fired. Even he had thought he would be too late to save her. But then something happened. When the crew of Iowa had appeared at that club, she had slowly come out of her haze. They had reached out to her, and slowly, she had reached out to them. In a one hour period, she had returned from the dead. Doc Dickerson said he had never seen anything like it before.
They had returned home aboard the Iowa. With each passing day she had grown stronger. Pretty soon, she could be found in different areas of the ship, laughing with �her guys� and listening to all the things each man had been doing, both aboard ship and in their personal lives. She even found out several men had gotten jobs and moved to San Pedro, not only to be near their ship, but close to her and their captain. Such news tickled her to no end.
But there was something more. She had grown more confident and more assertive. Somewhere along the way, Patricia had found an inner strength that took her far beyond anything she had done in the past. He had seen that in the courtroom when she tripped one of the assailants. The image of her sitting on his back with her fingers in his nose was one he would never forget. In all, it had made him love her even more.
His thoughts were interrupted by the phone ringing on the night stand. He picked up the receiver. �Hammond.�
�Roger, this is Perry. I heard you played hero again yesterday.�
�I can�t seem to get away from trouble,� Hammond chuckled.
�Patricia and Little Steve okay?�
�Of course,� Hammond said while glancing at his bedside clock. �Now, if I got my times right, you should be halfway across the Atlantic right now.�
There was a chuckle at the other end of the line. �I am.�
�Okay, it must be serious if you are making this call. What do you need me for?�
Roger, Richard Styles just passed away from a stroke. I know you were expecting to go to Sixth Fleet, but the President and I need you here with us. You�ll receive orders tomorrow to be here by Monday. You�re being assigned as the Vice Chief of Naval Operations.�
Hammond sat up in his bed. �It must be serious if you need me there by Monday.�
�Yea, Roger, it is. Steve and I need you badly. I can�t go over it all over the phone, so pack your bags and head this way. I�ll arrange for a place in senior officer housing in the Navy Yard. If you could be in my office by six a.m., we�ll do the briefs and I�ll fill you in. You onboard?� the CNO asked.
�Yes, sir. I�ll try and get a flight tomorrow.�
�No, make it Sunday. Give you time to say goodbye to your family. If you get in early enough, come by the residence and we�ll have a beer. Sorry about the short notice.�
�Don�t worry about it. I�ll get as early a flight as I can.�
�Good. And by the way, you need to find an extra star. I�ll see you Sunday.�
�Good night, Perry. See you then,� Hammond said as he hung up the phone.
Patricia was now leaning on her elbow in the bed. �I take it that was Perry Johnson. Is there a problem?� she asked.
Roger looked back at her. �Must be. I have to report to Washington Monday morning. Seems I won�t be going so far away after all,� he said. �I am to be the Vice Chief of Naval Operations in Washington.�
Patricia nodded. �There goes my trips to the Mediterranean,� she said as she rolled over in the bed.
Railway car, Lida, Belarus
The compartment was no more than four feet wide, seven feet long and five feet tall. Inside was one aircraft style seat bolted to the wooden floor, a small cooler with food for the journey and a portable chemical toilet. A small ten watt light provided the only illumination. It was powered by two auto batteries mounted in one corner. Anton Bugayev had been sealed into the compartment twelve hours before and the compartment placed into a shipping container. The container was one of several hundred on a train heading into Poland as a part of a trade package.
Already Bugayev was dead tired. The train was constantly lurching back and forth and what little fresh air he got from the ventilation system was woefully inadequate. At first, he had tried to sleep, but between the movement and the noise of all the additional crates within the container, sleep was impossible.
Bugayev tried to stretch. He couldn�t stand up fully in the compartment, so he dropped the leg support on the aircraft seat. This allowed him to extend to his fully five feet and eleven inch length. The stretch didn�t satisfy him much. Surely, this part of his mission would be over soon.
Beginning on his eighteenth birthday, Bugayev had been spirited away from his family and sent to several special schools. His intelligence and ability to influence his friends had been noticed early in school and had come to the attention of Vladimir Putin, the head of the Foreign Intelligence Service, or SVR. Now he was almost thirty, could speak five languages fluently, and had the documents he could use to freely move around any country in Europe as one of its citizens. He had been assigned to Directorate �S,� which was responsible for preparing and planting "illegal agents" abroad, conducting terror operations and sabotage in foreign countries, "biological espionage," recruitment of foreign citizens on the Russian territory and a few other duties. In just the last four years, he had been part of three strategic operations, most recently in Latvia. In each case, he had been able to achieve the SVR�s objectives which ultimately allowed his country to make political and military moves into these countries with little loss of Russian lives. He was proud of his work, although he already knew he would never be recognized for it.
After another hour, the train slowed. Sitting quietly, Bugayev listened to try to see what was going on. There were a couple brief shouts, then the train began moving again. If it was the border, he would have just one more hour in this wood lined hell hole. At least he hoped his fellow agents would be able to get him out.
Just a little over an hour later, as expected, the train came to a halt. Within a few minutes, he heard the cranes coming down the line, lifting the containers from their cars and placing them on the back of trucks. Very quickly, he heard the sound of men hooking up the cables and felt the container lift off its car and be swung through the air. After another jolt as the container was positioned on a set of wheels, he heard a big truck diesel come to life as the truck, with its container, began moving down the road.
Although the train ride had been rough, the truck ride was agony. It seemed every rut, pothole and bump was hit along the way. Mercifully, after a thirty minute ride, he could hear a change in the sounds around him. In this case, it sounded as if they had entered a large building. The truck stopped and the engine was shut down. In a minute, Bugayev hear the door open on the end of the container. Men began taking out all the rest of the boxes and crates inside. A few minutes more and there was a knock on the side of Bugayev�s wooden crate. The latches were pulled back inside and the crate wall lowered from the top to lay flat in the container. Bugayev blinked as the lights from several flashlights were pointed at him.
�Come, quickly. Your scooter is just outside that door. You have all your papers and instructions?� a man asked in Polish.
�Yes,� he replied.
�Then off with you, and good luck,� said the man.
Bugayev didn�t even stop to shake his hand. He quickly grabbed his satchel and walked to the door on the side of the building. Looking back, Bugayev saw the men close the crate and stack it near several others along the far wall. Obviously they planned on using it again.
Exiting the building, as promised, Bugayev found the scooter propped against the wall. He placed his satchel on the back holder and then mounted his new steed. Turning the key, it started right up. He then twisted the throttle and sped around the building and down the darkened road.


Chapter 1 
New Responsibilities 

United 455
Lieutenant Rod Jeffers sat back in his seat and tried to relax. He had been called just the day before and told to pack his bags. Now he was on an early morning flight to Washington, DC, sitting beside his boss, Vice Admiral Roger Hammond. Both had just gotten aboard the plane and had gotten into their assigned seats. It promised to be a smooth flight.
Jeffers sat back a moment and thought of the whirlwind he had been through over the past month. He was surprised when he had gotten the call to the Commander, Naval Surface Force, Pacific. He was even more surprised when he was ushered into Admiral Hammond�s office. He had originally met the Admiral aboard the USS Kings Mountain the day after Hammond�s wife had been kidnapped in Venezuela. He had been one of the officers Hammond had met with to get ideas on where to start looking. Jeffers had been the first to figure it out. He found out later that Hammond had told his commanding officer that Jeffers was a man to watch.
Now, three years later, Jeffers found himself sitting in in front of him again. After some probing questions, Hammond got to the point. �Now to the reason I asked you here today. I need a new Flag Lieutenant, and I think you might be just the man for the job. You impressed me a couple of years ago when you came to the same conclusion I did on who was responsible for that kidnapping mess. Since then, Captain Davis tells me you not only could handle a ship, but displayed the same smarts when it came to getting things done. That�s what I need around me, someone who can hold his own and get the job done, no matter what. I really don�t want one of those guys who just says �yes, sir� and runs errands. I want someone who can add to the equation. You have shown that you�re not afraid of these stars on my collars and will speak your mind when needed. So now�s your chance. What do you think?� Hammond asked as he sat back in his chair.
Jeffers remembered sitting forward in his chair and looking Hammond straight in the eye. �First off, sir, if you think I�m not intimidated by those stars, you�re wrong. I�ve heard of flag officers eating guys like me for lunch. At the same time, I know a little bit about you too. Captain Davis thinks you are the next saint, and he�s told me a little about how you work, so that helps. Second, I am worried about my career. I need to get to Department Head School and keep everything on track. I really don�t want anything to interfere with that. Third, if I take the job, you need to know that I always get my two cents worth in. If I need to be, I can be pretty insistent. So just don�t get steamed if I say something that you don�t agree with. On the other hand, if I take the job I will work night and day to make sure your job is a little easier. The question is, can you be happy with that,� he asked.
Hammond had grinned. �Rod, that�s exactly what I want. Don�t worry about getting your career derailed. You have to go to a shore billet anyway. I�ll make sure your career stays on track. I think I�d really like working with you, so if you�re agreeable, I�ll talk to your detailer,� he said. Hammond stood and offered his hand. Jeffers stood and took it.
That had been just four weeks before. He understood then, that they would be going to the Mediterranean, but things had suddenly changed. Now he would now be the Flag Lieutenant to the Vice Chief of Naval Operations. Jeffers was having a hard time realizing what a big change that might mean.
�You all set?� Hammond asked from the window seat as Jeffers shoved his tablet device into the seat in front of him.
�Yes, sir. Now we just have to change planes in Dallas,� Jeffers said. �Once we get to DC, there will be a car waiting to take us to the Navy Yard. You are all set up for a room in senior officers� quarters and I got one at the bachelor officers� quarters down the street. I also got everything arranged for you to get a ride every morning for the first week or so into the Pentagon. Tomorrow morning it will pick you up at 5 am. That should get you there in time for the morning brief. After that, we�ll just have to see how the schedule shakes out,� Jeffers said.
Hammond chuckled. �You really are trying to think ahead. You going to be riding in with me each morning,� he asked.
Jeffers shook his head. �No, sir, I plan on being in the office at least a half an hour ahead just to make sure your chair has been dusted. I wouldn�t want you to soil your whites before the big meeting,� he said with a grin.
Hammond almost let out a howl of laughter, but caught himself and sat back with a smile. In just a week of working together, the two men had become very accustomed to working with each other and had become a well-oiled team. He liked Jeffers dry sense of humor, but even better, he liked how he worked. Jeffers used his brain to get things done. He never pushed the weight of his office around, but always was able to get the job done. Even the rest of the staff had liked working with him. Brian Davis was right about the young man. He would eventually become a flag officer as long as the Navy didn�t screw things up.
Hammond looked back at Jeffers. �What are you going to do about transportation? I�m planning on buying some sort of car once I get there.�
Jeffers shrugged. �I put my car on the train yesterday. According to the schedule, it should get there sometime next weekend. I can pick it up in a place called Lorton. Then, at least, I won�t have to be stuck in the Navy Yard all the time,� he said.
�Good idea. What kind of car is it?�
Jeffers chuckled. �Just an old beater I picked up a few years ago from a friend of the family. It�s a 2001, but I kind of got myself attached to it. As long as it gets me back and forth, I�m happy. As a bachelor, I like getting out and traveling around some on the weekends when I don�t have to work. I just jump in the car and take off. I get to see a lot of stuff doing that,� he said with a twinkle in his eye.
�I sometimes do the same thing. You�ve seen the Olds. I used to go on some day trips. Not so much now though. A family will do that to you,� he grinned.
They were interrupted as the pilot welcomed the passengers aboard and the cabin attendant began his usual routine. Within a few minutes the plane had lifted from the bumpy runway and was clawing into the morning skies.
After the seat belt light blinked off, Hammond turned to Jeffers again. �What do you think about the assignment I mentioned?�
�I actually talked for a few minutes to Admiral Styles� aide, a Lieutenant Grant, yesterday. He said they had selected four flag officers to make up the team to look at what�s going on,� Jeffers said as he reached for his tablet and switched it on. �Admiral Lockwood is an aviator, Admiral Grimes is surface, Admiral Best is intelligence and General Westin is a Marine. So far, they have met to discuss the mission but that�s about all. There is another meeting scheduled for Wednesday at 0900 in your office. I told Grant to keep the meeting on the schedule. I figure if we need to change it, we can do that almost anytime.�
Hammond nodded in agreement. �Seems a little strange that it�s such a small group,� he said.
�I agree. But listening to Grant, he called it Styles� �usual group.� Grant also insinuated that Styles liked things a certain way and for things to come out as he expects. From what he was telling me, it sounded like Grant was used to working long hours and couldn�t wait to get away from that office. I kind of felt sorry for him,� said Jeffers with a slight sigh.
Hammond shook his head. Too often senior flag officers might look for the easy way out of a situation. Having friends he could count on to back up his ideas was one of the signs. Long hours for the staff was another indicator. Hammond had heard of Styles� climb to the top. Granted, he was a dedicated and hardworking officer, but it appeared his ego had risen with his rank. He had run into that in the last war. �What do you think about this group?�
Jeffers shifted in his seat slightly. �I think it needs more. I noticed there are no submariners in the group, no supply types, and all of them have been in flag positions for the last eight years at least. That means no current operators. I would recommend a few captains and commanders just to round it out some. But there�s something else that�s bothering me,� Jeffers said leaning in a little closer. �If this is supposed to be a group looking at how we might respond to a Russian outbreak, why are there no Army or Air Force types in the group? Even if we are just looking at a Navy response, we will have to take their needs and efforts into account. If it was left to me, I would drop some of the flag officers and widen the scope. Let�s give the powers that be a real detailed scenario instead of just another study,� Jeffers said. He wasn�t too sure that he hadn�t overstepped his bounds with what he had said.
Hammond saw just a glint of concern in Jeffer�s eyes. He smiled at the man. �I think you�re right. You can�t be in somebody�s yard and not play with them. How about we get the Chief of Staff to get a few people lined up to join us at that Wednesday meeting. Ask if the Marine might be changed to Richardson. I�d like her opinions. Tell him to add those captains and commanders. I like the idea,� he said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. �Did they say it was okay to use these?�
Jeffers nodded.
Hammond pulled up a number from his contact list and placed the call.
Perry Johnson was sitting in his recliner watching a ball game when his cell phone rang. He was surprised it was from Hammond. �Roger, I thought you weren�t getting in till tonight.�
�I�m not. We are currently over Nevada, I think. I needed to ask a question. Should this team not include all the services?� he asked.
Johnson thought a moment. �You know, it should. I�m not sure how far it�s gone, but now that I think about it, maybe it should be more of a defense level effort. I�ll talk to the Secretary in the morning and get it straight. I still want you to do it; just make sure the skids are greased. Got some people in mind?�
�No, but my aide and I are discussing some things and I wanted to make sure we were on the right track,� Hammond said.
�No problem. Glad to see you�re already on it. We�ll talk more tonight at dinner.�
�Thanks Perry. I�ll see you tonight at seven,� said Hammond as he turned off the phone. �It seems you and the CNO think alike,� said Hammond with a grin as he turned toward Jeffers.
�I like being in good company,� Jeffers grinned.
�Now, what say we talk a little about what you think about how and what will happen,� Hammond said as he sat back in his seat. The two men talked quietly for the remaining two hours of the flight.
Krakow, Poland
Bugayev eased his scooter into a space just in front of an apothecary just outside the city center. It was an older building from the early nineteenth century. There was the shop downstairs and three stories of flats above it. The front of the building had once been decorated in the older European style, but most of the ornate trappings had long since faded. It was dusk, and the lights had been turned on inside the shop. He could see a few people inside at the counter.
Bugayev shut down the engine and grabbed a small backpack before making his way to the shop door. He had arrived just before the shop was to close, as planned months earlier. Now he would make his first contact on this assignment. The ringing of a small bell announced his arrival inside the apothecary shop. No one really turned to look. The man at the counter had just finished giving a customer his prescription and a lady was waiting behind him.
�I will be with you shortly,� said the man at the counter.
The jovial smile on his face caused Bugayev to relax slightly. He had been told who and what to expect. The photo he had studied matched the man behind the counter exactly. Bugayev pretended to look at items on the shelves until the lady finally left and the man at the counter called out, �May I help you?�
Bugayev smiled and eased toward the counter. �I was hoping you had a flat for me. The name is Filip Menski. I called earlier,� he said with a smile.
The code words caused the man�s face to suddenly change to concern, then almost immediately return to the broad smile. He extended his hand. �Anton Kursov. I have been expecting you. Wait a moment while I lock up and I will take you to your flat,� he said as he removed his apron and began locking up. In just a few moments, they exited the store and entered a side door. There was a long flight of stairs inside. �Unfortunately, this is the only way to get up to the flat. It is a private entrance. You are on the top level of the building. My family and I live just above the shop and another family, the Polski�s live just above us,� Kursov said as he made his way up the stairs. By the time they reached the top, Kursov was very winded. He unlocked the door and the men stepped inside.
The small flat was very pleasant. There was a small sitting area, a kitchen with a table, and a television set to one side. There were two doors on the opposite wall. Once led to a bathroom and the other to a bedroom. Everything was clean and neat.
�We refurbished the flat just last year. I made sure that the floors and walls were soundproofed,� said Kursov nervously. He led Bugayev to the bedroom. On one wall was a closet. Opening the closet, he reached beside the side wall and eased a hidden lever. The wall opened and revealed a small room with a radio receiver some books and other items. �I believe you have everything you need. If you do need something, only talk to me. None of my family knows what we are doing. It is better for security that way. I was told to have a meeting with you and our supporters tomorrow night. I will take you to it at 7 pm. Until then, get some rest,� he said.
Bugayev nodded. �What else were you instructed to do?�
�Only to follow your orders explicitly. I was not made aware of any plans beyond getting you set up here, but I am at your disposal to get things started. Just be aware, I am expected in the shop from nine in the morning until seven at night. On occasion I can ask my wife to take over for a few minutes, but not for very long. I also have a son, Petyr, and two other younger children. After school Petyr makes deliveries on his bike. I�ll do my best to make myself available for anything you need,� said Kursov.
Bugayev nodded. �I must insist that you must do whatever I ask. There is much at stake for the Rodina. So start finding some excuses to be away. I will attempt to work around the schedule, but I make no promises.�
�I understand. The people you will meet tomorrow were all cleared by state security. I am hoping that between all of us, everything will be done,� Kursov explained.
�We will see,� said Bugayev sternly. �Now get back to your family. I will see you again in the morning.�
Kursov nodded, then reached into the small room and pulled out 1,900 zlotys. He placed them in his pocket. �That�s your rent for the first month. I will be expected to show it to the family and deposit it in the bank. I will replace it each month,� he said.
Kursov turned and walked to the door. �Welcome to Krakow,� he said as he left the room.
Bugayev deposited his pack on the bed. He looked in the chest of drawers and found they were full of clothing that was his size. He then examined the rest of the apartment. Everything worked and there was even food in the small refrigerator. He nodded to himself. If Kursov was this efficient, the job would be much easier.
Sitting in the easy chair, he turned on the television. The news was announcing some disturbances in Warsaw involving people who were originally from Russia.
The Pentagon
It had been a rough night. True to his word, a car and driver met them at Reagan National Airport and drove them across the river to the Navy Yard. There, the two were deposited in their respective quarters. Despite their exhaustion, Hammond had a rough time sleeping. Somehow the anticipation of the new job had filled him with a strange anxiety to get there and get the job done. Being away from Patricia and Little Steve hadn�t helped. Because of a delay in Dallas, his plane hadn�t arrived until late, so his planned meeting with Admiral Johnson had not happened. He would be going into the office cold. Fortunately, the driver had taken him up to the river entrance of the Pentagon where he would bypass all the crowds of people filing into work. Lieutenant Jeffers was standing there with a smile, as usual, and had the Pentagon Force Protection Agency representative there to speed him through the steps to get the appropriate badging and permissions for free access to his offices.
Immediately after getting credentialed, Jeffers escorted Hammond to his new office on the �E� ring next to the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations. He was pleasantly surprised to find he had a window overlooking the river and downtown Washington � not that he would get the chance to look that often. When he entered the outer office, everyone came to attention. Captain Mike Clarity stepped up to greet him.
�Admiral, this is Captain Mike Clarity, your Chief of Staff,� said Jeffers making the introduction.
Hammond extended his hand. �Good to meet you, Captain. Come on in while I get used to this new place,� he said cordially.
Clarity shook his head. �Sorry, Admiral, but you have just five minutes to get down to the briefing room. The CNO told me to get you down there a little early so you could talk. Just leave your things here and we�ll take care of getting you checked in while you�re at the briefing, then we can sit down afterward.�
Hammond gave a sigh. �And when I was an ensign, I thought admirals could just about do whatever they wanted.� The men chuckled. �Alright Captain, I am yours to command. Lead the way.�
Jeffers took the copies of Hammond�s orders and his briefcase then the two men left the office. The briefing room was on the �D� ring and a short walk down the corridor. The Marine at the entrance checked their badges and the two were allowed to enter.
The Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Perry Johnson greeted them when they entered the room. �Roger, how are you doing? It�s good to see you.�
�Not bad, Perry. I�m glad to finally get here.�
Johnson ushered Hammond to a seat at the front of the small auditorium where they sat down. He got right down to business. �Sorry you didn�t have time to come over last night, but I wanted to give you a little insight on this job you have to do. I had tasked Styles with taking a hard look at our next threat and what we might need to do to prepare for it. Normally I would have tasked this to the Deputy for Plans, but I have her on a couple of other things right now and this is too high level to farm out.�
Hammond nodded.
�Anyway, you should hear a few things going on right now in Europe during the briefing. Things seem to be ramping up pretty fast over there. The President and I went to the European Summit last week and those guys are about to go spastic over the Russians. Poland, Germany and Britain are gearing up, Spain and some of the smaller countries are taking notice, but it looks like France is just going to sit by and watch. In the middle of this, the President dropped the big one. He told them, in no uncertain terms, that the United States was tired of fighting their wars for them and would not step up until they all started picking up their part of the load.�
Hammond�s eyes sprung open. �I bet that got their attention.�
�No shit. Most of them are starting to take things a little more seriously for a change. Of course, we are not going to leave anybody out in the cold, but it had to be said. I talked to Steve more about it on the way home. He�s serious about making them pick up the load, so we needed someone who could objectively look at this mess and make the appropriate plans. One of your hats is Commander, Allied Joint Forces Command. We are going to count on you to smooth any rough feathers and get some plans going on a NATO front. When you called yesterday, you had anticipated one of the things I was going to talk to you about. It�s broader than you may think. You will also need to coordinate things at NATO as well. That means a bunch of trips to Europe. We need to try and second guess what is going to happen and get everybody in on it. My gut feeling is Russia is about to go either into Poland or Austria. If they do, there is going to be a shooting war. So we need to know how they might do it and how we can counter it. Quite frankly, we are not prepared for a war the size of World War Two. Our resources are limited. So we need to figure this out and find a way of coming out on top. Styles was a great planner, but I couldn�t really send him around places without pissing people off. You, on the other hand, have tact. The President and I figured we could send you anywhere, and if we do start shooting, you have shown you can handle that aspect too.�
�So I�m supposed to ride up on the white horse and save the world,� Hammond grunted.
�Three bags full,� said the CNO with a grin. �Roger, I�ve been in this office for several years. I�ve gotten to know everybody up here and you are the only one I can trust with this. We�ve both been trying to cut out the politics in the Navy, but it keeps poking its head back up. I do have some very capable officers coming up, but for this job, you are the only one I can count on to do it right. Of course, the President agreed with me.�
Hammond chuckled. �Of course. You know, sometimes I wish I�d never met the man. I could be a big cheese in industry right now,� he joked.
�Yea, with a three alarm ulcer and a bald head,� the CNO returned.
Hammond let out a slow breath. �I guess that means I�m stuck with the job,� he grinned, then gave a wink. �You need to know my Flag Lieutenant and I came up with the same ideas on Europe yesterday on the plane. I�m going to add some people to this study team, then bring in some of the NATO liaisons. Some toes might get stepped on, but I�ll get the job done,� he said smiling.
�You two plotting to overthrow the government?� asked a booming voice from behind them. General Howard Black strode up to the men and grasped Hammonds hand with a vice-like grip. �Damn, it�s good to see you again, Roger. Good to have you back on the team.�
�Never thought I�d left, Chairman,� replied a grinning Hammond.
�Well you were just too far away for me to bother with. Now, maybe, we can get a few things going around here,� said Black. He eased in a little closer. �I even think I saw a few senior officers quaking in their boots when it was announced you would be coming in. It�s good for them. Keeps them in line. Is everyone here?� he asked looking around. There were a few empty seats, but Black never let that stop him. �Let�s get started,� he said, sitting next to Hammond.
The first briefing was the current deployment of troops and ships around the globe, their status and current operations plans. The second was a public affairs briefing that outlines the highlights of current news around the world, from the United States through Europe and to the Far East. Then came the intelligence briefing.
�Ladies and gentlemen, last night there were some protests in Poland about discriminating practices of Polish business against current Polish citizens of Russian descent. Supposedly, these practices are being carried out throughout the nation as some sort of retaliation against Russia and her alliances. Our intelligence indicates these allegations are false. Current employment laws in Poland prohibit such things, but if you recall, these same things began happening in several other neighboring states which were once a part of the Warsaw Pact. We are also getting intelligence that Russian troops and tanks are being moved from their current positions in Ukraine and Belarus toward the Polish and Austrian borders. As of now, we have identified twenty divisions on the move. In addition, six squadrons of bombers have moved to bases in Belarus. The Russian government told its people that with the situation in Ukraine and Belarus becoming stable, there was an effort to protect the state against a NATO invasion. Our sources tell us that these divisions are fully armed and ready. Sources in Hungary have told us of additional aircraft being flown to bases in twos and threes, then being quickly moved into hangers. So far, there have been no flights, but it clearly appears they are getting ready for something.
Austria and Germany have formed an alliance and German troops have begun moving into Austria and joining their forces in making preparations. The Poles have called in their reserves to get ready for what they feel is an imminent invasion. The incident last night will further inflame the situation.
At sea, the Russians appear to have deployed at least twelve of their diesel submarines from the Northern Fleet. All other ships are still in port. The one exception is the guided missile cruiser Kiev, which along with several escorts, is in the Med, near the tip of Italy. Most times they remain in the Black Sea, but on occasion, they show up for a brief period in the eastern Med,� the briefer droned on.
Hammond leaned over to the CNO. �I may be too late,� he whispered.
The CNO shook his head. �It�s a cat and mouse game. They move their people around like in a chess game. It makes it hard to know what their actual intensions are or where they may strike.�
Hammond nodded. He wasn�t really familiar with the morning briefings in the Pentagon. He had been out in the field too long.
The briefers went on for another half hour along with questions and answers. Then the people in the room began breaking up and going back to their offices. Hammond was stopped by a familiar face.
�I see you want me in on your planning session,� said General Claire Richardson. �I guess this makes up for being left off the first go around,� she said with a grin.
Hammond grinned. �Told them I didn�t want anything unless I had the head grunt on the team. How�s it going Claire?�
She actually gave him a hug. �It�s been too long. How�s Patricia and Little Steve?�
�Fine. Although Patricia was looking forward to some time in Italy.�
�And then we dragged you here. You should have known it would happen. We need sane people to keep us crazies on track,� she said with a smile. �I guess you are getting a good look at what we�re up against.�
Hammond nodded. �A little, but I figure it will take me a while to get the whole picture.�
Richardson�s face clouded. �Don�t make it too long, Roger. I�ve got that feeling in the back of my neck that within the next six months we�ll be in a shooting war. Thanks for bringing me in on the team.�
�I guess it takes a couple of old war horses to get things going. Let me get started and then we can do lunch in a couple of days. I�d love to hear about what�s been happening with you,� Hammond said.
�I love going on a date. See you later, Roger,� she said as she made her way out of the room.
Krakow, Poland
Petyr Kursov pedaled his way down the narrow streets on the outskirts of Krakow after completing his deliveries for the day. Just 17 years old, he had a very strong, thin frame, well-muscled from the daily deliveries he made for his father. Growing up in Krakow he had never known the Soviet Union his father had grown up in. Although ethnically Russian, he considered himself Polish. As a result, he had grown to enjoy the freedoms of his native land and had made many friends. As a matter of fact, he had become very popular in school, making friends easily and getting a reputation of being easy going and helpful when you needed him. His education was top notch and he always achieved high marks in school.
Every day he left school to help his father make the deliveries of medicine or other sundries for people who had a hard time getting in to the shop. The elderly in the area had come to know and love the black haired youth with the sparkling blue eyes. He was always there with a friendly smile and helping hand. In turn, this helped his father�s business greatly and the family enjoyed a prosperity that had them very comfortable.
Petyr made a turn around one corner onto one of the main streets and began coming up on a young girl with auburn hair carrying two heavy bags of groceries. He immediately recognized her as Freda Polski, whose family had moved into the apartment above theirs just three weeks before. Petyr had a difficult time getting to know her. Only rarely did he see her outside of school and they didn�t share any classes. To Petyr, she was extremely attractive, so he eased his bicycle up alongside her and called out to her. �Need some help?� he asked.
Startled slightly, Freda quickly smiled. �Oh, hello! I wouldn�t mind some help,� she said.
Petyr got off his bike and grabbed the two bags placing them in the wire basket he had mounted over the front tire. �I�ll walk with you,� he said. The two began walking together as he pushed his bike.
She flexed her fingers and looked down at where the plastic had cut into them. �I wasn�t sure I would make it,� she exclaimed. �The family needed more than I had thought.�
Petyr smiled at her. �I was beginning to think I�d never see you. This is the first time I�ve seen you outside school,� he said.
She gave him a small grin. �Well, I don�t get out much. My mother is not well, she has difficulty breathing. All those years of smoking have nearly killed her, so to help my father; I have to do a lot of the work around the house. By the time I get supper done and everything cleaned up, I just have enough time to get my homework done before I need to get to bed,� she said.
Petyr gave a sigh. �Same with me. I help out my father delivering packages after school. Sometimes I think I�ll never get my homework done and get some sleep. How long has your Mom been sick?�
�For the last five years. Mother has to use an oxygen tube now. She gets winded just standing up and walking across a room. That�s why we moved into the city. Going back and forth to his work from the family farm nearly killed Father. He works so hard, and comes in so tired, I felt like I had to do something. Luckily, I�m a pretty good cook,� she said with a grin. �But sometimes I have a little time and I go down and sit on the bench in front of your store. Just a little fresh air helps a lot. Aren�t you at the same level as I am in school?� she asked.
Petyr smiled. �Yes, but you weren�t assigned any of the same classes. I�ve seen you a few times, but when you�re rushing to your next class, there�s not much time to say hello. How are you doing in school?�
�Not too bad,� she said. �I want to go to the university and become a teacher. Father says they will get by if I go, but I�m not so sure.�
�A teacher, huh. Why that?� he asked.
She shrugged. �I really like being around children, and my grandmother was a teacher. What about you?�
�I hope to get into the university too, but I am interested in biology. Either I want to do biological research or become a doctor. I�d like to help figure out what makes us all the way we are. You know, what really comes together to make your hair the color it is or your eyes as green as they are,� he said. �I don�t want to change how it�s done, but just to understand it.�
�Sounds nice,� she said with a smile. The fact he had noticed the color of her eyes had not gone unnoticed. �Maybe we will go to the same university together.�
Petyr couldn�t believe how much he was enjoying the conversation. �I think I would like that a lot. I�m glad we finally got the chance to talk a bit. Maybe I need to come this way every day.�
Freda laughed. �Well, I don�t go to the grocer every day, but I might try and sit on that bench for a while each night. Maybe you will catch me there,� she said with a sly look.
Petyr looked up and rubbed his chin with one hand. �Hmmm, I might be able to work it into my busy schedule,� he said before looking back at her and smiling.
Freda had heard all about Petyr at school. Of all the students, no one ever said anything bad about him. Yes, his looks were amazing, but she found his personality to be just as pleasant as the others had told her, and she felt drawn to it. Now they were laughing together walking along the street. She would make sure that she spent some time on the bench tonight.
The Pentagon
Lieutenant Jeffers escorted Colonel Pete Peterson into Hammond�s office. He had been a little concerned about the summons to an Admiral�s office to be a part of a special team. Admiral Hammond came from his desk to greet him.
�Colonel Peterson, it�s good to finally meet you. A friend of ours had a lot of nice things to say about you,� he said cheerfully.
The puzzled look on Peterson�s face was priceless. �I�m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, Admiral,� he said. �A friend?�
Hammond almost laughed. �Yep, Dale Ricks told me you were probably the only army officer who had his shit together, so that�s why I asked for you.�
Peterson�s face broke into a wide grin. �I�ll be damned. I hadn�t made the connection. How�s he doing?�
�Pretty fair. The last I heard, they have him down at Fort Belvoir in a training billet. I just got here a few days ago and I haven�t been able to catch up. Have a seat,� Hammond said to the colonel. The two men sat down and Hammond continued. �Colonel, I�ve been handed a tough job and I will need a few people with combat experience on the team. I got the go ahead from Defense to select a few people to join it. I remembered what you and Ricks had gone through so I asked where you were. Luckily you were over at Fort Meyers. I appreciate you joining us on such short notice and I appreciate you coming in a little early so we could meet.�
Peterson was relieved a bit now that he knew what had happened. �Not a problem, sir, but I�m still a little interested in knowing what we�re up against,� he said.
�I�ll explain more at the meeting, but the main thing is to try and determine who the next threat is and how we are going tackle it. At first, my predecessor had just invited flag officers, but I felt like we couldn�t do this without people who have been there and done that a little more recently than they had. I need you to look at this from the ground pounder perspective. I can�t make recommendations that will work unless I know the guys with the bayonets can do the job. I believe you are just the guy to tell me this,� Hammond said firmly.
Peterson nodded his head. �Oh, I can do that, all right. If you talked to Ricks, you know we were at it from both the losing side to eventually the winning side. Even now, some of the guys I work with can�t believe what we did,� he said with determination. �Of course, what I say won�t mean much if a bunch of flag officers poo-poo it. But I�ll give you what I�ve got. From what I have heard, you have seen some of the same kind of action yourself, so I�ll leave you to fight with the rest of the elephants. Us pygmies will just keep from getting crunched underfoot,� he said with a grin.
�I�ll try to keep them from making jelly out of you. Thanks for joining the team.�
The two men talked a few minutes before they had to leave for the meeting. The conference room was just down the hall. The men were the last to enter and everyone stood as they came in except for two of the admirals, who remained seated. It quickly reminded Hammond that technically, he was still a three star, while these two men were four stars. After asking the people to be seated, Hammond led off.
�Ladies and gentlemen, I am Roger Hammond, acting Vice Chief of Naval Operations. Thank you all for coming today. Some of you began this process under the late Admiral Styles, today we are picking up that effort. It has been bumped up a little and now has the support of the Department of Defense, so it�s not just a Navy project anymore. I also asked to expand on the people taking part in this effort,� he began. �We have a monumental task before us. Some of the decisions will be easy, while others will require intense effort. As I see it, we have four goals,� he began
Lieutenant Jeffers turned on the computer projector and the outline appeared in front of them.
�First, we need to determine the top three threats facing the United States at the present time. Second, we need to determine the largest threat and how they threaten us. Third, where are we most vulnerable or to put it better, how would you see them attacking us, and fourth, how do we meet the challenge. Specifically, if we are attacked, what do we do about it? You will notice that we have officers from the allied services here with us. Since the United States does not operate in a vacuum, we have to take into consideration how our allies will respond as well.
�That is the basic outline, but as you can imagine, the deeper we go into this, the more detailed it will get. I will say this, if any of you feel you cannot stick with this until it is complete, please let me know now. Once we start, we all will have a part and we all will have homework to do. I will ask that if you do leave, you assign someone else to take your place. I�m not kidding on the importance of this project.
�Now, as to how I want to conduct these meetings, they will mainly be brainstorming sessions. Everyone has an equal say,� he said while glancing at Peterson. He noticed Peterson grin back. During the meetings, we will look at specific aspects of the mission and everyone will need to go back afterwards and find out what information we need to eventually come to a consensus. Once we have everything finalized, we will go over it all in front of the Joint Chiefs. If they have any other comments, it will be incorporated into the final.�
Hammond looked around the room. �Each of you is a resident expert in their area of warfare expertise. There is no denying that. Each of you has an equal say. If you have a doubt, sing out and bring it up to all of us. We can�t get this done if there are lingering doubts. This must be our best effort. Now are there any questions?� he asked finally.
Admiral Lockwood spoke up. �Roger, why involve such a large number of non-flag officers? When we first met with Styles, we assumed this would be something that would last a few meetings then a report submitted,� he said in an accusing tone.
�That may be, but I got the distinct impression from the CNO that he wanted something a little more substantial. Evidently the Secretary of Defense agreed, so it got bumped up to a higher priority with a few more provisions. I invited the rest of these senior officers because they have much more recent combat experience and can give us a better insight on what happens at the ground level.�
�Don�t you think we know that,� Lockwood said sternly. �I have a lot more experience than these guys.�
Hammond looked at him and laid his hands on the table. �Admiral, you are an aviator. What aircraft did you fly?�
Lockwood grinned. �I trained on the F-4 Phantom. Then I transitioned to F-14s,� he said with a smirk.
�And both are aircraft no longer in our inventory. The aviators we have today are dealing with systems and aircraft we never dreamed of. Although I know you have vast experiences, they are not necessarily modern experiences. We need that input, not just the outdated ideas of people who have been flying desks instead of aircraft for the last ten years,� Hammond said calmly.
Lockwood got a stricken look on his face. No one had ever doubted his abilities, yet Hammond had cut right to the core. He was right. It had been ten years since he had flown in an aircraft except as a passenger. What made it worse, Hammond had calmly cut him down in front of all the others. He silently began looking for a way to get a little revenge. Looking back at Hammond, he said, �So I take it none of the other flag officers have the experience either.�
�Oh, I don�t know,� said a female voice from the back of the room. Everyone turned to see Lieutenant General Claire Richardson sitting back in her chair. �I personally recognize several people in the room who were with me when we had our little walk up the Korean peninsula. It looks like a well thought out team to me,� she said in a matter-of-fact tone.
�I agree,� said Rear Admiral Chris Hustvedt, sitting beside her. Every naval officer in the room remembered how Hustvedt had won the battle of the Sea of Japan just six years before.
�It�s not that I doubt anyone�s abilities. You have an amazing record and I really do need your input into all this. But I also need the experiences of everyone in the room, not just one or two. Once this is done, we will have a blueprint for fighting a modern war. Something like this hasn�t been done of this scale since the Second World War. I need all of you,� Hammond reiterated. �Any other questions?�
The room was silent. Everyone recognized leadership and it was standing at the front of the room.
�Very well, then, let�s start at the beginning. What do you think are the top three threats to the United States,� Hammond began.
�Russia,� said Admiral Best put forward. �With all the activity she has been in for the last year, I would expect something between six months and a year from now. There may be others, but Russia worries me most,� he said, warming up to the task. Several of the people in the room nodded.
�China might be the next one in line,� said Richardson. �She is still rattling her saber in some of the outlying areas and we have gotten word that she is putting pressure on some of the neighboring countries to get some things done. I wouldn�t put her in the same ballpark as Russia, but with over a billion people, I would be worried. I know we worried about that in Korea.�
�Okay, that�s two to consider, are there others?� asked Hammond.
�What about the Middle East? It has quieted down some, but they are still killing each other over there by the dozens,� said a Marine lieutenant colonel.
�Yea, they never seem to go away,� said Best with a grin. There was a chuckle in the room. �We finally got out of there but the conflict seems to always keep going. The threat there is to the oil supplies,� he said. Again there was nodding around the room.
A British captain spoke up. �Actually, I believe those are the real threats to any of us. Venezuela used to be somewhat of a threat, however it appears that issue has been handily dealt with,� he said with a grin. �In any case, aside from minor skirmishes with the damned Somali pirates, the rest of the world appears to be holding its own. If it were left to me, I would agree that the number one threat is Russia, then China and the Middle East. At least I can�t think of any other major threats,� he said. �India is a big question mark, but, fortunately, she has her own troubles and is not bothering anyone at present.�
Hammond looked around the room. Some were nodding and some simply watching. �Very well, is this a consensus?� he asked. Now everyone was nodding. Hammond smiled, �Now see, we have already accomplished a quarter of our mission,� he said with a grin.
There was a general chuckle around the room. Everyone knew this was the easy part, but everyone felt the energy now. People were participating and they all felt something big was being done.
�Now to stage two, how are we threatened by our top choice, Russia.� This time, the discussion was much livelier.
Krakow, Poland.
The night was very peaceful. Freda could hear crickets in the distance and the light from the streetlamp cast a dim yellow glow across the area. She had only been sitting on the bench for a few minutes when she heard the shop door open and Petyr came out.
�Hi,� she said, �Glad you made it.�
Petyr sat down next to her. He could see the outline of her face in the light of the streetlamp. He was thrilled she had invited him to join her and was working hard not to show it. �Wouldn�t miss it. I used to come out here sometimes myself. It�s nice in the cool of the evening,� he said. He shifted on the bench to face her. �Now, tell me about yourself. About the only thing I know is that you just moved in here and you have to take care of the family,� he said.
She turned slightly to face him. �Where do I start? My father is a banker at the PKO Bank just a few blocks from here. Originally we had a farm outside the city on the other side of the A4, but when my mother got so sick, father decided to move closer to work so he could be home more often. At least that�s what he told us. What really happened is he has spent all we have on special doctors to try and treat mother. We flew her to the United States for care, but she was so far gone, they said the only thing they could do was to put her on something called a transplant list. They sent us home and told us to wait. We call every week or so, but so far, there has been no word. I overheard father telling a friend they didn�t have much hope they would get one in time,� she said as her voice drifted softer.
Petyr could feel the pain she felt. He reached over and took her hand. �I can�t imagine what you have been through. If I had known, I wouldn�t have asked,� he said softly.
She squeezed his hand. �Don�t feel bad, we have seen this coming. Even mother does what she can to cheer us all up. My father is determined to make life as pleasant as possible for all of us. It was just a shame we had to leave the farm. I loved it there,� she said wistfully.
�Did you sell it or rent out the land?� Petyr asked.
�Oh, Papa wouldn�t sell it. We rent the house to a family who works the land. It has been in our family for several generations. It has several hectares of farmland, some forest and a small lake. I loved that lake,� she said wistfully.
�What kinds of things did you like to do there?� he asked.
The smile returned to her face, �Oh, I�m an outdoor girl,� she said. �I love anything outdoors. I used to ride my bike every day, go out with friends camping and swimming. Sometimes I would just go out and soak up the sun. My father used to have to hunt me down for dinner each night. I would be off doing something somewhere,� she said gleefully. �I haven�t had the chance to do much of that lately.�
Petyr got even more excited. Those were the kinds of things he loved to do as well. �Maybe we should take some time and do things like that together. I enjoy being outside too. If nothing else, you can ride with me on my errands,� he suggested.
�That might be fun. Maybe we could go to the park by the Wisla River. I have wanted to get down and see it,� she suggested.
�I�d like that too. Do you want to go some weekend?�
�If I can get the time,� she said.
�Then we will make it work. Sunday afternoon might be the best time,� he said excitedly.
�That may work. I�ll ask my father,� she said.
Petyr held her hands tighter with the excitement. The conversation stopped for a moment as they simply looked at each other. Eventually both realized nothing was being said and they looked away.
�Now tell me a little about yourself,� she finally said. It was a good thing he could not see her blushing.
Petyr looked down and smiled. �Not much to tell. I�ve always lived here. My father was born in Russia, in the old Soviet Union. He came in while this country was a part of the Warsaw Pact. When it all fell apart, he decided to stay. He said he could make more money here anyway. So this has been my home. I have a lot of friends and over the years got to do a lot of the same things you like; camping, fishing, hiking, that kind of thing. As a matter of fact, I know some great places to camp. There are some cabins in the Tatransky National Park that are fantastic. I�d love to take you there for a weekend,� he said with glee.
Freda let out a hearty laugh. �You really can get excited about things, can�t you?� she laughed.
Petyr got a shocked look on his face. He lowered his eyes. �Sorry,� he said.
Freda placed her hand on his cheek. �Don�t be sorry. It makes it fun to be with you,� she said. �And yes, that would be a fun trip. But let�s get to know each other a little more before we plan on any weekend trips,� she giggled. Several of her friends at school had mentioned that he was a burst of energy around them. They were right.
The two sat for nearly an hour before, after a gentle cough from a floor above, they called it a night. Petyr watched her climb the steps to her apartment and go in. That�s when he noticed two men walk quickly down the street from the side of the building. Petyr was surprised that one of the men was his father. He hated going out at night, and Petyr wondered what could possibly make him change.
Entering her home, Freda saw her father sitting in his easy chair reading. Mr. Polski looked up from his book and smiled at his daughter. She was the delight of his life. Watching her grow up had been thrilling for both he and his wife, but tonight he saw something else. Somewhere along the way, she had become a very lovely young woman. When he had looked down on her and the neighbor�s son, he saw them interacting, not as children, but a young couple. What�s more, she had held his hand.
While sitting in his chair he had thought back on all the times of their lives. Apart from his wife, Marta, she had been there � always smiling, always helpful. When Marta could no longer get around, Freda had stepped in. She had never complained to him about anything. For the last five years she had taken over the running of the house, giving up what personal life she had, to care for her mother and the family. He was so proud of her.
He motioned for her to come sit beside him on the stool. �My little Freda,� he said lovingly. �You have always been such a good little girl. I had neglected to see what a fine woman you are turning out to be,� he said. �I think it is time your brother and I took over more of the duties around the house.�
There was a questioning look on her face, �Why, Papa?�
He shrugged his shoulders, �Well, for one thing, you have been doing so much of the work for the last five years. A young woman needs to get out and see things, meet people. I feel like I took all that away from you,� he said.
The smile returned. �It�s alright, Papa, I don�t mind,� she said.
�Oh, but I do. For example, I noticed you have met our neighbor, young Petyr. He is a very nice young man,� he said with a sly look. �I think you like him, maybe a little bit.�
Freda turned slightly red. �Yes, I do, Papa, but we just met��
�And that�s all the more reason to let you have some time of your own. You may meet a lot of young men and you will need the time to get to know them better. That way, if you do eventually fall in love, your heart will know he is the right one,� he said smiling. �You and I have always told each other what we think, so now I think you must spread your wings a little. Don�t worry about us so much, just think about yourself,� he said as he patted her cheek.
Still blushing, she looked up at her father. Somehow he had always known what was going on with her and had the perfect solution. �I would like that, but I still want to help.�
�Oh, I know that, but when a friend calls, don�t let us hold you down. Now, tell me about young Petyr,� he said with a smile.
Her eyes brightened and her smile widened. �I think he�s wonderful,� she blurted out.
Those four words brought both joy and great worry to her father.


Chapter 2 
Plans

Charlotte, NC
The compound had taken forever to get right. Chemically, it was more complex than the professor had ever seen, but then, the final mixture had been done under an electric charge. The result was a polymer-type string that could be wound on a spindle. The compound kept making and making until finally, thirty minutes later, the string stopped. In just a few minutes, it began to glow. Placing the strings in a loom, the men began to weave the string into a sort of blue glowing cloth. Unfortunately, their loom was a small one and what came out was only the size of a common washcloth. The cloth was spread across a steel plate and the student applied a light coating of resin. A second sheet was spread over the resin and coated again. Then the metal plate was heated. Immediately, the glow got much brighter � enough to light a room. As the men watched, the resin hardened into a solid sheet while the light increased.
Just as they were about to pronounce the experiment a success, the glow suddenly stopped. The radio, which had been playing softly in the background, went silent. Another man, on his cellphone in the far corner suddenly stood and looked at his phone. He shook it and tried to redial a number. His curses could be heard through the room.
�Damn it! That was an important call,� he said to no one in particular.
�Oh well, let�s try it again,� the Professor said to his student. �Maybe we don�t heat it as long as the last one.�
After the resin coated sheet cooled, the student used a spatula to slide under the now hardened plate of resin and material. When it popped free, the radio suddenly came back to life.
�Hold on a minute,� said the student. He placed the sheet back down on the metal table. Once the bottom fibers made contact, the radio went silent again. The student and professor looked at each other in amazement. �What did I make,� the student asked.
The Pentagon
On Friday morning, Hammond summoned Jeffers into his office. �Rod, we have been invited to dinner tonight. Since you picked up your car yesterday, do you mind doing the honors?� he asked.
�Sure, Admiral. What time is dinner?� Jeffers asked.
�About seven, but we probably need to be there about six thirty. Our host will want to meet you and say hello and we have some times to catch up on. We can go in service dress whites, so let�s plan on leaving here around four to get ready. If you can pick me up at six, we�ll head over. It�s across the river and I can get us there,� Hammond said.
�Who is the host?� Jeffers asked.
�Just a guy I know that works in government. We go back a ways,� Hammond said cryptically.
�No problem, sir, I�ll come by around six. Just hope you don�t mind riding around in my old beater of a car,� Jeffers said.
Hammond noticed a strange twinkle in his eye, but ignored it. �I�ve had my shots. Now what�s next on the schedule?�
The rest of the day was the same bureaucracy as previous days, meeting with other military types or contractors. During one of the breaks, Hammond noticed a phone message on his desk from a Tim Maxwell. He picked up the phone and dialed Jeffers� number. �Rod, what is this message from a Maxwell?�
�Admiral, I�m not quite sure, but he says he was aboard the Iowa when you were the CO and said it was very important,� Jeffers said.
A look of pleasure spread across Hammond�s face. Fireman Maxwell had been the one man to put out a fire on the boiler face in the number two fireroom aboard Iowa. He remembered talking to the young man and thanking him for his work. Every time he had gone down into that fireroom, he had been there smiling up at him. �Oh yes, I remember him now. Thanks,� he said.
Hammond dialed the number on the message and after two rings a familiar voice answered the phone. �Maxwell, how are you doing!� he nearly shouted into the phone.
�I�m doing fine, admiral. It sure is good to hear your voice again,� Maxwell said.
�Same here. What are you up to?�
�Well, sir, I am getting my degree in chemical engineering at UNC Charlotte and I have come up with something that I think you might be interested in and I need some help in testing. Is there a way you can help me test this stuff out?� Maxwell asked.
�What is it?� Hammond asked.
�Well, sir, I developed a compound that can be pulled into a sort of string. I won�t go into the details, but when woven into a mat and heated, it appears to absorb all RF energy,� Maxwell said. �I heard you had gotten your new job and I figured you might be able to get some of the testing people to check it out.�
�You say it absorbs the energy? Like in radar and radio?�
�Yes sir. Like in it sucks it in from all around it. Nothing gets through. I just don�t have the stuff down here to really check this out, but if it does like I think, we could render a fleet invisible to radar.�
Hammond stared at his phone a moment. This would be the answer to a lot of stealth prayers. �Tim, I�ll call over to David Taylor R&D Center and see what I can do. Can you get this written up and bring a sample we can test?�
�Already done, sir. Whenever you are ready I will drive up there.� Of course one of my professors may come with me,� Maxwell said.
�I don�t really care how many you bring. Let me make a call and I�ll call you back,� he said. After a few more words he hung up the phone and punched in Jeffers� number again. �Rod, get me the number to the head of David Taylor across the river.
A few minutes later the phone rang. �Admiral, Dr. Harry Thomas, the head of David Taylor is on line one,� Jeffers said.
Hammond picked up the phone. �Dr. Thomas, this is Roger Hammond,� he said. After some back and forth to get acquainted, Hammond got to the point. �Actually, Doctor, I need a favor.�
�What do you need, admiral?�
�Don�t you have one of those rooms where you test antennas and transmitters over there?� Hammond asked.
�Yes, we have an anechoic chamber. It�s a pretty good sized one, at that,� said Thomas.
�I just heard from a young man down at UNC Charlotte who needs to test some sort of material he has developed. He says it absorbs any and all RF energy. He�s being very careful because he says they just don�t have the equipment to really test it, but he is willing to bring it up here if we can check it out. If it works, I don�t have to tell you what it might mean,� Hammond said.
There was some rustling of paper on the other end of the line before Thomas spoke. �Can he bring it up this weekend? The chamber is open and I can have a guy there to give it the once over. If it works, we want in on it, if not, no harm done,� Thomas said.
�That�s great, doctor,� said Hammond. �I�ll get him up here tomorrow morning. If we can get in after lunch, is that enough time?�
�Plenty for the initial test. Of course, if it works, we will need to classify this stuff.�
�Agree. This could change the way we do some things. He says his professor will accompany him. I�ll get what information I can and get it all set up. I�ll call you back with the information and see you on Saturday.�
�Looking forward to meeting you, Admiral. I�ll have everything ready,� Thomas said as he ended the call.
Hammond punched the number for Jeffers again. �Rod, looks like we�ll be working for a while tomorrow,� he said.
Krakow
�I don�t care what he did, we need to use the situation to our advantage,� screamed Bugayev. An older man had been fired from his job at a local bus company, the MPK, when he could no longer pass a driver�s test. The old man was sixty nine. There had been several older men retired from their jobs lately. Nearly all had been from the old Soviet Union and had come to Poland when the state assigned them there. It was a part of a program the state had to insure a thorough integration of �good Russians� throughout the Warsaw Pact nations.
�We must use any means to garner sympathy for our cause. If we can cause a strike or a number of protests where we are headlining anti-Russian thought, it will help in our plans. Tomorrow, I need you to begin talking to the other workers. Complain that he was really fired because he used to be from Russia. That will strike notes with many in the company. But you need to stress that the next ones fired might be them for some other reason. Portray the leadership and cold and heartless, how they only want higher salaries for themselves. We keep pushing until the general unrest spills out to the media and into the streets,� he said harshly to the men assembled. �Now what of the people at the brewery?� he asked of another man.
�The plan is for them to strike against the management for unfair treatment beginning on Wednesday. We need the time to get things printed up and organized a little more. Everything else is in place,� the man said.
Bugayev smiled. �That is better. It guarantees media coverage and a lot of actions around the streets and the brewery. Just make sure they know what to say,� he said pointing his finger at the man.
�They know. We are going over it again with them Monday night. Will you be there?� he asked.
Bugayev nodded. �I will, but I�ll be watching from the back. If I see something we can take advantage of, I�ll call you,� he said. �Is there any other business?� The room remained quiet. �You have all done well. We are making fine progress. Now, we must keep it up until the stage is set. We will meet again Tuesday night to go over last minute plans,� he said curtly as he turned and left the room.
Bugayev didn�t like these men. They were weak. Besides, they had already deserted Mother Russia and should not be trusted. Unfortunately, they were necessary, at least for the time being. Once his homeland had conquered this nation again, they would ultimately be dealt with.
He made his way out of the building and down the street where he caught the tram towards where the old bus driver lived. After a ten minute ride, he stepped off and made his way down a dingy back street to the old Soviet-era apartments which were now no more than slums. The old man�s flat was on the fourth floor. Of course, the elevator in the building didn�t work. The walk up four flights of stairs didn�t tire him so much. He knocked on the door of the old man�s flat.
Ivan Ileneovich answered the door by the second knock and peered from behind the security chain. He didn�t recognize the young man standing there smiling at him. �What do you want?� he grunted.
�Mister Ileneovich, I am Boris Blonski from the MPK. The directors asked me to talk to you about returning to work,� he said with a smile.
Surprised, Ileneovich slid back the chain and invited the man in. The prospect of getting his old job back was much more than appealing; it would mean the ability to live again. He ushered Bugayev into the small, but neat sitting room and asked if he would like some tea. He turned to heat a pot. Once his back was turned, Bugayev sprung up and clubbed Ileneovich in the head with his pistol. He pulled the old man up to sit in a chair. Placing the pistol in Ileneovich�s hand, he turned the pistol so that it was sticking into the old man�s mouth. Waiting until the nearby tram was noisily clunking along the road, he pulled the trigger.
The bang was not so loud to be overheard over the sound of the tram. The blood had sprayed against the wall behind the table and the old man�s lifeless body was left slumped on the table in an ever spreading pool of his own blood. Bugayev took a towel from the bathroom and cleaned his own hands before he made sure everything he had touched was wiped clean. He left the gun in the old man�s hand. The suicide of a dejected and hurt old man would only inflame the rest of the workers and the public sentiment.
Quietly, he checked to make sure the hallway was empty before making his way down a staircase on the other side of the long hall. Exiting from a rear door, Bugayev made his way into the streets of Krakow. There, he grabbed the next tram and then blended into the crowds, stopping only to get something to eat from a street vendor before making his way back to the apartment.
Washington Navy Yard
Hammond exited his set of rooms in the Senior Officers Quarters and waited for Jeffers. He had made sure to get a fresh shower and clean uniform to be ready for this meal. He just hoped the �beater� Jeffers was driving was relatively clean. He saw a vehicle round the corner and come toward him.
Even in the early evening light he could tell this was no �beater.� It was a large convertible, deep blue in color with a white top and interior. It glided silently and effortlessly down the street with only the occasional crackle from the pavement when the tires rolled over something. The car was more than distinctive. It glistened in the late afternoon sunlight, especially off the Palladian style grill topped by the figurine called the �Spirit of Ecstasy.� It proudly proclaimed the car to be a Rolls Royce. Riding with the top down, Jeffers eased the car in front of his admiral and grinned.
Hammond nodded approvingly. �This ain�t no beater,� he said as he opened the door and slid into the soft leather seats. �Where did you get this beauty?�
Jeffers placed the shifter into drive again and eased the car around the circle and back onto the road. �I had always wanted one of these,� he said. �By the time I was ready for graduation, I had saved over $10,000 for a new car. A friend of my father had this car and wanted another. Between my money and a little help from Dad, I got it. It�s my baby. I call her the �beater� so that people won�t be on me all the time for me to drive them around,� he said.
The car left the Navy Yard and Hammond instructed him to take �M� Street until it became Maine Avenue. The two sat back and savored the luxury as they sped along. Even the usual potholes of the DC streets didn�t faze this car. Eventually, they came up to 14th street and turned right. Then they turned left onto Pennsylvania Avenue. Jeffers suddenly got a strange look on his face. �We�re not going there are we,� he asked, shocked.
Hammond chuckled. �Pull right into that gate. They are expecting us,� he said as he pointed the direction.
The guard at the gate stepped out and broke into a wide grin. �Admiral Hammond! It sure is good to see you on the grounds again,� he said as he reached for their IDs. Another guard ran a mirror under the car.
�Jack, it�s good to see you too. How are the kids?� Hammond said with a smile.
�Really good. I hear you have a new one.�
�Growing like a weed. I guess our kids are around just in time to watch us grow old,� Hammond said.
The two men laughed. Finally the guard lowered the gate to let them through. �You two have a great time tonight. On the way out, let me have another look at this thing. She�s a looker,� he said as he waved them through.
As the car entered the grounds, Hammond showed Jeffers where to go. �Jack was here when I was on the staff. He�s a nice guy,� Hammond said.
The car pulled into the front portico where the two men got out and a staff member got into the car and drove it away. The two men walked to the front door of the White House where a man in formal attire ushered them to the family dining room.
President Steve O�Bannon and his wife, Janie, walked up and embraced his friend warmly. �Roger, I am so glad to see you again. How�s Patricia?� he asked.
�She�s fine Steve. I�m hoping she and Little Steve can come up here in a couple of weeks. She�d love to see you two,� Hammond said warmly.
�Well, when she does, the three of you should stay here,� said Janie O�Bannon. �Sitting alone in a hotel room is no way to treat your wife. Besides, I�d like the company,� she said with a smile.
�Better child proof the house,� Hammond warned.
�Oh, I think we can manage. Now who is this?� the President asked as he turned toward a stunned Jeffers.
�This is my Flag Lieutenant, Rod Jeffers,� Hammond said. �He�s the guy tasked with keeping me in line,� he joked.
Everyone laughed and the President extended his hand. �I think you have your hands full,� he said with a wink.
Jeffers broke into a wide smile. �I never argue with the President,� he said taking his hand.
Everyone laughed again as the Chief of Staff, Jim Butler, shook the hands of his old friend. He was joined by his wife, Jessica Butler, who gave Hammond a kiss on the cheek. �I know I had my hands full, and I was his CO,� Butler added as he shook Jeffers� hand.
Jeffers had never experienced what he was going through. The power of the people in the room could almost be physically felt, yet, they talked and joked like just regular people. The President included Jeffers in all the conversation and he found that he was getting to like the man more than he had the President. On several occasions, the two shared experiences and he found that he and the President had a lot of things in common. By the end of the meal, Jeffers felt more relaxed than he had in a lone time.
After a little more polite conversation, the women went off for a moment and the President turned to Jeffers with a grin. �You ever been in the White House before?� he asked.
Jeffers smiled. �No, sir, it�s actually my first time in Washington,� he said.
�Well then, why don�t I take you around a minute while Roger and Jim talk a while,� he said standing. �You two visit while I take our new friend around some. We�ll be back in a few minutes,� he said as he motioned to the Secret Service agent standing at the door. The agent opened the door and the two walked out of the dining room and into a hallway.
Jeffers felt a little uneasy being treated this way by the President, but felt he could not say no. �Sir, you don�t really have to do this,� he said.
O�Bannon slapped him on the shoulder. �Rod, it�s not often that I can just be a friend to someone. You�re a nice guy, and during dinner you didn�t get hung up on me being the President. You acted like a regular guy. So, like it or not, you are now a part of my inner group of friends. I can see why Roger chose you as an assistant. You�re smart, have a great sense of humor and from what I can see, are loyal to your friends. He needs that kind of guy around him to bounce things off of. Like me, he doesn�t need some political flunky who just says yes all the time. So, I encourage you to be that kind of guy for him. As I�m sure you have seen, things are getting a little dicey around here right now. If I�m not mistaken, it�s going to get serious really quickly. So, the two of you need to be ready. There�s one thing you can do for me, though,� he said as he stopped and looked at Jeffers. �If Roger is having trouble, something really wearing him down, give me a call,� he said. �Roger is one of the most capable people I have ever known, and I think the world of him, but, now he�s in the hornet�s nest. I can�t let him get burned out or cut down by some of the shenanigans that go on around here.�
O�Bannon reached into his pocket and pulled out a card. It only had a telephone number on it. �I can be reached at any time at this number,� he said. Then he smiled again. �And every so often, call and just let me know you two are just fine. I would really appreciate it,� the President said.
Jeffers took the card. �Mister President, I like my boss, and I�ve come to like you. I�d take care of him anyway, but knowing I can call for help makes me feel better. Should I tell him of our conversation?�
The President shook his head, �Hell no. If he thought I was spying on him he might call out a strike on me instead of some enemy!� he proclaimed. After a chuckle he placed his hand on Jeffers� shoulder again. �Let�s just keep it to ourselves. He�s always been there when I needed help, and if I can, I want to return the favor,� he said.
�I�m happy to help, Mister President,� Jeffers said.
�When we�re alone, call me Steve,� the President said as he opened a door and let Jeffers into the room. The Oval Office seemed to shine around the two men. �Behold my prison,� the President said.
The two men walked around talking about personal experiences and a little of the history of the house. When they rejoined the others, Jeffers found he had made a new friend. Just before they left, he pulled out his phone and had Hammond take a picture of himself and the President. He turned to the others and said, �Have to prove it to my Mom and Dad.�
The car was pulled up and everyone said their good-byes. Even the President was impressed as the dark blue Rolls silently pulled away.
Krakow
The old man had been found four days later when the apartment superintendent had gone in to check on what some neighbors had called a terrible stench. The media had arrived along with the ambulance and immediately began asking questions about who he was and why he might want to commit suicide. They quickly found out about his termination from the MPK. The company refused to discuss the matter, but a few of the drivers who knew him, and asked for anonymity, told them about how the company had discriminated against the old man because he was an ethnic Russian. Nothing was said about the man failing the driving test. Instead, the local television and newspaper articles deplored the practices of discrimination, especially against people who had come to Poland during the Soviet era. By nightfall, there were growing crowds of people standing below the old man�s apartment holding candles and laying flowers in a makeshift funeral service. The American networks took interest, with CNN proclaiming its own outrage that such things would happen these days. By morning, the flowers covered the street in front of the building. Over the next few days more people came to show their support and outrage that the MPK, a city organization, would do such a thing. Ivan Ileneovich had become a martyr for justice.


Chapter 3 
Opportunities

Krakow
Anton Kursov was starting to get tired of dealing with Bugayev. It seemed that every day there was a new task to be performed. The matter with the old bus driver had been a warning flag. Although he denied it, there was no doubt that Bugayev had shot the old man and made it look like a suicide. Kursov loved Russia, but he was no murderer, no matter what the cause. Now Bugayev wanted information on what was going on in some of the rural outskirts where the Polish Army and Air Force had bases. Since Kursov never left his store during the day except in a dire emergency, this meant he would have to use his own son to get the information. Otherwise, people would become suspicious. That bothered him. Despite his stern upbringing, Petyr had become a good, honest young man � someone to be proud of. And Kursov was extremely proud of his son. Brining him into all this placed his son into jeopardy. He would have to make sure everything was kept as �normal� as possible.
To make this work, he had enlisted several of the team members to receive deliveries so that Petyr would have to pass by specific areas or buildings on his way. It would mean longer delivery times, but his son never really complained.
Petyr came into the shop to pick up his packages for the day. He smiled at his father. �How many today, Father?� he asked.
�About twenty today. There�s a new one for a Mrs. Jankowski. She lives over in district six. The directions are on her bag,� Kursov said calmly.
A hurt look came over Petyr�s face. �But that�s about seven kilometers from here,� he complained. �I won�t get back for a while.�
�Our reputation is growing and it has to be done. Once you get your license next year, you will be able to use our car. Until then, you must pedal,� he said sternly. �Besides, your new girlfriend can wait.�
Petyr shrugged his shoulders and picked up the basket of bags. Going out the side door of the shop he saw Freda coming in from school. He waved at her. �Looks like I may be a little late this evening. One of my deliveries is seven kilometers away,� he said sadly.
�Seven kilometers!� Freda exclaimed. �That�s a long way to deliver medications,� she said.
He shrugged again. �I guess it has to be done. Do you have to cook tonight?�
Freda nodded. �Papa said he wants me to have more time for myself, but our timing is a little off. Are we still going to the park this weekend?� she asked.
Petyr�s face broadened. �As far as I can tell. Father said he would make the deliveries on Saturday if we wanted to go, but that means I must still do it for the rest of the week. I just hope I�ll be able to sit with you for a while tonight,� he said smiling.
�I�ll wait for you after supper,� she said with a wink.
Smiling broadly, he waved good-bye and began making his way down the street. The first few deliveries were in the neighborhood. Mrs. Kletchner rewarded him with some home baked cookies while Mr. Jenski tried to get him into a conversation about the suicide in the news. Each of the customers knew him well and it made the job go quickly in most cases. The ride to deliver to Mrs. Jankowski seemed to take forever, although Petyr was surprised to see a lot more planes at the air base as he rode by. It appeared there were more of the new sleek fighter planes parked along the runway and several were circling overhead as they got ready to land.
Mrs. Jankowski seemed a little cold when he knocked on her door. She grabbed the paper package, grunted and handed over the payment without saying a word. As the door was closing, he saw her throw the bag onto a small table at the entrance and keep walking. With a sigh, Petyr climbed back onto his bike and began the long trip home. By the time he returned, it was getting dark. He entered the shop and gave his father the pouch he carried with all the payments he had collected. Kursov could tell his son was tired.
�How was the trip?� Kursov asked quietly.
Petyr shrugged. �That delivery to Mrs. Jankowski was a killer. The only thing that broke up the ride was getting to see all the planes at the air base.�
Kursov eyed his son. �Really? What was going on?�
�There are a lot more planes there than I remembered. As I passed by there must have been over a hundred parked along the runway. There were even some coming in for a landing. I love watching them fly,� he said with the enthusiasm of most young men when watching the jets dart across the sky.
That was just the kind of information Kursov needed. He acted as if it were nothing. �Well, at least you will get to see them every so often. Mrs. Jankowski is scheduled to get a package at least once each week. I guess her doctor is watching how she does,� he said as he worked on another order. �Now get some dinner. If you hurry, she may be waiting,� he said with a slight smile.
Petyr grinned back and made his way upstairs where his mother gave him a hug. �Hard day?� she asked sincerely.
�Pretty tough,� Petyr said. �Father sent me on one run way out past the air base.�
�That far? Then you must be hungry. Call your brother and sister to supper.�
Petyr called out to his siblings who came bolting out of their rooms. Camille was just seven and she sprung into Petyr�s arms for her usual hug before sitting down. Sasha, thirteen, went straight to his seat. Nothing ever got in the way of him and his food. After a quick prayer, everyone began eating.
Sasha looked up between bites. �You going out to see Freda again tonight?� he asked with a sly look.
Mrs. Kursov gave him a stern look. �Sasha, mind your manners. You wouldn�t want him asking you about what you do with someone,� she scolded.
�But Mom, he�s been going down there for the last week. I�d say he was keeping her busy,� Sasha said with glee.
�It�s okay, Mom. He�s just jealous,� said Petyr with a laugh.
�She�s pretty,� said Camille. �Why don�t you bring her up here?� she asked.
�I will, someday. As long as Sasha behaves,� Petyr grinned.
�Are you two still going into town tomorrow?� his Mom asked.
�We plan to. We might also go down to the pool and get a little swim. We could both stand to get out some,� he said.
�He just wants to see her without clothes on,� Sasha said under his breath. He was smacked on the head for his troubles.
�Sasha!� he mother exclaimed as she whacked him. �You are getting disgusting. One more remark like that and you will go straight to bed!� she admonished. She turned back to Petyr. �You should go and have a good time. Never mind this one,� she said giving Sasha another glare.
Petyr shook his head. �Don�t worry, I�ll remember what he said when he starts dating.�
�Could I go with you?� Camille asked quietly.
Petyr smiled. �Not yet. I need to get to know Miss Freda a little more first. But we�ll take you with us sometimes. I think Freda would like to meet you,� he said to his sister.
Camille broke into a big smile. �That would be fun!� she exclaimed.
The rest of the meal was spent talking about school and other things, then while his mother went to take over from his father in the shop, Petyr did the dishes. Mr. Kursov sat down and talked to his children while he ate. By the time Petyr had finished, the rest of the dishes, his father handed over his plate.
�Your honey is down at the bench,� called out Sasha from the front window.
�Sasha!� shouted Kursov. But the look in his eye betrayed the fun of what was happening.
Petyr excused himself and made his way downstairs. True enough, Freda was sitting on the bench waiting for him. In the week they had been talking Petyr had grown quite fond of Freda. The prospects of taking her out for a day together thrilled him more than anything else. He sat down next to her on the bench.
�So I�m your honey, huh?� she quipped. Then she let out a laugh he had come to really enjoy. It meant she was okay with the idea. She turned and looked up at the window. �Hi, Sasha,� she called out.
They heard the window close with a bang. Now both were laughing.
�Sorry about that,� Petyr said as he took her hand.
�Sasha is like my brother. At that age, they think more with their hormones than with their brains. Maybe later we will take the two of them along,� Freda said.
�You�ll have to fight Camille first,� said Petyr. �She already looks at you like a big sister.�
Freda smiled and nodded. �I never had a little sister. That would be nice.�
As usual, they talked for a while until the store lights went out and the door locked. In a few minutes she slid closer and he put his arm around her. For a while, they simply sat and enjoyed the security they felt together, until she turned to him. �You think you could stand some company on your deliveries next week?� she asked.
Petyr looked at her with surprise. �Of course I could, but I thought you couldn�t.�
Papa said to take some time and go with you. I used to love riding. This might help me get back into some shape,� she said snuggling closer.
Petyr held her tight. Of all people, Freda didn�t need to get in shape; she was already perfect as far as he was concerned. But the thought of having her with him made him feel good all over. �You sure you can keep up?�
She elbowed him in the ribs. �You�ll just have to find out,� she said.
Petyr looked at her and smiled. �You make me very happy,� he said. There was some emotion in his voice.
Freda almost gasped. She looked him in the eyes. �I am happy too, especially when I am with you.�
A new look came over his face. He eased closer. When he felt he was safe, he closed the gap between them and he felt her lips against his own. The kiss lasted for several minutes. When they came apart, both took a deep breath of air, then let out a quiet laugh. She rested her head on his shoulder. �That was wonderful,� she said.
�Then we need to do it some more,� he said. They were in the middle of another wonderful kiss when they heard a voice above them.
�Ewwww,� cried Sasha.
This time both of them let out a laugh.
David Taylor Research and Development Center
After a brunch together where everyone shared what was going on in their lives, Hammond and Jeffers led a minivan with Tim Maxwell and Dr. Harry Reid to the David Taylor Research and Development Center, located on the banks of the Potomac River in Maryland. It was a huge facility with some of the tightest security Maxwell had ever seen. They were stopped no less than three times before they got out of the van to be met by Dr. Thomas and a man wearing a short sleeve white shirt and khaki slacks.
�Admiral, this is Dr. Gregory Mason, the man who runs our RF research and the anechoic chamber. When I called him yesterday he volunteered to come see what you�ve got,� said Thomas.
The men shook hands and Dr. Mason led them into a large concrete building. �Were you kidding when you said this material absorbs RF energy?� he asked.
�I wasn�t kidding,� said Maxwell. �We found that once the material is grounded, all the radios and cellphones in the vicinity quit working. One of the guys brought in an old CB radio he had. At first it worked fine, then when we grounded the thing, nothing happened. We could see the indicator that it was transmitting, but a receiver in the next room quit getting a signal. That�s when I called the Captain � I mean, Admiral Hammond,� he said sheepishly.
The men entered through a heavy door into a room filled with monitors and equipment. On one of the walls was another heavy door leading to the chamber itself. There was already some equipment inside it.
�I took the liberty of setting a few things up,� said Mason. �There�s a transmitter antenna and a receiving antenna on the other side of the chamber. As you can see, I can change the position of the transmitting antenna to see how this may work from different angles. I can also interchange different transmitters using a variety of frequencies so that we can see just how much this material of yours can do.� Mason manipulated some dials and the men watched as the antenna moved to different spots in the room. �Now, let�s see this material you have,� he said.
Dr. Reid opened his briefcase and extracted a grayish sheet of resin covering some sort of cloth. There was a hole drilled in one corner with a bolt through it. �It�s not pretty, but I can�t dispute what it does. Quite frankly, I�ve never seen anything like it before,� Reid said.
Mason held up the plate and studied it. There wasn�t much to tell. �Let�s hook it up then,� he said.
The men followed Mason into the chamber and watched as he placed the plate into a holder in the middle of the room. �You say it works when it�s grounded?�
�Yes, sir,� said Maxwell.
Mason nodded and pulled out a wire, attaching it to the bolt. He led the wire back to a panel and plugged it in. �This will let me control when it is grounded,� he said. Once done, everyone left the room.
Mason and the others returned to the control room and he turned on both the transmitter and receiver. �Okay, leaving the plate ungrounded, let�s get the signal going.� He switched on the transmitter and immediately got a strong signal on the receiver set. He measured the received output. Then, looking at the others, he said, �Here we go.� He hit the switch grounding the plate.
Immediately the signal dropped to zero. Mason got a surprised look on his face. �Well I�ll be damned.� He then began moving the dials and watched as the transmitting antenna began moving around the room. The receiver readings remained at zero. The dial didn�t even flinch.
Next, he used other controls to turn the plate to different angles. Only when the plate was nearly end on to the transmitter did the receiver begin picking up a weak signal.
�Holy shit,� exclaimed Mason. He lit off another transmitter and tied it to the antenna. Once again, the signal was absorbed. Once more, he switched transmitters and hut the transmit key. Again, nothing happened. Mason flipped the switch ungrounding the plate. The signal came through measuring over 10,000 watts of power.
After shutting down the systems, Mason turned to look at a stunned Thomas, then back to Maxwell. �Young man, I need to see that formula, then I need to talk to you about a job.�
Moscow
�As expected, they have begun their buildups. Unfortunately, they have begun too late. Even if they begin conscription tomorrow, they cannot get any sizable force together before we begin our operations,� said General Ivan Pusko, the Chief of the General Staff for the Armed Forced of the Russian Federation. He was sitting in a private meeting with the head of the Armed forces, the President of Russia, Alexi Borodin. The two of them had planned for the last six years in their bid to restore the glory of Russia. Both men had grown up in the Soviet Union and if they had their way, it would return. Painstakingly, over those six years, they had built back the military to levels close to where they were at the end of the 20th Century, when the Soviet Union had hundreds of ships, and thousands of tanks and planes. Now they were ready to make their boldest move.
Borodin took a sip of tea and set the cup in its saucer. �I heard from our intelligence service that the American President told them they would have to fight the next war on their own. It will just mean we will not lose so many of our troops. When do we begin placing our assets?� he asked.
�It begins on the 30th of next month. We give our people thirty days to reach their assigned positions and then wait for the final signal. Then, as we planned, everything begins. Our commanders are fully briefed and ready,� said Pusko.
�Good. I want everything to go at once. That means our submarines, ships, planes and troops hit their target together. I know it is difficult, but if you remember, the Americans boasted about their so-called �shock and awe� phases when they attacked Iraq. It is time they came to know what shock and awe really is. We have the most powerful armed force in the world and I want this to be quick and decisive. Although I have no doubt of our victory, I would rather have it at little cost to us. Make sure everything is arranged accordingly,� he ordered, pointing his finger at the general.
�I have already anticipated this. Even you may be shocked at how quickly it can be done,� the general said with a grin.
Borodin chuckled. �I should have known you would read my mind,� he said. �Are there any troubles that you foresee?�
�The only drawback has been a few of the small pacifist groups who keep showing up at our bases. Up till now we have ignored them, but seeing them has a bad effect on the men,� he said.
Borodin thought a moment, then looked directly into Pusko�s eyes. �Then I would say the time is good to arrest them and make an example. If any of the troops say anything, they can be made an example themselves. We are too close to let these low class extremists become a bother. After the war, they won�t have anything to complain about anyway,� he said with a grin.
Pusko smiled. �I was hoping you might say that. I will begin rounding them up.�
Borodin smiled. �It�s people like them that caused the downfall of the old order. We need discipline for our people. That is what will make us great,� he said as he got up and made his way toward the door. He stopped and turned back to Pusko. �Have someone take photographs. I�d like to see what happens,� he said as he turned again and left the room.
Borodin was not one to listen to protesters. He had started out in the old KGB and had continued in the Federal Security Service after the Soviet downfall. From there he had access to files and materials which he would find beneficial. Some had speculated that he made his way through blackmail and intimidation. During the Chechen uprisings, he claimed to have fouled several Chechen attempts to blow up government buildings. When some buildings were attacked, he led the troops to track down the terrorists and bring them to justice, though few ever made it to trial. He seemed to always get the credit and the publicity for the events. At one time, someone had told a member of the media that Borodin himself had placed the charges and was using the event to feather his own nest. Shortly afterward the person disappeared and was never seen again. Eventually Borodin rose to a cabinet level under Putin. He became well known as a ruthless supporter of Russia and Russian culture. He garnered friends in the military and promoted stronger military presence across the globe. At the same time, his intelligence ties helped him get rid of those in government who opposed his ideas. After the death of President Wiclow, he ruthlessly gathered the support necessary to be elected President. Several months later he dissolved the Duma and assumed both the Presidency and position of Prime Minister. He had been running the nation almost as a dictatorship ever since.
Borodin walked into his office and looked out of his window. He could see the protesters chanting below. He was gratified as two vans pulled up and the police shoved the protesters inside. Within minutes they were gone.
Borodin chuckled. No one would slow him from what he was going to do.
The Pentagon
�Our team was tasked with looking at what we may be up against. Thanks to General Best, Admiral Hustvedt and Colonel Meyers, we now have a very good idea of what might be thrown at us,� said Colonel Peterson. �Please follow along with your briefing sheets. I will give just the overview. The specifics are all on the sheets in front of you.� He turned on the PowerPoint presentation. Picking up a pointer he began rattling off the dire statistics.
�For the army side, we expect to run up against 35,000 tanks of various types from the T-72s to the T-90s. There are over 50,000 various armored personnel carriers, and there are an additional 25,000 other armed infantry vehicles such as BMPs. Lighter vehicles, including their version of the Humvee number over 20,000. Add to that the self-propelled anti-aircraft and artillery vehicles and we have about 200,000 vehicles to go up against. One interesting note is that they seem to have been going all out producing more of the anti-aircraft vehicles. The artillery has increased as well, but not at the rate of the anti-air assets. We were talking about this and it appears they want to counter our air attack forces to allow them to maneuver more freely. It seems they learned a little from the Iraq wars,� he said with a straight face.
�On the attack helo front, you can expect nearly 5,000 various Hinds, Havocs and Hokums. These things are armored and dangerous, but they have their weaknesses. You just have to survive long enough to kill it.�
�Now for the interesting part. Over the last three years the Russian Army hasn�t gotten smaller, despite the claims. They extended their length of service from one year to five. At the same time, they have not slowed down their intake. As you know, there is mandatory service in Russia. When it was just for one year we figured the troops we might go up against would be pretty green and not very effective. That has now changed. We estimate a standing army of a minimum of 5 million people� said Peterson. There were some gasps in the cluster of officers. Peterson looked at the faces in the room. He could tell the news he was giving them was causing great concern. He pressed on. �One thing we are noting is that it looks like what we can put up against this is around 1 million.� He pointed back to the graphs. �Current force dispositions are here in red. As you can see, there is a much heavier concentration on the western front. They are keeping these assets within 100 miles of the borders, which means they can attack anywhere within 24 hours. The Russian combat troops are armed very similarly to our troops, so that gives you some idea what will be coming at us from the Army side. For the air force, I will hand it over to Colonel Meyers.� Peterson took at seat as Meyers stood and began his part of the program.
�Air assets in Russia are also climbing. There are currently over 1500 fighter aircraft from the SU-27s to the MiG-31s. Intelligence reports there is a new stealth type fighter, the MiG-35 entering production. It is similar to the F-117, a little larger and more difficult to fly. We don�t know how stealthy it is, but we cannot sell them short. Strike aircraft number between 500 and 600 aircraft, mostly Sukhois. Their bombers number over 250. These include our infamous Bears as well as the Backfires, and a whole lot of Blackjacks, which are their equivalent of our B-1. If you look at their tactics, they plan on using the fighters to keep the air clear while the others do the dirty work. Keep something in mind, the Russian Air Force has more attack helicopters. There are another 10,000 of them. They will work in conjunction with the ground assault forces and army units. I believe you can see what this indicates to us. Everything is centered on supporting ground troops. The fighters keep our air forces away and the rest get in there and attack targets on the ground. The air force personnel number 400,000 of the 5 million. We are holding the missile programs until last,� Meyer said. �Now I turn it over to Admiral Hustvedt.�
Hustvedt took the podium and looked grim. �During the Reagan Administration we boasted a 600 ship navy. We are going to wish we had that today. The total number of ships available in the Russian Navy is 573. To counter that we have 338 in all our allied forces. They now have two aircraft carriers and have brought back three of the Kirov battlecruisers. But the largest part of their fleet is submarines. There are over 200 of them. Leading the pack are twenty Yasen class attack submarines. These are the improved Akulas we often talk about. They are not like those of the old Soviet Navy. They are quiet, fast and deadly. Our guys have a difficult time finding them. If the Russians send out their submarine force, we are going to have a very difficult time for a while. There are over 280,000 people in their navy and marines. That�s more than twice our manpower. There�s one thing we have going for us. They are still geared toward home defense. True, they are learning to use those carriers, but they still are not using any kind of tactic for true ocean-going power projection. But that won�t go for much if they go all out. My guess is they will throw away their fleet just to keep their soldiers advancing,� said Hustvedt.
�Ladies and gentlemen, we have been watching both the Soviets and the Russians for a long time. We know their systems are not as reliable as we would have, but none-the-less, they are fielding a formidable force,� Hustvedt continued. �You all are very familiar with our forces. When you stack them side to side, the way we come out on top is with our carriers. I can bet you real money they are aware of that. So when we plan, we need to make sure we protect these assets. Mostly we need to protect them from these � the Russian missiles. Take a look at this list. They are fielding 37 different surface to air missile systems, 35 different air to air and air to surface missile systems, 28 tactical surface to surface and another 17 naval anti-ship missile systems. I am particularly pointing out these because nearly half of these can be launched from their submarines,� Hustvedt said grimly. �You can see how this could change things. Submarines lying in wait could sink anything we have at a long range. We might not even know they were there. But there�s one more thing to watch out for. The Russians have developed very sophisticated sets of mines. They can also be deployed from submarines and can be set to activate at predetermined times and places. They have a life of over a year under the water and can be retrieved if necessary. If they have already placed them, our carriers might not even get out of harbor,� he said. Everyone could see he was not happy. Indeed, the more Hustvedt had dug into the material the angrier he became. He turned back to the people in the room. �I don�t mean to frighten you, but I am,� he said as he sat back down.
Admiral Best stood. He had warmed to the task of the committee and had spent many a sleepless night gathering information and helping the team with their presentations. But this one had been something special. �I wanted to give you a briefing on the person we are going up against. To do so, I asked the help of a young man in the room,� he said with a smile. He motioned for someone and Lieutenant Rod Jeffers came forward, much to the surprise of Hammond.
Jeffers looked a little concerned, but as he began to speak, he became more confident. �I was asked to share my experiences as a Russian,� he said. There were some murmurs in the room. �More to the point, my grandfather emigrated from Russia long before I was born, but I was raised listening to him talk about Russia all my life until he died at 102 last year. From experience, I can tell you that the Russians are a very proud people. They are a very tough people and there is a lot of discipline in their lives. My grandfather told many stories of what it was like in Rostok, and how they eked out a living during the Soviet era. He spoke with pride of all the things the Russians did in the space race, their army, air force and navy, but also how they survived many things, from the purges to the Russia winters. He even boasted any Russian could drink any American under the table,� he said with a grin. There were some chuckles in the group. �He always told me it was because the Russians were a stronger people than others. They had to be to survive in the conditions they did, and he was ready to fight anyone who said otherwise. He once told me how they went along with the governments because it was theirs and no one else�s. He fought in the closing stages of the Great Patriotic War as a 15 year old, and still maintained his uniform and medals.
�He and the family came here in 1994, when times were very rough in Russia and my mother had met and married my father while in college. Grandfather used to always tell people how Russian things were better than here, but over time he changed. He later told me that America was the only place where he could share Russia with others and be accepted. In the end, he became a citizen, even though he still told people he was Russian,� Jeffers concluded.
Admiral Best asked him, in Russian, how he felt. Jeffers answered back, in fluent Russian. Best stood and faced the group. �I just asked Jeffers how he felt about this. He said he was an American, but still held his grandfather�s heritage close. When did you learn Russian?� Best asked Jeffers.
Jeffers grinned. �Grandfather insisted we all know it and speak it in his house. I still use it when I get home, sometimes. My mother appreciates it,� he said.
Best turned to the group. �This is typical,� he said. �I asked Jeffers to tell you because he was able to put into words exactly what it took the intelligence department years to formulate. It�s personal for him and it�s very personal for your typical Russian. These are a very proud people, but also practical. They follow the orders of their leaders because it is what they have always done. Once they get something to work, they stick to it and rarely make changes. It will take a major change to make the people change the way they do things or to change their government,� he said. �That includes their tactics. We have watched them for years and most tactics have remained basically the same. That is why the navy is still primarily tasked with defending the shores. The air force is charged with supporting the troops and the army is the primary force projector. It gives you an idea of what to expect and ways to counter their activities. I will have a more detailed intelligence brief as we begin our plans phase, but with just these few facts, we can begin to see patterns and project responses.� Best turned to Jeffers, �Thank you Lieutenant.� He nodded toward Hammond and sat down.
Hammond stood and addressed the group. �Nice work on everyone�s part. We are now three quarters of the way through this process. I will be leaving in two days to talk over the plans of our European allies and get a better feel of their concerns and priorities. General Richardson will accompany me on this trip and when we get back, we will meet to go over what was said. I have been sharing some of what we are doing with both the CNO and the Undersecretary. I believe we have gotten their complete attention. Now it�s up to us to make the final plans to wrap our task up in a neat package. I thank you for everything you have done so far. I really do believe what we come up with will be of great value in the coming months. Thank you all again,� he said concluding the meeting.
The group got up and made its way to the doors. Best hung around for a few minutes and walked up to Hammond. �Surprised?� he asked with a grin.
Hammond chuckled. �You know, I never even asked about Rod�s family. And I never dreamed he could speak Russian. How did you find out? Or should I ask?� he grinned.
�It was in his security clearance. I just went up and asked the rest. He�s very forthcoming about things. He may not know it, but he has the same pride as his grandfather. Nice kid,� Best said.
Hammond nodded. �Yes, he is, and very good at what he does. I�m glad he�s on our side,� he said.
�Roger, I can already see where this is going. Young Jeffers and I talked about it yesterday while we were preparing for today. He has some very insightful ideas. He mentioned he has talked to you as well.�
Hammond nodded. �We talk a lot and see eye-to-eye on most things. He also thinks outside the box. He told me he�s making up a list of things he would be concerned with in preparation for any real conflict. Quite frankly, I am eager to see that list. I want to compare it with my own. You have some thoughts?� he asked Best.
Best nodded. �A bunch. I�m looking at their recent activities to see what patterns are sticking out. That will be ready when you get back. Between the three of us, we might just scare people,� Best grinned.
�Hope so, Harry. That�s what they pay us for,� said Hammond before leaning in toward Best, �and thanks for all the support over the last month. It�s been a little tough corralling the four stars to keep on point.�
Best slapped Hammond in the shoulder. �Roger, we all know it�s not the rank, it�s the mission. You were tasked to get the job done and either they are on the team or not. You�ve shown them you could more than do the job. It�s been kind of fun watching them get moved around without them knowing it.�
�Yea, but you were a big help running the interference the first couple of weeks. I appreciate it,� Hammond said sincerely.
�Wouldn�t have missed it,� said Best. �Have a nice trip,� he said as he turned and left the room.
Hammond watched him leave. Harry Best was now on the �friend� list. He couldn�t wait to introduce him to his other friends.
Marine Barracks
Washington D.C. evenings during the late summer were always hot and muggy. It was 8:30 in the evening and the sun was still on the horizon. The traffic in the city had finally died back some, but the fumes of the day hung in the air. It almost burned the eyes to be outdoors, yet many could be found out walking, getting at least a little exercise and trying to slough off the tensions of the day. Claire Richardson was no different. Getting back to her quarters just a half hour before, she had immediately shed the uniform and donned lighter clothes and some sneakers. She used to run, but age had crept up on her and now running was out of the question. Now, she walked at least a mile a day and worked out in her small home gym. She was proud of the fact that she could still keep up with the younger Marines in most of the physical training. But the knees and hips had begun to weaken, so she simply changed her routine.
As she walked along at a brisk pace, she was surrounded by the sights and sounds of the neighborhoods. Some families were out, with children playing along the narrow yards and in some side alleys. Claire didn�t notice them. She was very concerned. The more the task group had gotten into their mission, the more she was seeing that the United States was ill equipped to take on what was about to happen. War was coming. She could feel it. It was looking like the allies would have to kill the enemy at a rate of about ten to one. Those weren�t good odds. True, we had better equipment and well trained troops, but going up against five million people under arms was something she knew was going to be almost impossible.
Hammond had been right. The group had been able to identify the potential threat and gather all the information on who and what we would fight. We had even figured out what would probably be the first moves. But coming up with a way to even the odds was something that was stumping her, and that was driving her crazy. How do a half a million troops take on 5 million? Better yet, take them on and win. She didn�t like not having the answers.
On the plus side, if anyone could figure it out it would be this group. Hammond had pulled together the perfect team. Yes, it was rough at first, but when everyone saw their unique roll, they lined up. She had admired how Hammond had done it. Then again, leadership was something she valued above all things. She almost chuckled when young Jeffers had come up to tell about his family. The look on Hammond�s face was priceless, yet at the end, he was beaming like a proud father. Jeffers was a smart kid. The few times she had worked with him, she could sense the abilities of the young man; something she had sensed only one time before on a dark, lonely deck of a ship at sea.
She entered the Barracks at 8th and I, and made her way around the old brick buildings. She slowed near a coffee bar that had recently been set up on the grounds. Inside, young Marines were cheering on a young man playing some video game. Entering the bar, she ordered an iced coffee and eased back to watch them play. On the screen the images were almost like what would be seen by an insect, except that it was flying around shooting people. The people on the screen were doing what they could to fight it off, but couldn�t quite reach it. Richardson leaned over to one of the young men watching the game. �What kind of game is this?� she asked.
Without turning his head, he answered, �It�s called Drone Attack,� he said, then let out a whoop when the drone was able to take down what looked like a hugely built soldier.
She watched a while longer as the drone was finally shot down, then the game reset and suddenly there were hundreds of them flying across the sky until it centered on only one drone again. It dropped down through the trees and began shooting at soldiers around the area. Suddenly her eyes opened wide and she stood up straight. Looking around the room, she first wondered how it could be done, but it was already being done both here and in about a million other homes where young people were fighting their war in the video game.
The iced coffee was downed quickly, and despite the knees, she began to run back to her quarters. The question on her mind � what kind of small drones did they have in the inventory?
Frankfurt, Germany
General Helmut Dortmund stood on the wet ramp waiting for the American officers to arrive. Beside him was General Erik Pol, a representative of the Polish army. Dortmund wasn�t too sure about his task. The Commander of the Joint Allied Forces was making his first trip to Europe, and they were there to greet him. Unfortunately, it was a naval admiral, not a general. But, protocol dictated that they still greet him and help him get acquainted with their situation. The men hope he had his act together.
Dortmund looked at Pol. �Do you know anything about this guy?� he asked.
Pol shrugged his shoulders. �Some sort of naval hero. I understand he received their Medal of Honor. One of my staff told me he commanded ships during their last big war with Korea and was the man who saved a lot of their citizens in Venezuela when Parente stepped in it. He�s only a three star. I can�t imagine some of the allies working with him. The French will almost be insulted,� he said with a slight grin.
Dortmund nodded his head. �I got some of the same information. Evidently, their people must think highly of him to put him in this job. I hope he�s up to it,� he said as he saw the blue and white jet land at the end of the runway and begin making its way toward the ramp where they stood.
The jet taxied onto the ramp and shut down its engines. The door on the side opened and a tall man in a white uniform stepped off the plane, followed by a shorter woman in a green uniform. Both had three stars on their uniforms. Dortmund and Pol stepped forward and made their introductions, then they walked back to a car sitting a few feet away. Some men gathered the baggage and placed it in the trunk before the car sped away.
Inside the car, the group was already getting down to business. �How much do you know about our situation, Admiral?� asked Pol.
�Well, that�s one of the main reasons I came. I want to make sure I know everything I need to know so that we are ready when the Russians cross the border. I brought along some information to share, but I also want to get to know you and you me. We�re probably going to be up to our necks when this starts, and that�s no time to get acquainted,� said Hammond. �That�s also why I brought along General Richardson. When you guys start talking about ground operations, she speaks your language. I�m also figuring she will be helping us out,� he said. �Claire commanded the First Marine Division during the Korean War and she was the main drive up the coast and into Seoul.�
Dortmund�s eyes widened. �I thought I recognized the name. I followed your efforts up the peninsula. Tonight, you and I will have a beer and talk combat,� he said with a smile.
Richardson grinned. �You�re on, General, but I hold the line at two beers. We�ve already had a long day,� she said. �Besides, I want to hear what you have planned, myself. Between the four of us, we might at least scare the Russians to death,� she said. Both Pol and Dortmund sat back and laughed. Already they liked these two. Maybe things wouldn�t be so bad.
The ride to the base was a pleasant one, despite the rain. Once there, both Hammond and Richardson were deposited in their rooms for a short time to freshen up, then everyone met again for dinner. They were joined by the representatives from several other countries. Everyone was eager to meet the two Americans who were supposed to be in charge. One of the reps was a nice reprieve.
�Roger Hammond! As I live and breathe, how long has it been, old man?� announced a vice admiral, resplendent in his Royal Navy uniform and boasting a splendid mustache that was as red as his hair.
Hammond broke into a wide grin. �Sir Richard! I am so glad to see you again,� he sang out. The two men shook hands with enthusiasm and then Hammond introduced Richardson. �General Richardson, this is Sir Richard Thomas, the Royal Navy�s Deputy Chief of Naval Staff. We met when Iowa came to Portsmouth after the war. Be careful, you mentioned a beer earlier. I dare say this man may be able to drink the bar dry.�
There was laughter among the officers as Sir Richard slapped Hammond on the shoulder. �Never fear, only one of my legs is hollow, but if there�s a pint of Guinness available, I�ll lead the charge,� he said boastfully. One of the servers dashed away to get the pint. �Richardson, you say? Don�t tell me you�re the one who led the troops up the Korean peninsula,� he said eying the smaller framed female before him.
�The very same,� exclaimed Richardson. �And I�m hoping to do a little bit more of it when things begin happening here.�
Sir Richard�s ruddy face broadened. A twinkle appeared in his eye. �Well then, it appears we have a lot in common. We need some aggression in some parts. Roger, I like the people you associate with,� he announced. �Is everyone here?�
�It seems our French colleague hasn�t arrived yet. He may not come at all,� said Pol.
Sir Richard�s face clouded. It was obvious he didn�t really like the French liaison. �I see. Then he�ll bloody well miss out. Ladies and gentlemen, let�s retire to our table.� It was obvious that when present, Sir Richard was a man in charge.
The meal was served and both Sir Richard and General Dortmund sat with Richardson at the table. Before the evening ended, all had become friends.
San Pedro, California
Patricia Hammond was having a good day. Several planning meetings for the city budget, public works and with the harbor commission had gone well. There was change in the air in San Pedro. The dockyards and repair facilities were expanding and the harbor was being deepened to accommodate the larger ships that seemed to be coming off the ways every day. She had also just signed a contract to begin road resurfacing on the streets of the city. That task had been put off for several years due to budget restraints, but with the city expanding and more high-rise apartments and hotels going up, revenues were also rising. It was four in the afternoon when she decided to get Little Steve and call it a day. Often she worked till six or seven, but with Roger away, she decided to take Steve to the park and have a little time to themselves. Little Steve�s daycare was on the ground level of City Hall. After gathering up her son, the two exited the building and made their way to the John S. Gibson Park only a block away from USS Iowa�s berth.
The tremor was light at first, then suddenly the ground began to convulse. Scooping Steve into her arms, she grabbed a palm next to the sidewalk she held on for dear life. All around her things began to fall. The street began to crack and tear. Water began cascading out of the cracks as the water mains were torn apart in the upheaval. Light poles began whipping back and forth and the power lines also began parting, sending showers of sparks along the road where they met. She heard what sounded like an explosion and turned to watch City Hall begin crumbling to the ground. Other snaps could be heard and she saw several of the large cranes, used for loading and unloading ships fall to the ground or into the water. The shaking became so violent, she could not remain on her feet. She fell to the ground still clinging to her son and held on while the quake tore into her community. For a full six minutes the ground shook. Then, almost as quickly as it began, it stopped.
There was a strange quiet all around her as she lifted her head from the dust and began looking around. The usual noises of cars and the harbor were gone. Only the splash of water from where the pipes broke disturbed the quiet. Patricia looked at her son. His bright eyes were calm and looked around in wonder. �Are you okay?� she asked.
�I�m okay, Mommy,� he said as he began pushing himself up from the ground.
Patricia got up and dusted him off, then herself. Looking around, most of the buildings were damaged. She looked back at City Hall to find that the entire front facing of the building was gone. It was nothing but rubble in the street. Fortunately, people were starting to come out of the rest of the building, stepping over the rubble, to gather along South Beacon Street and look at the destruction around them. She called out to them and motioned for them to come over to her. Once there, she began getting things organized.
�I�m glad you�re okay,� Patricia said. �It seems we now have to put on another set of hats and get some things done. Mister Conseca, can you take a couple of people and get over to the Iowa. I want to ask their help during this crisis. We�ll need everything, food, shelter, electricity, the works. I want to make the site our disaster relief station.� She turned to another. �Ms. Ranier, try and get with the police and fire departments to let them know what I want to do. Have them start directing anyone down to the Iowa. Then I need them to get me an idea of how bad it is. I�ll be there.� Turning to another man, �Jason, get some people and see who needs help in City Hall. If you can, get them out or wait with them till the fire department arrives.�
�Sharon, can you see if we can get hold of the Red Cross? I need cots, blankets, water, medical care and other services down at the Iowa as quickly as they can,� she said.
The Mayor turned to the rest. �People, now is the time to do good. Get out there and help people. Get them down to the pier and we will operate from there. I know you will want to check with your families, but we may not be able to for a while. Let�s all work on taking care of the people we serve. If you need anything, come see me at the Iowa.� She paused a moment. �And thank you all. I know I�m asking a lot, but as you can see, there�s a lot we need to do,� she said.
As they began to break up, the earth shook again. This time it was almost as violent as the first. Everyone was thrown to the ground. After a few more minutes the quake ended. After this one, most of the buildings were either down or very close to toppling. Through the dust the people heard Patricia say, �Let�s get going.� Each began making their way to get the recovery started.
USS Iowa
The ship didn�t feel the quake like the others. But the bobbing and rocking made it feel like Iowa was in a storm. Fortunately, the hawsers used to hold her to the pier had enough give that the ship remained in place. About half way through the shaking, the electricity went out on the ship. Lieutenant Commander Bill Strasser, the Officer in Charge of the Iowa Detachment sprang into action, ordering his people to be ready to light off the plant. Already one of the Machinist Mates had gone to the forward Motor Machinery Room. The beam from his flashlight illuminated a huge diesel engine used to provide auxiliary power to the ship. Making sure all the valves were opened and that there was fuel and coolant to the big engine, he pressed the �start� button. The big diesel turned over and within a few seconds electricity from the generator began lighting the space. Flipping some breakers, the Machinist Mate directed the power to the rest of the ship.
Strasser made his way topside and looked out. All he could see was devastation. When the second set of shocks came, he made up his mind. Turning to the Chief standing next to him he ordered, �Light off the forward group. Take whoever you need, but we need to get the ship up and running. I have a feeling these people are going to need all the help they can get.� The Chief quickly made his way to the 1MC on the bridge and called a meeting of all the detachment and museum personnel on the messdecks. Enlisting the help of the museum staff, within a few minutes, several men were seen in safety gear taking the canvas cover off the forward stack.
Strasser saw Patricia Hammond as she made her way toward the ship. He met her on the brow. �I figure you need us,� he said.
�Bill, anything you can do will be appreciated. I don�t know how many are hurt or homeless, but we can expect a lot of people over the next few days,� she said.
He smiled at her. �That�s what we�re here for. I�m getting the engineering plant online. It will take about four hours, but once the generators are going, we�ll be able to handle it.�
Patricia Hammond smiled at the man. �Thanks Bill. I need all the help I can get.�
The two made their way into the dimly lighted interior of the ship. Until the ship�s main generators could come online, they wouldn�t have complete power, but that part was already underway.
The White House
Jim Butler rushed into the oval office. �Steve, there�s been a major quake in southern California. According to the folks at USGS, it measured a 9 on the Richter scale. The epicenter was almost directly under San Pedro.�
The President got up from his chair. �Let�s get Homeland Security on it. I�m sure they are going to need tents and cots. Military units in the area are authorized to help out. Get me the governor on the line and we�ll see what he needs,� he barked.
Butler nodded and ran back to the outer office to get things going. Within minutes the President�s phone rang with the call to the governor. �Governor, I wanted to see what help you needed,� he said.
�Help for what?� came the surprising answer from the other end.
The President stared at his handset for a second. �I was just informed of a major earthquake near Los Angeles, and thought you might need some assistance,� he said incredulously.
�First I�ve heard of it. We have these things all the time. We�ll probably be able to handle it.�
The President couldn�t believe what he was hearing. �I was told it was a 9 on the Richter Scale. In that area, there may be a lot of casualties,� he said.
�Right now I�m at an event. Let me check on things and get right back to you,� the governor said almost nonchalantly.
�You do that,� he said as he hung up the phone. �Jim!� he almost screamed through the still open door.
Butler appeared at the doorway. �Yes, sir.�
�The Governor of California is an idiot. You know he just told me not to worry about it! He�s going to check on some things and get back to me. How the hell did he get elected?�
Butler had never seen his boss so mad. He gave a slight sigh. �Boss, he ran on a reform platform that the people of California ate up. From what I hear, he�s been screwing up things ever since. Let me get hold of the Marine Base at Camp Pendleton. The CO down there will know what to do.�
O�Bannon was still upset, but nodded his head. �That�ll work. I need to know what those poor people are up against. Then maybe somebody who cares will step in,� he said.
Frankfurt, Germany
The phone on the side of his bed rang and a groggy man pulled the receiver to his ear. �Hammond,� he croaked out.
�Roger, this is Rod. There�s been a big quake in San Pedro.�
Hammond�s eyes blinked open immediately. �What have you heard?�
�It�s a bad one, a 9 on the Richter Scale. I called down to Pendleton and talked to the duty officer. He says it almost flattened San Pedro and a good chunk of Los Angeles. I just saw a news clip and I saw Patricia directing the efforts from the ship. Your son was sitting in a chair in the background. There aren�t any phones much and I left a message on her cell. I�ll keep trying until I get her,� Jeffers said. Hammond could tell by the urgent sound of his voice that he was very concerned.
�Rod, you said you saw her, right?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Then don�t worry. As long as I know she�s out there doing her job, everything will be okay. Try to get a message to the ship and let her know that I know and will be home as soon as I can. Also tell them to get hold of Boats Patnaude. He might be able to get them all the help they need in the short run. And Rod, Patricia is a strong woman. As long as she is walking around, she will be fine. So don�t worry. I appreciate you letting me know. If you hear more, give me a shout. Okay?�
On the other end of the line he heard a short sigh. �Yes, sir. I just thought you needed to know,� Jeffers said.
Hammond chuckled. �I did, and I appreciate it. I just have a lot of faith in my wife. Your seeing them both makes it a lot easier for me. Now relax. I�ll talk to you tomorrow,� he reassured Jeffers.
�Good night, Boss,� said Jeffers.
�Good night.� The line went dead and Hammond lay back against his pillow. They had both talked about when the �big one� might happen and what would need to be done. It looked like she was following the plan. She and his son were aboard the Iowa and she was probably moving heaven and earth for the people of her town. A smile crossed his face. Heaven help anyone who might get in her way, he thought.
San Pedro, California
True to his word, by 8 pm, the lights aboard USS Iowa came on again. Down below, the ship�s turbo-generators were cranking out the electricity. Temporary electric lines had already been run to light up the huge parking lot next to the ship and down to the cruise terminals. Suddenly the lights all came on and people in the ground began to cheer. The Red Cross had set up some tents and cots, but the main thing was to get services back up. The parking lot was already full of people who were now homeless or injured. Word had come that the hospital was full of injured. A crew of doctors had been detailed to the Iowa and had set up in the ship�s sickbay.
Within two hours of the quake, the call went out via messenger for any of the local chefs and their restaurant staff in town to come help. Local restaurants emptied their now thawing freezers and brought the food to the ship. They descended on the ship�s galley and began to get things ready. Once power came on, they began to cook. By ten that evening, people were invited to come aboard and eat. The food was better than what many had ever experienced, and within two hours, everyone had been fed.
The crew�s berthing spaces were filled with families and the elderly, while single men and women were assigned cots in the parking lot. There were water and toilet facilities. By midnight, everything had calmed down and the area became quiet. As more people filed in, they were processed and given a place to rest. Once the cots were filled, the air mattresses were handed out, then people had to sit in chairs. Most simply grabbed a blanket and lay down.
Beginning around 2 am, a few cars began to appear and park along the street. The ship didn�t need to call anyone to come in. Some of the old crew saw the news and were already making their way. By morning, there were enough to give the detachment a break, taking over duties in the engine and firerooms. By four am, the smell of fresh bread was making its way through the ship, just as it had while she was active. Several local bakers had marveled at the equipment, especially a dough mixer that had the stamp, �1943� on its side. They would have enough bread for at least 10,000 people by morning.
When word came that the city�s water mains could not provide any water, the engineers had told them not to worry. The ship�s evaporators were producing thousands of gallons each hour. There should be enough for a while.
At around 1 am, Patricia Hammond finally took the time to get some sleep. LCDR Strasser led her to the captain�s cabin. She had already put Little Steve on a cot in the bedroom. The idea of him sleeping in his Daddy�s room aboard the ship thrilled him. He was sleeping peacefully when she entered the room. She removed her clothing and slid under the sheets. Tomorrow would come much too soon.
Cape Canaveral Air Force Base
The Atlas rocket lit up the night sky as it lifted from its pad. This was the latest version of the venerable rocket, but even it could not lift this load on its own. Two additional solid fuel rockets were strapped to each side. The combined thrust was able to lift the satellite rapidly into the sky. A minute later, the spent solid rockets dropped away and the first stage separated. The second stage fired normally pushing its payload further and faster out over the Atlantic.
There was actually a small third stage to this rocket. It was able to boost the satellite the rest of the way until it achieved a stationary orbit precisely 100 miles away from a sister satellite and come to a relative stop.
Almost immediately panels on the sides opened and six solar arrays opened to their full length on the upper end of the satellite and pointed themselves to the sun, while below them, small radio dishes emerged and unfolded to aim their signals toward earth. One in particular pointed its circular dish toward Langley, Virginia.
At CIA headquarters, technicians began to cheer as an activation signal was received. �Sir, Eyeball Six has achieved orbit successfully and is ready for startup,� one of the technicians said to her supervisor.
The supervisor grinned. �Then let�s wake her up. Bring the systems online and link it to number five. Then begin running your tests.�
The appropriate orders were sent and the satellite began powering up. The supervisor watched as all the satellite�s systems came online as expected, then reached down and lifted the receiver of the phone by his seat. �Sir, the eyeballs are in the sky.�
Moscow, Russia
It wasn�t a very large group, just about one hundred people. They carried signs protesting the military buildup and demanding the funds be used to help ordinary citizens. Through the Soviet era, demonstrations were something planned and orchestrated by the government in almost all cases, but since the fall of the Soviet Union, people had come to know certain freedoms and to expect more from their government. Many students had come to detest the mandatory military service. In the past it had only been for one year, but now the youth of Russia were expected to stay for as long as the government wanted them. For some, this had meant years of service with practically no pay, hard taskmasters and few luxuries. Most could not even go out in local towns for some time off. Access to cell phones made this worse, since they often complained to their friends and families back home.
Although they had been warned that the government would not allow such demonstrations, most had happened with little result. Yet, the young men and women and a few older Russians marched along, holding up their signs and chanting slogans like, �Send our soldiers home,� or �We don�t want to serve.� The onlookers on the streets sympathized with the marchers, but didn�t pay much attention. It was a Friday night and they were out to party.
Suddenly a large truck pulled around a corner and blocked the way for the protesters. Out came police officers in riot gear, filling the street and holding up shields. One of the officers held up a loudspeaker. �This is an illegal demonstration. You are ordered to disperse at once,� he shouted to the crowd. The crowd stopped, but stood their ground, shouting louder toward the line of police. They were warned a second time. None of the protesters noticed a second truck pulling up behind them. Now heavily armed police were on both sides of the crowd. The students stood their ground, taunting the police.
No one knew who threw the beer bottle. It struck one of the clear plastic shields of the police officer and shattered, spilling beer all over the shield and the officer�s legs. The officers rushed the small crowd of demonstrators, drawing their night sticks and clubbing each one they came in contact with. The students tried to run, but by now, they were surrounded and there was no place to go.
It lasted ten minutes. When the officers finished, there were two dead and another fifty seriously injured. Those not hurt and those less seriously injured were taken away. The rest were left bleeding on the pavement. Now the onlookers rushed in and began trying to help those on the streets. Police officers rushed them as well, telling them to leave the people alone until more help could get there. A few made it into some of the local shops. One had been carrying a video camera. Others had used their cell phones.
The onlookers became more outraged. They began screaming at the police remaining to let them help the injured. Seeing they were largely outnumbered, the police finally gave in and let them carry the students off to the local hospital. One young man insisted that his rescuer take him to the foreign media center. There, he handed his camera and footage to the local CNN staff member on duty. Within ten minutes it was worldwide news.
Frankfurt, Germany
The meetings and briefings lasted all day, yet the officers in the darkened room felt exhilarated. Each had been eager to tell their new commander what they were planning and both Hammond and Richardson had asked all the right questions, even sharing some of their concerns and ideas in the process. Richardson, in particular, had gotten into a lively conversation about tank deployments. Dortmund was surprised to know she had studied German battle tactics.
Now the group was trying to figure out the next steps. Hammond was slightly concerned that the men in the room were still thinking in large group engagements. But it was difficult to wrap your hands around the fact that they were expecting to meet an enemy with a 10 to 1 superiority in men and equipment. At one point Hammond interrupted.
�As I look at where you want to deploy your people, it is looking more like you are concentrating on just this one area,� he said pointing at the map. �How do you plan on accomplishing this?�
General Dortmund chuckled. �We Germans learned that lesson in the last big one,� he said referring to the Second World War. �We are deploying tanks along the borders in Austria and in areas of the Polish mountains in several key locations. If the Russians are looking, and I believe they are, then they will avoid these areas at all costs.�
Richardson looked concerned. �How many tanks are you able to put in these areas?� she asked.
There was a twinkle in Dortmund�s eye. �Around ten thousand. We call them Patton�s Army.�
At first Richardson looked confused. There weren�t that many tanks in all of Europe. Then suddenly her expression changed. �Brilliant!� she exclaimed.
Hammond still looked confused.
Richardson sat back. �In the Second World War an army was fielded under the command of George Patton to confuse and distract Germany. There were thousands of tanks, artillery and other vehicles. And all of them were balloons made of rubber. They even had people who moved them around some every day to make the Germans think they were operational. It made the D-Day landings more successful.
�Our aerial reconnaissance sent us graphic photos of the equipment poised to make a run on Calais. We bought it and kept the major part of our troops in Northern France. You see, we Germans do learn a few things from you Yanks,� he said with glee.
�We have a few more things up our sleeves. The areas we have left open for them to enter have a number of old mining operations. We plan on placing a number of tank units in those underground mines. When the Russians come in and go past us, we just pop out and come in behind them,� said Pol leaning back in his chair.
Hammond chuckled. �Remind me never to fight you folks in the future. You play dirty,� he joked.
Everyone laughed. The Belgian General raised a finger, �And we will continue to do so, so keep it in mind!�
There was more laughter. In Hammond�s mind, he was much more secure about how the Europeans would do in this war. Now with a few touches that the Americans would bring, they might just stand a chance.
San Pedro, California
During the night more people had come into the center, but everyone had been able to get food and at least some shelter. Road crews were already getting the streets back into shape and linemen from the electric companies were repairing lines and restoring power where they could. The good news was that after repairing the water line under South Harbor Boulevard, water was restored to the Iowa and the refugee center. Overnight the Iowa�s tanks were reduced by half and priority had to be given to providing feed water for the ship�s boilers.
Breakfast had been an orderly affair. Most were happy to be fed at all, and the smells of the breads and pastries made the experience a little more like home. Already some of the people were going back to see what was left of their homes, to salvage what they could and return later. The media were all over the area shooting footage, interviewing those at the center and making a nuisance of themselves.
After making sure Steve was taken care of, Mayor Patricia Hammond had returned to the parking lot to reassure the people there. She was a welcome sight. Most people felt she really did understand what they were going through and was trying to help. As she made her way through the crowds she was welcomed by smiling faces and words of thanks. She was in the middle of a media interview when a call came through on her cell phone. She saw it was from Sacramento and begged away a moment.
She opened her phone and put it on speaker. �Mayor Hammond,� she said.
�Mayor, just what in the hell do you think you are doing?� asked the Governor.
�I beg your pardon?�
�You are not authorized to solicit help from the Federal Government or anyone else except me,� he scolded. �I got a call from none other than your friend, the President, yesterday asking what help we needed. And now you have commandeered a battleship and using it to help your people when I have a whole county needing help!� he shouted. �I ought to drive down there and remove you from office!�
Patricia Hammond became very angry. �Remove me from office? You haven�t got the balls. I am down here making sure the people who elected me are being taken care of, and for your information, there is an agreement between the Navy and the City of San Pedro that in an emergency we can use this ship to help out these people. It�s a part of the agreement that got the ship down here in the first place. And if you didn�t have your head stuffed squarely up your ass, you would have been down here yesterday instead of sitting in Sacramento trying to get me to bow down. Well, I�m doing my job. My people are doing fine without you. So Governor, the best thing you can do is buzz off!� she shouted before ending the conversation. She was still steaming as she walked rapidly away. What she did not realize was that the media cameras continued to gather video and sound during the conversation. Within ten minutes it was flashed across the United States that the Mayor of San Pedro had told the Governor of California to buzz off.
Frankfurt, Germany
Hammond turned on the television set in his room and turned it on to CNN. He was surprised to see his wife, and even more surprised at what she had done. He sat back and laughed, then placed a call.
�Mayor Hammond.�
�You are beautiful when you�re angry,� he said.
He could hear her lighten up at the other end. �He just pissed me off. You know how I can be.�
Hammond�s laughter was genuine. �Yes, but promise me you won�t kick him in the privates when you see him.�
She was laughing now on the other end. �I promise. You about to come home?�
�One more day. These are good people. I wish you were here.�
�I wish I was too, but we�ll manage. Your son slept in your cabin last night,� she said.
�I bet he liked that. You two weren�t hurt much, we you?�
�No, a couple of scratches. We were outside when it happened. I don�t know how our home fared yet. Maybe I�ll get over there sometime today.�
�You need me to come home?�
�No, you�d be in the way. Let me get everything online here and I should still get to DC in a couple of weeks. I can�t wait to see you again.�
�Yea, I miss you too. I�ll call again when I get the chance. Tell Steve I said hi.�
�Will do. See you soon.�
�Bye.�


Chapter 4 
Acceptance

David Taylor
Dr. Mason was angry. One of his team members had screwed up the latest plate, allowing it to remain in the oven far too long. Already they had determined the new material would completely absorb radio frequency radiation, but they also discovered that it was an astounding antenna. When coupled to a receiver, its ability to pull in distant signals had been amazing. Sticking the initial plate on top of the building, they had picked up television signals from Toronto, Canada. AM radio, they picked up from as far as Honolulu. The Center had then purchased a large oven that would allow them to make plates up to four feet square, nearly three times the original plate. But then the young assistant had begun working on something on his computer and didn�t pay attention to the timing. He had also set the temperature too high. As a result, the plate had come out of the oven black, instead of the usual gray.
Mason watched heat radiate off the plate, now cooling on a wooden table. He walked over to it and looked into the black surface. It was the deepest black he had ever seen. The surface looked smooth as glass, but there were no reflections in it. Reaching over the plate, he tried to feel how hot it really was, when a small arc of electricity shot off the brass attachment grommet and struck his arm, accompanied by the sound of a crack.
The jolt knocked Mason back from the table and onto the floor. The young assistant rushed over. �Are you alright?� he blurted out, concerned.
Mason picked himself up off the floor and looked at the plate. �How the hell did that happen?� he exclaimed. �We don�t have a short in here, do we?�
The assistant shook his head. �No, there�s no electricity to that table at all.�
The men walked around the table looking for a possible electrical source. There was none. They looked at each other. �Beats me,� said the assistant.
Mason put on some rubber gloves and grabbed a grounding tool. After making sure it was grounded, he passed the copper probe near the grommet again. Once again, a spark shot from the grommet to the probe. Backing away again, Mason looked at the young man. �What the hell,� he exclaimed.
Both men simply stared at the plate for a moment until the assistant rolled over a piece of test equipment. �Let�s see how much voltage we are talking about there.�
Attaching a copper lead to the wire from the voltage meter, he eased the end of the probe to the grommet once again. This time, he forced the probe onto the piece of brass. The meter jumped off the initial scale. Resetting the equipment for a different scale, he did it again. The meter reached 450 volts and remained steady.
Mason looked at the man again. �This doesn�t make sense. What is causing this thing to hold a charge?�
�Is it holding a charge or generating the power itself?� the assistant thought out loud. He grabbed a black apron sitting on the chair beside them and threw it over the plate, partially covering it. Immediately, the meter dropped to 275 volts.
Mason�s face became very animated. �It has to be the lights. Let me hold this and you go turn off the overheads,� he nearly shouted.
With all but the light on the meter turned off, the voltage dropped to zero. Mason turned to the young man, �Get me a box or something to put this thing in. It has to be light proof. Then get Dr. Thomas over here. I want to take this thing outside,� he said.
A large diameter steel wire was bolted to the grommet while the assistant brought in a cardboard box that had recently covered the oven. After some cutting and the liberal use of duct tape, the plate was secured inside it.
�What�s going on Greg,� asked Thomas as he entered the lab.
�Boss, this may be even bigger than we thought. Come with us outside,� he said as he and the assistant placed the plate in its box and put it on a rolling cart. The voltage meter was placed under it. The men walked down the hall as Mason explained what had happened. Exiting the corridor, they entered a courtyard where several antennas and steel towers were erected. Still wearing his rubber gloves, Mason set the meter to its highest setting and touched the lead to the steel cable. Already there was some voltage just from light leaking through the cardboard. Urging everyone to step back, Mason used a box cutter to cut along the tape binding. When done, he threw back the cardboard top.
The voltage meter wires melted before their eyes. A bolt of electricity shot from the steel cable across the ground to a steel support just three feet away. The sound of the arcs of electricity crackled in the air until Mason threw the cover back over the plate.
�My God!� exclaimed Thomas. �This is unbelievable!�
Mason nodded and walked over to the smoldering meter. The needle on the dial had frozen in place as it had jumped the top of the scale of over 10,000 volts. The look on the men�s faces was total astonishment. Before, the plate had absorbed RF. Now it was turning sunlight into electricity. Not just a little, but a whole lot. Thomas looked back at Mason. �Greg, call the power company. I want to hook this up to one of their big meters. If this is what I think it is, young Mister Maxwell has just solved the energy crisis and global warming. Can we duplicate it?�
Mason nodded. �The only thing changed was the temperature and duration. The lab is still making filaments, so we can make another within 12 hours. Our problem is transporting this thing. It needs to be kept in a lightproof box. If not, it might fry anyone near it.�
Thomas nodded. �Do whatever it takes. I�m going to make some calls. I think this just got bumped up to a much higher level.�
The Pentagon
�Roger, Claire, I appreciate the brief on what is going on over there,� said Burt Williams, Undersecretary of Defense for Intelligence. �We�ve been keeping an eye on things going on, but it�s great to understand their thinking. Do they think any of this will work?�
Hammond chuckled, �No, but they realize something has to be done that�s outside the norm. With the numbers we�re facing, they could walk all over us if we do things the old way. They are actually taking a few things from our book. Hit them where they least expect it, keep nipping at their flanks and in their soft spots. Short, quick strikes, then back off. Any direct assault will end up with a lot of dead people and broken equipment. But our European allies are at the end of their rope. They just don�t have the kinds of capabilities we have, or they don�t have enough. Even the Brits are scrambling to find answers. Quite frankly, they are hoping we can make the difference. Unfortunately, I�m not sure we can in this situation. My team is wrapping up the study and it isn�t looking good. Our one chance is if our technology can make up the difference. We are so far ahead in some areas it could change quite a bit,� Hammond said to the group.
�That little thing we are testing over at David Taylor may help tremendously,� said Mark Price, Undersecretary for Acquisition, Technology and Logistics. �I got a call from Dr. Thomas a little earlier. It appears it will do all you thought and much more,� he said to Hammond. �I also got a call about those drones, you asked about, General. It appears they could be manufactured with a weapon for just $500 more per unit. After a little bit of testing, we might get them in a year or so,� he said.
Richardson sat forward in her seat. �Sir, I don�t think we have a year. I don�t think we have six months. Things are moving way too fast. Our European friends agree we will see something begin within four months. Is there a chance we can get the things before that?� she asked.
Price looked concerned. �Our hands may be tied. With all the procurement regulations, we just can�t do it within that time frame,� he said as he looked at the front of the table.
The Secretary of Defense sat with his fingertips together, obviously deep in thought. He looked up and around the room. �Actually, I believe you�re right. When I talked to the President this morning, he said the same thing. What do the Joint Chiefs think?�
General Black didn�t waiver. �It�s going to happen. We either ignore it and pay the consequence or we jump in with both feet. I will say this. If war starts, it will be too late to start anything. The Russians will run all over Europe. We may not have to worry much at first, but it will eventually meet us right here. We need all the tools in the tool box,� he said.
The Secretary nodded his head, then his face adopted a determined look. �I don�t want to take a head-in-sand approach. Mark, let�s get things rolling. I�ll talk to Congress and let them know what�s happening. I feel sure they won�t hold us back too much. Draw up the contracts to get those drones. I also want those plates manufactured and installed on every ship and plane that we can. I�ll leave the tactical uses to you,� he said to Black. �I also want to know what other materials and equipment we need so that our people are fully equipped for this thing. We�re not going in wanting. How many of those drones do you think we need,� he asked Richardson.
�Sir, if we use them like I would want to, I need thousands,� she said.
Price grinned. �At only $4,500 apiece, it�s a small price to pay. My people will get this thing done within a few days. From what I understand, the manufacturer had proposed this when they bid on the initial contract and we told them no guns. They just grind off the supports instead of redesigning it. I am told they can manufacture a couple hundred a day if we need them.�
�Make it happen. I am calling the President now. I�m sure you all know he will be behind this. As of now, we are going on a war footing as far as acquisitions go. If our guys need it, get it. Within reason, of course,� he grinned. �Thank you all for filling us in. Now let�s get going.�
The men and women got up from the table and began making their way out. Price stopped Hammond and Black as they were leaving. �Roger, you haven�t heard, but there�s an extra benefit to young Mister Maxwell�s discovery.�
�Oh really?�
Price nodded. �They had a small screw up over there and left it in the oven too long. What came out is totally different from what we started with. It seems in sunlight, that four foot square plate generated over 10,000 volts of electricity.�
Black let out a whistle. �Good Lord, that�s way more than any solar panel I know of.�
Price nodded again. �I asked Thomas to get Maxwell back up here. We need to make sure he gets in on all of this. Papers need to be written and patents filed. This is one young man I want to watch out for.�
Hammond smiled. �I�d appreciate that. He was one of my people on the Iowa. Anything you can do to help him out would be welcome.�
Price held up his hand. �Well, I do have ulterior motives. I am hoping he will allow us to manufacture it for the military. We�ll pay him for it, but then we�ll also help him sell this second version to the power companies across the country. Unless I�m mistaken, he�s just become a billionaire.�
Krakow, Poland
Petyr and Freda had just finished their lunch when her phone rang. The message had been clear. Get to the hospital. Her mother had taken a turn for the worse. The look on Freda�s face told Petyr all he needed to know. The news had been very bad.
After several weeks of going around together it was obvious to anyone, they were meant for each other. Petyr had become one of the family � even sitting and talking to her parents until late on some evenings. Likewise, Freda had become a staple with Petyr�s family. On two separate occasions, the families had come together for a meal. They were becoming close friends.
It took fifteen minutes for the two to get to the hospital on the tram. Rushing into the room they found Mr. Polski sitting beside the bed, holding his wife�s hand. Her brother sat alone in a chair in the corner of the room. His face was a mask of concern and confusion. It was obvious he didn�t really know what to do.
Letting go of Petyr�s hand, Freda rushed to the opposite side of the bed and looked at her mother. She was very pale and her breaths were more like gasps. She could tell her mother was having a very bad time breathing. Looking at the gauge on the wall, she could tell the oxygen supply had been turned all the way up. The heart monitor barely showed the beatings of her heart. You could hear the oxygen coming out of the tube under her nose. Looking at her father, she saw the sad look she rarely saw on his face.
Turning back to her mother she called out to her. Mrs. Polski�s eyes fluttered open. She gently squeezed Freda�s hand.
�We came as soon as we heard,� Freda told her mother.
A faint smile crossed her mother�s face. Taking a very bubbly, heavy breath, she said, �You need not worry about me. I think it is my time.�
A tear appeared at the corner of Freda�s eye. �But there�s so much we still need to do,� she said with a forced smile.
The smile appeared again and her eyes focused in. �Now, now. No tears. You and Rudy have always been the pride of my life,� she said with difficulty. Her voice was faltering and she had to pause between each sentence. �Watching the two of you grow up has been wonderful. I only wish I could always be there for you. Rudy will have his Papa, but who will take care of my little girl?� she asked slowly.
It was a steady and determined voice that answered. Everyone turned as Petyr said, �I will.�
A look of calm came over Mrs. Polski�s face. The smile brightened and a little color returned. Petyr stood next to Freda now and she could tell by his look that he had meant what he said. Slowly, she lifted her frail hand and took his. She then placed both his and Freda�s hands between her own. �I believe you will,� she said steadily. The smile widened to a grin. �Now I can leave content,� she said. Her hands seemed to go limp as she let go of them. They fell to the bed.
She turned to her husband. After taking a long breath, the paleness returned as she turned almost white. �Hector, you made me very happy,� she said.
Mr. Polski took her hand again. �And you have done the same for me. But let�s not talk. Just get some rest,� he said.
She nodded weakly before her eyes closed. No one took their eyes from her. The heart monitor let out an alarm as her heart took its last beat, then rested. Despite the rushing of the hospital staff, the family kept their eyes on her face. It was the most serenely happy expression any of them could remember seeing. After a minute of trying, Mr. Polski urged them to stop. He would not prolong her suffering.
Freda turned to Petyr and placed her face in his shoulder. There were tears, but no weeping. Petyr held her closely as the nurse pulled the blanket over her mother�s head. Rudy stood stunned. He had never witnessed death and he stood there not knowing what to do. At fifteen, he knew that as a man, he shouldn�t cry. He looked at his father, who stood stoically beside the bed for a moment. There were no tears there. Rudy took a gasping breath and turned away.
Mr. Polski walked over and put his hand on his daughter�s shoulder. He nodded at Petyr. �Petyr, can you take Freda and Rudy home? I�ll stay and take care of things, then meet you there later,� he said. He turned to Rudy. �Go with Petyr and your sister. I�ll be home soon.�
�No, I want to stay. I�ll help you out if I can,� Rudy said.
Mr. Polski smiled at his son. �I guess a young man needs to learn about these things. You can stay and help,� he said nodding approvingly at his son. He gave Petyr a nod.
Petyr pulled Freda around. �Let�s go home.� He led her out of the room and out of the building. The sun warmed them as they made their way to the street. She didn�t say anything, just walked beside Petyr staring blankly ahead. Even on the tram she remained silent, but when he started to let go of her hand, she tightened her grip and wouldn�t let go. He called home to let his family know.
Getting back to the apartment, they found that Petyr�s mother had everything arranged. She would prepare their meals and take care of the house. Petyr nodded and led Freda to their apartment. Sitting down together on the couch, she again laid her head on his shoulder. After a few minutes, she looked up at him. �You meant it, didn�t you?� she asked.
He looked at her questioningly. �Meant what?�
�That you would take care of me.�
He smiled at her. �Yes, I meant it.�
�She could tell. She knew it, and it made her so happy.�
Petyr smiled. He didn�t know why he had said it, but he knew it was the truth. He chuckled slightly. �I don�t think I realized it until I said it. But I think for the rest of my life, I will take care of you,� he said.
She looked into his eyes and could see the same thing her mother saw. He loved her. She suddenly realized that she felt the same way. Placing her head on his shoulder again she said, �Then we can be happy together.�
Petyr held her for more than an hour before the family returned. Sometimes there were tears, others just quiet contemplation. She didn�t speak again until Mrs. Kursov called them to dinner.
The Baltic
Captain Leonid Kronovsky watched the seawater as it came up over the bow of his ship, the Oscar Class submarine, Voronezh, and pour off to either side. It was getting cold in the Baltic and his heavy jacket was pulled up tight against him. He and his crew had been training for months to get ready for this day. The reactor had been overhauled and his ship loaded full of 24 SS-N-19 �Shipwreck� cruise missiles. On this trip, there would also carry 23 torpedoes. His orders had been handed to him personally just before departure and would not be opened until the third day at sea. Until then, he was to take his ship into the North Atlantic. His orders would spell out the rest.
There wasn�t much doubt what they were about to do. Their job would be to take on the United States Fleet. What else would they do with these weapons, he thought to himself. Kronovsky had started his career in the Soviet Navy. In those heady days they had dreamed of sinking all those large ships the Americans boasted about. An aircraft carrier would look nice painted on the side of the ship�s sail. He only hoped this wasn�t just a drill, like they had always had before. The mood at headquarters had changed recently and it appeared that the days of drills were over. His thoughts were interrupted by a report from his watch officer.
�Sir, the escort is pulling away. They signal for us to proceed.�
Kronovsky gave a grunt. He always kept a gruff face when a cruise started. Only when the crew had proved its worth would he lighten up. �Signal our thanks. What is the depth of water?�
�Two hundred meters, Captain,� answered another officer.
He grunted again. �Maintain course and speed. I am going below. When water depth reaches five hundred meters, submerge the ship. Keep her at one hundred meters until I say otherwise,� he told the watch officer.
�Yes, Captain!� the officer replied.
Kronovsky got up from his small seat and made his way to the open hatch. Climbing down the ladder he entered the submariner�s world of pipes, equipment, wires, men and smells. Everything was close on a submarine. It was something some never got used to, but for Kronovsky, it was his home. He glanced over at his second in command, who was monitoring the activities around the control room. �Don�t let that wet nose hit anything,� he said for all to hear. �I�ll be in my cabin.�
Kronovsky made his way aft to a door along the passageway. Opening it, he entered his personal cabin. It measured just three meters by three meters. It contained a bed, desk, cabinet for his clothes, and two chairs for when he had company. It was the largest personal space on the ship. There was a door on one end that led to his bathroom which had a toilet, sink and shower. To Kronovsky it was the ultimate luxury. Most officers were crammed four deep in a space only half the size. The crew had to squeeze in where they could.
He pulled off the heavy coat and threw it over the bed. Sitting at his desk, he pulled out the orders in their envelope. Strange, the envelope was only barely sealed. Throwing caution to the wind, he flipped his finger along the top and the flap popped open. What difference does it make, he though as he unfolded the orders and began to read. Kronovsky suddenly froze in his seat. His eyes widened. Flipping through the sheets, he went back and read them again. His heart leapt with joy. He would have shouted if the rest of the crew would not hear him. His dreams would be fulfilled.
It was strange when the Captain made his way back into the control room. He looked and acted very happy.
Russell Senate Office Building
The gavel was struck and everyone in the meeting room got quiet. Senator George Raymond called the meeting to order.
�Ladies and gentlemen, we welcome Vice Admiral Roger Hammond to these chambers today as the nominee for the position of Vice Chief of Naval Operations. I wish to thank Admiral Hammond for coming and helping us in our task.�
Hammond nodded and said, �Thank you, Mister Chairman.�
Raymond was one of the senators from Georgia. He had a thick, slow drawl, that reminded people of the actor John Barrymore, but behind the voice and smiling face was a keen intellect and shrewd politician. He continued, �I must say it is a rare occasion that we have such a distinguished officer before us. As we get started would you like to make a statement?�
Hammond looked across the seated members of the Senate Armed Services Committee. Several of them he had met before, but there were a few new faces. �Mister Chairman, I believe you have a copy of my biography before you. As some of you know, I am not someone who likes making speeches. I�d rather my record speak for me. I am honored at being given the opportunity to further serve this nation and stand ready to answer your questions.�
Raymond smiled. �Well, now, I see you are also being modest. Your bio does not do you justice. Yes, it says where you have served and the awards you have received, however I know a few more of the details. It seems that on your first ship, just two years into your career, you were credited with saving USS Griffin and its crew from being lost in bad weather. You received the Meritorious Service Medal for that one. Then as the Executive Officer of the Candler you personally led the crew�s humanitarian efforts during the tsunami that leveled a portion of the Southern Philippines. You got the Joint Service Commendation for that one. Then as commanding officer of the Hamilton, you and your ship personally beat back four attempts to Shanghai freighters by Somali pirates. You ended up capturing three of the crews and brought them to the international court. Your actions are credited with ending the Somali piracy for a good five years. You got the Legion of Merit for that one. Then we come to the Korean War. You and your ship are credited with destroying over 150 different enemy encampments or facilities, leading the raid on Wonsan, and other events. You received the Silver Star. Then you had the audacity to place your ship between several cruise missiles and an aircraft carrier. You ended up saving the carrier and kept your ship in action. For that, you received the Medal of Honor. There is more, but I don�t think anyone can top that. So my first question is, �Where the hell did you come from?�
The chamber erupted in laughter and Hammond joined in. �I�m just a regular fellow from Virginia, Senator.�
�Well, I want to know what they put in the water down there,� Raymond joked.
Once again, the chamber filled with laughter. When it calmed, Raymond got more serious. �I would like to know, Admiral, what caused you to leave the navy for a year before the war?�
Hammond had been told this question would be asked and he was ready. �Senator, at the time, my wife had grown tired of the service and I had hoped that getting a civilian job might make things better. I left and got a good job, making plenty of money, but it wasn�t enough for her. She left me for someone else. I had come to the realization that I needed to get back into the navy when I saw the sky light up that night. So the next day, I got in my car and came to Washington. I was going to get with an old friend of mine to see if it could be done. I figured the navy would need all the help they could. So I was offered the chance and I took it.�
�You were offered the chance by none other than the President of the United States. Mind telling us about that?�
Hammond smiled. Those were pleasant thoughts. �I went to my friend�s house. I believe you know him, Jim Butler, currently the President�s Chief of Staff. On the drive up I had kind of figured out what we might need to do, so��
Raymond interrupted him. �Hold on, you drove up? I remember that my car didn�t move for almost a month before the spare parts came in. How did you accomplish that?�
�My car was a part of the solution. I�ve got a 1968 Olds Delta 88 convertible. Since it didn�t have any electronics, it worked fine. At any rate, when I got to Butler�s house, he was the Navy Liaison at the time, I told him what I thought we needed to do. Communications was the first priority so we drove to the USS Barry and got things going. By the next morning I found myself back in uniform and in the Navy Liaison job.�
�That would be when the old Chief of Staff got fired. From what I understand, you led the way from the White House for a while,� said Raymond.
�Yes, sir. Mostly I talked to people and gave a few suggestions. Before long things were starting to happen.�
�Is it true you lived in the basement of the White House?�
Hammond almost gulped. The sub-basement was not supposed to be talked about, but he got around it. �Yes, I got myself a small cot and just kept out of the way. With the transportation down, it didn�t make sense to have to walk a few miles every morning and night.�
Raymond snorted. �Can�t blame you. I did the same thing myself. Now let�s talk about something else. I would like to know what you see the Navy�s role is and what part you play in it.�
Now came the harder questions. Hammond plowed ahead. �Senator, the Navy�s role is just like that of all the other services, really. We are serving as our nation and the elected leaders need us. For us, it can�t be any other way. We really depend on you to do your jobs so that we don�t have to do ours. Only when politics and diplomacy fail, are we are called to step in. Sometimes it is just for a show of force, sometimes we must fight. But throughout history wars have started because the politics of the situation have failed in some way. You, as our elected officials select the course our nation must go. Our diplomats follow that lead and try to integrate our ideas with those of other countries to come to mutual agreements. When that happens, we aren�t needed except to show the flag and act as a kind of goodwill ambassador. I did a lot of that in our cruise after the war. But with a dictator, who refuses to come to a mutual agreement, or has other more sinister desires, the politics fail and we are called upon to bring back some sort of stability so that the political process will work again. It�s been true of every conflict we have been in. So our job is to be ready. We must use the tools at our disposal to get the job done in a satisfactory manner. It is our hope that that time never comes.�
�My job is to follow the orders of the Commander and Chief. To do that becomes a little more intricate the higher in rank you get. At this level, I need to be a part of that political process, informing you, our elected officials on what I can, working with you as needed to make sure we remain ready and leading our men and women in a way which keeps them safe and secure while getting the job done. It gets difficult at times, but the safety of our people is a priority for me, as I am sure it is a priority for you.�
Raymond smiled at Hammond, �Thank you, Admiral. Senator Clark.�
Senator Clark was from Philadelphia and was in the minority party. He was more known for his scowl. �Admiral, I have several questions. First of all, can you tell me the role you played in the forced retirement of Vice Admiral Granger?�
The silence in the room was deafening. Hammond got a questioning look on his face. �My role, Senator?�
�Yes, I understand you were there in the room the day it happened and that it was the start of your meteoric rise to power.�
�I believe you have been misinformed, Senator. I had nothing to do with his retirement.�
�Well, it is my understanding that the president accosted him over the phone that day while you were there,� Clark said accusingly.
Hammond took a breath. �Senator, Admiral Granger was a respected senior flag officer in the United States Navy. I have no idea why he retired and it was not mentioned during that meeting. I also refuse to drag that officer�s name through the mud on something that clearly is between him and our leadership. I say again, I had nothing to do with his retirement and it was not mentioned during the meeting. As a matter of fact, I have not seen Admiral Granger since that very day.�
�So you had nothing to do with him being drummed out of the service.�
�Senator, I don�t know how he left the service. As far as I know, he retired, and retired with full pay and benefits.�
�That�s not the information I received. Going on, you said you always kept the safety of your people a priority, yet, you placed your ship between deadly cruise missiles and the carrier. It seems you may not really have their best interests in mind,� the Senator said snidely.
Hammond was starting to become angry, but he couldn�t show it. Either this guy was a bully or he was playing some dirty politics. Either way, Hammond didn�t like it. �Senator, we were in a war. The North Koreans had fired missiles at one of our carriers with over 6,000 people aboard. My ship had only 1,500 people aboard and is one of the most heavily armored vessels ever constructed. As a matter of fact, that armor is over seventeen inches thick in some places. When I ordered my ship into harm�s way I also ordered everyone in the ship to get inside the armored belt if possible. Yes, the ship was hit three times, but we did not lose one single life to those missiles. More importantly, we saved the lives of the 6,000 sailors and Marines on that carrier. My ship could take it, while that one couldn�t. I made the decision and I stand by it. If I had commanded a destroyer, a ship very lightly protected, I would have done the same thing to protect that carrier. It is something that has to be done.�
�So you would sacrifice your crew,� Clark insisted.
Now Hammond raised his voice slightly. �Yes, Senator. I would sacrifice the few to protect the many, and a ship of much lesser value than one of the most valuable assets we have.�
�Mister Chairman, if I may, I was a naval officer, and in my service that is exactly what must be done. If someone has been in the military at all, they might understand this. It is a shame that some of our distinguished colleagues have missed out on this opportunity,� said Senator Kelso, a junior senator from Ohio. �I can assure my distinguished colleague that this has been a part of our military doctrine from its very beginning, and it is a sign of the dedication to our ultimate victory in war many of our best officers emulate,� he continued. He made his remarks while looking at Hammond and not at his �distinguished colleague.�
Raymond nodded. �I thank the Senator from Ohio. This act was judged several years ago as reaching the zenith of the dedication and heroism our fighting sailors demonstrate. We cannot debate this topic during these proceedings. I hope my colleague agrees,� he said eyeing Clark critically.
Clark had just been told he was an idiot without saying the words. He quickly backpedaled. �Of course, Mister Chairman, I am simply bringing out that very point, that he made the hard decision, despite the sacrifice it might have incurred. I have one further question.�
�Proceed.�
�Admiral Hammond, what is your relationship with the President of the United States?�
Hammond could tell this was something Clark might use against his friend. He plunged right in. �Senator, Steve O�Bannon is one of my best friends. I didn�t know him at all before that first visit to the White House, but working with him and getting to know him over the years has been one of the highlights of my life. The best part is that I know he didn�t do anything to help me in my career. I owe him no favors, and he doesn�t owe any to me. We have a genuine friendship, and that friendship will last long after he has left office. I found that when you get to know the man personally, he is a good, decent man, who tries not to place his burdens on others. There�s one other thing about Steve O�Bannon. He is one of the best natural leaders I have met. And I�m not saying that because of our friendship. I got to see the man work, up close. He listens to all sides and then invites others to join him. Some of you on this committee may have had the opportunity to see it. Some may say it�s politics, but I have seen him in other situations act the same way. As a military man, I would gladly follow him.� Hammond paused for a second, then continued, �Please excuse me if in this case I am a little more enthusiastic, but I feel that�s what having a true friend is all about.�
The room was silent. Then someone started clapping. Others joined in. After several bangs of the gavel, Raymond restored order. �I must admonish the attendees that we cannot have such outbreaks during these proceedings, no matter how much we may agree with the speaker,� he said with a twinkle in his eye. �If that is all, I now turn to Senator Collingwood.�
The hearing lasted over four hours. The rest of the senators were polite in their questions and with few exceptions, didn�t try to corner Hammond in any issue. After closing the hearing, Hammond went to the front of the chamber and thanked Raymond.
�Admiral, I have to tell you what a great impression you made today. Not only did you give us upright and truthful answers to our questions, but in some cases dazzled us with your insight. Although some may have had doubts, I doubt there will be any real opposition to your appointment. I plan on a vote on Tuesday. By the way, I know your wife is up to her ears in California. Is she well?�
�She is fine, Senator. I am planning on a quick trip to take care of a few things, then will be back on Monday.�
Raymond slapped him on the arm. �Good! Please convey my personal best wishes and thank you again for being with us today,� he said warmly.
�My pleasure, Senator,� said Hammond.
As he exited the building, Hammond was surprised to see a blue Rolls sitting at the curb. Jeffers was standing beside the car waiting. He opened the door for Hammond to get in.
�Well, what�s this for?� Hammond asked.
Jeffers started the car and pulled into traffic. �I�m here to take you to the airport. Your boss, the CNO, and a certain friend of yours told me to get your ass on the next flight to LA. Your bag is packed and in the trunk.�
�I thought I was supposed to debrief.�
�No need. The CNO and the President watched it on C-SPAN. You were a big hit, from what I heard. Then I was given orders, and you know how I follow orders,� Jeffers grinned.
Hammond threw his hands up. �I will give in this once,� he said.
Jeffers handed some brochures to Hammond. �What are these?� Hammond asked.
�Boss, I found out your home was pretty much leveled during the quake. I talked to Boats Patnaude and he said Patricia and Steve are in your old cabin for now, but they can�t stay there forever. He told me to call a guy named Jack Latham. When I mentioned your name he told me to tell you to see about buying or renting some sort of an RV to live in temporarily. He said he would take care of the rest. So here are some local dealers. If you see something you like, let them know. I was told by each of them they would cut you and the mayor a sweet deal,� he said while he drove.
Hammond looked at the brochures, but didn�t really see them. It seemed that O�Bannon wasn�t the only guy with good friends. After a minute, he seemed to settle on a particular model. It was a pull behind trailer, but had some nice features. He pulled out his cell phone and dialed the number. By the time he reached the airport, they had agreed on a price. The unit would be delivered and set up by the time he got home. �Just come in and sign the papers sometime in the next couple of days,� the owner had said.
Within an hour, he was on his way home.


Chapter 5 
Getting Started

San Pedro, California
It was eight in the evening when an SUV pulled into the parking lot next to the Iowa. There were still hundreds out on the tarmac resting after the evening meal. Televisions had been set up and most were watching some of the local channels. Patricia Hammond saw the vehicle pull up and silently dreaded one more family coming in for help at this late hour. Little Steve was standing on the deck above her and she was getting ready to put him to bed when he called out �Daddy!�
She turned to see a man in summer whites get out of the car and wave to his son. Steve rushed past his mother and down the brow. It didn�t take long before he was in the welcoming arms of his father. Hammond hugged the boy hard. �How�s my little man? Have you been taking care of your Mom?�
�Of course, Daddy. She let me sleep in the Captain�s bed.�
�Oh! Now that�s special,� Hammond said a Patricia walked up. �Hi, beautiful,� he said to her.
Patricia threw her arms around her husband and began to cry. They stood and held each other for a long while until Steve asked, �Why�s Mom crying?�
�Just happy to see Daddy home,� she told her son.
�About time you got here,� shouted a voice from the ship. Bos�n Patnaude stood on the main deck with his hands on his hips. He was grinning from ear to ear as he made his way down to them.
�Hello, Boats. Good to see you,� Hammond said.
�Bull. It�s good to see them. Now take this pretty woman home and get her out of this madhouse a couple of days. I just got the call from Mister Latham. You are all set. I�ll make sure everything keeps going around here, but when you bring her back, some of the guys would like to say hello,� Boats said with a grin.
�Boats, we don�t have a place to go to. Our house��
Patnaude interrupted her. �No, Mayor Pat, we took care of all that. You two go home a couple of days. He�s probably got to run off again. Us sailors do that, you know. Take a little break and when you come back things will be even better,� Boats said.
Patricia looked at Boats, then back at Roger. She threw up her hands. �I give up. We might be in a tent, but as long as we�re together, it�s okay with me.�
Hammond winked at Patnaude and then bundled his wife and son into the car. Twenty minutes later they pulled into the driveway of their house. It looked terrible. Two walls had fallen and the roof had collapsed, but sitting in front of the house was a huge RV. The lights were on and a man was standing outside waiting for them.
Patricia looked at Roger. �This is for us?�
Hammond nodded. �Jack set it up and I bought the trailer sight unseen. I hope we like it,� he said, getting out of the car.
�Admiral Hammond?� asked the man waiting.
�That�s me.�
The man handed over the keys and a slip of paper. �Here are the keys and the location of the office. The boss told me to tell you not to worry, but come by when you can. The paperwork will hold. If you need anything, he says call that number. There are some instructions about the RV inside on the kitchen counter. Mister Lathum had his guys set up the water, electricity and sewer, then brought in some groceries. Is there anything I can do for you?� he asked.
Hammond took the keys and shook his hand. �No, thank you for all you�ve done.�
�Yes, thank you so much,� Patricia said.
The man grinned. �Mayor Pat, my family was at the Iowa for two days before we were able to move back home. We were one of the lucky ones. With all you�ve done, I am really happy to do this for you. As a matter of fact, everyone is. Have a good evening,� the man said as he turned, got in his truck and left.
�Can we go in now?� asked Steve.
Both laughed. �Let�s go, Sport,� Hammond said to his son.
The RV was much nicer than Hammond had imagined from the brochure. There was a large sitting/dining/kitchen area in the front, and in the rear was a large bedroom with a king size bed and a bath. In between, were a separate bath and a space for two bunks.
Little Steve let out a shout of glee. The bunk beds were his. Already in his pajamas, he crawled right in and pulled the covers up. �This is ours Daddy?� he asked.
Hammond laughed. �Yes, Sport, it�s ours. Now you just go to sleep and we�ll talk some more tomorrow, okay?�
Steve smiled. His Daddy was home and he had a new house. The world was fine. �Okay, Daddy,� he said as he rolled over and closed his eyes.
Hammond walked to the front, closing the door behind him. Patricia was looking out the windows in the front of the RV. �Our house is gone,� she said.
Hammond put his arms around his wife, kissing her on the neck. �We�ll build another.�
In the sitting area was a fake fireplace which was already running, a couch and two easy chairs. Both walls moved out adding floor space. The kitchen had everything including a pantry. Hammond led his wife to the couch and they sat down. She leaned into his chest. �Is it true what Boats said? You have to go back?�
Hammond sighed, yes, but at least you have some place to go to for now. We have two days. I won�t go back until Sunday night,� he said. He reached over and turned off the lights. The glow of the fake fireplace reflected off the walls while each simply basked in the company of the other. An hour later, Roger Hammond stood, took the hand of his wife and led her to their bedroom.
The White House

Executive Summary
After a three month study of current conditions it is the conclusion of the panel that the largest threat to the United States and NATO is Russia. This is predicated in four undeniable facts:
1. Russia has expanded its military arm to a force of over five million. Their equipment is currently a minimum of four times the size of all NATO forces, including the United States. Appendix (A) outlines military forces.
2. Over the past three years, Russia has incorporated a majority of former Warsaw Pact countries back under its influence. Using the excuse that Russian expatriates are being mistreated by local peoples and governments, they have systematically overrun five of these small nations. Appendix (B) provides documentation on recent operations.
3. There is growing unrest in Poland for the same reasons as outlined in (2) above. Appendix (C) provides additional information specific to Poland. NATO has decided that if Poland is attacked, they will respond. Appendix (D), Overview of current NATO plans and policies.
4. Intelligence sources indicate that Russia is making preparations and moving people and material closer to the Polish border. Appendix (E), Intelligence assessment (Classified).
It is anticipated that Russia will attempt to take Poland and the nations on the European continent. We anticipate the following:
1. Russia will attack Poland and continue across the continent until reaching the English Channel. Once Europe has been so divided, they will fan north and south to encompass all of Europe.
2. The attack will coincide with attacks on all NATO allies including the United States. These attacks will be designed to prevent significant interference by the allies in assisting Poland and delay reinforcement.
1. Attacks on Great Britain to preclude use of air power and Royal Navy assets. This may come by use of cruise missile technology and their submarine force. Eventually, we anticipate the use of submarines to blockade Britain from receiving both military and civilian supplies. See Appendix (F).
2. Air attacks on France to reduce air strength and the ability to counterattack or support ground troops. Additional submarine activity to prevent supply reinforcement. See Appendix (G).
3. Air attacks on other NATO nations to reduce airpower and the ability to provide reinforcing ground troops. See Appendix (H).
4. Attacks on the United States to slow and delay any coordinated response by United States forces on land, sea or air. We anticipate a major effort to reduce the size of the Navy, especially its aircraft carrier forces, so that quick reinforcement will be difficult. This will also prevent a flexible response due to the lack of ability to project power via the sea. The use of submarine forces will be extensive. Although the Russian Air Force does not have the ability to reach North American targets effectively, they do have the assets to prevent air resources from crossing the Atlantic and providing support for NATO operations. In addition, with the loss of naval assets and air supremacy, the United States will not be able to provide combat troops in Europe. See Appendix (I) � (K).
We anticipate that the attack will come in the late fall of the year, since the winter months tend to work in favor of the Russians. It may coincide with a national holiday in the hopes our forces will not be alert. The attack will be with their best forces and along a relatively small front. In this way, they can push like a dagger through Europe to the English Channel. Appendix (L).
NATO does not have the forces to stop such an attack. At most, NATO will have 600,000 troops available and five divisions of tanks. Air assets are roughly one quarter that of the Russians. Naval assets are roughly one third that of Russia. Of note, Russian submarines have been building their submarine forces far faster than NATO. We anticipate it will be the main naval projection of power. Appendix (A) � (D). One can anticipate the use of submarine launched cruise missiles, torpedoes, and mines.
NATO commanders concur with this assessment.

Recommendations:
1. Begin moving people and materials to Europe now. Once hostilities begin, such efforts will be much more difficult.
2. Begin forward deploying air force assets to all NATO countries so that they will be ready to counter Russian air efforts.
3. Deploy the submarine forces so that few assets are in port. Position these assets to track enemy submarines and be in a position to conduct unrestricted submarine warfare.
4. Keep our aircraft carriers and their battle groups at sea as much as possible. Never have more than one carrier in port at one time. The sea provides some additional security.
5. Increase our minesweeping operations around United States and overseas ports.
6. Begin working within NATO to firmly establish a wartime chain of command and then train to that structure.
7. Increase our technological advantages. Since NATO cannot face Russia toe-to-toe, we must use the advantages we have in technology and our warfighting abilities. According to intelligence assets, Russian technologies are approximately twenty five years behind that of the United States. This does not mean their systems are not effective, it simply means we have a slight advantage. We must use all our advantages in order to have a chance of countering this threat. See Appendix (M) for assets available.
8. Move against the Russian infrastructure. Little effort has been made to maintain power grids, fuel distribution, oil production, or basic systems like water and sewer. Transportation systems are almost archaic. Blows to these systems will do nothing but slow down production and movement of supplies to the front. See appendix (N).

If Russia is successful in taking continental Europe, Great Britain can effectively be cut off from any assistance. It may fall. If so, the United States will be alone in the world to challenge this immense threat. Moving people and materials to counter a fallen Europe will be much more difficult than the Battle of Normandy, if possible at all. Few other countries in the world would be able to help. If the Russian moves are later joined by China, the United States would be a great peril.

***�
The Secretary of Defense put the summary down on the table. The entire document was over six inches deep. The evidence was damning. He looked around the table. �I must concur with these conclusions. I�m sure State is seeing some of the same things. Of course, we must continue talks with the Russians, but this is too much like 1939. We all know what happened then. Roger Hammond and his panel of officers have done a magnificent job getting it all down in plain English. Now it�s up to us to decide whether to use this as a template or put it in a file cabinet somewhere and suffer the consequences,� he said as he sat back down.
The cabinet remained quiet for a moment. The Secretary of State was the first to speak. �He�s correct. My people are counting the days. All we get is that they are a peace-loving people looking out for the best interests of Russians worldwide. Our concerns are met with what they think we want to hear. It�s all a whitewash and I don�t know how to prevent it. Substitute Nazi Germany with the word Russia and history is repeating itself. Talking to our NATO ambassadors we get the same answers. War is coming and we need to be ready.�
�Mister President, the Joint Chiefs agree. We would like to adopt this blueprint and get things going. I know we told the NATO allies we wanted them to put up first, but in this case, we can�t be left behind. It would be a disaster,� said Chairman Black.
The President turned to his National Security Advisor. �I take it you agree as well?�
Brent Adams nodded. �All the intelligence assets are on the watch. They are being a little sneaky about things, but over the longer run, they are moving their assets closer. Our assets on the ground are reporting that whole classes of young men are now being trained for their army. It�s to the point that some villages have no young men left. One more thing. We have begun noticing that their submarine fleet is slowly being deployed a few ships at a time. Every few days a group of five or six get underway, but none are returning. We need to take this as a warning,� he said.
President O�Bannon took a deep breath. �Once again, we are faced with a conflict we did not start and will strain every aspect of our nation to counter. I am getting tired of war. At the same time we will not back away from it. We are going with this plan. Begin carrying out the various parts as we need to. All other departments are to begin reorganizing for a war footing. That means transportation, agriculture, commerce, all of you. Try and keep it low key so we don�t scare the masses, but we must be ready,� he said. Then he sat back in his chair. �I�d like to add one thing. When Roger had his confirmation hearing he mentioned that war was a consequence of a political failure. I thought about this a lot, and he�s right. Someone�s politics is making a change what the rest of us don�t like. Well, maybe we need to change that. I agree with that last recommendation of going after their infrastructure, but I want to do it for a different reason. More than one of us can learn from history. President Borodin has always bragged that he has kept the people of Russia warm and well fed. He boasts about keeping the electricity running and the trains moving. He�s made these promises ever since he gained power and I want their people to see that he can�t do that anymore. I want the Russian people to be cold, dark, and hungry. I want them to understand what their government is doing to them. I want them to blame that government. If they do, it may be like 1917 again. After all, they did it back then, and they might just do it again. Get our assets back online. Kick up Voice of America, Radio Free Europe, our satellite and other broadcast channels. The Russians watch and listen. They have tasted freedom and like it. Let�s see what they will do if they lose it again. Let�s get to work.�
Krakow, Poland
Petyr couldn�t believe all the tanks that had shown up in the woods outside of town. While making a delivery, he looked across a field and there they were. Soldiers were at work around them and it looked like there were more even deeper into the trees. Despite the longer distances he was traveling on his bike to make the deliveries, lately there had been a lot of new things to see. It seemed like soldiers were camping everywhere. They had just about taken over the state park. Occasionally there would be a new plane flying overhead. On one day he saw several helicopters practicing at the edge of town. Petyr liked it because it broke up his ride. He liked seeing the big machines and with all the things on the news about Russia, it made him feel more secure.
The one dark side in his life had been Freda. It had been over a week since her mother had died and she had become more introverted. The smile had gone. The laugh he loved to hear had been replaced by silence. Even when she did see him, there wasn�t much more than a wave before she went back to her flat. Even her look had changed. Her eyes had become a little darker and she looked tired all the time. She was beginning to worry him, but he didn�t know what to do about it.
He had just returned home and put his bike away when he heard Mr. Polski call to him from above. Petyr rushed up the steps and was met at the door.
�Petyr, I would like to ask you to do something for me,� Mr. Polski said.
�Of course, how can I help?�
�Petyr, I understand you like to camp. Do you have a tent?�
�Yes, sir, I have all the camping gear. What do you need?�
�Well, Freda has been talking about going back to our farm for a day or so. The farmhouse and land have been rented, but if you could take her to the lake on the property, it might cheer her up. She hasn�t been sleeping much since her mother died and it has weighed very heavily on her. I can�t go, but if you could take her, I will drive you out there on Friday after school and come pick you up on Sunday. Could you do that?� Mr. Polski asked.
Petyr was taken aback. He was asking him to spend a weekend alone with his daughter. That was different. He nodded his head. �I�ll be happy to go with her. Has she got a sleeping bag?�
�I�ll get her one and will get the food for the two of you. I just hope it will get her mind off her mother and back to the present. It would mean very much to me,� Mr. Polski said almost pleadingly. It was clear he was concerned for his daughter.
About the same time, Freda came out of her room and came to her father. �Freda, Petyr is going to take you camping this weekend at our lake. Is that something you would like to do?� her father asked.
For a short instant, Petyr saw a light return to her eyes as she looked at him. There was a smile. �I would like that, Papa,� she said.
�Then I will get everything taken care of. Petyr if you can come by after school, I will have everything ready,� Mr. Polski said.
Petyr smiled at Freda. �Is there anything special you might want to do while we�re there?� he asked.
She shook her head, �No, I just want to see home,� she said. The smile had gone and the melancholy had returned.
Petyr looked at her father. �I�ll have everything ready,� he said. �I�ll see you tomorrow,� he said to her.
She nodded and went back inside. Mr. Polski smiled and said, �Thank you, Petyr.�
Going back to his home, Petyr told his mother what the plans were and she agreed. �Good. That poor girl needs to get away. Some fresh air will help her,� she said.
�What about the deliveries?� demanded Petyr�s father.
�You can do them in the car!� Mrs. Kursov demanded. �Does he not work hard enough for you? Let the boy become a man,� she said.
�Oh, he�ll become a man alright,� said Sasha from across the room. He was rewarded by having a spoon flung across the room at him.
***
School ended and Petyr rushed back to his home. He had put everything out the night before and was surprised when he got home and everything had already been placed into Mr. Polski�s car. Freda came out in some jeans and a flannel shirt. He was glad she had thought to dress warmly. Fall was already in the air and the nights would get much cooler. After saying their goodbyes Mr. Polski started the car and they drove off.
The countryside was beautiful. The leaves were starting to turn, adding color to the surrounding green landscape. It only took half an hour to get where they were going. Freda had been right. The house was what Petyr considered a typical Polish country house, two story with painted shutters and bright trim. Mr. Polski pulled up to the house and got out a moment to let the people know they would be camping by the lake, then drove farther down a dirt road across the now harvested fields to the forest at the far end. The road curved through the trees and came to an end beside a beautiful lake, about ten acres square. There was a small cleared area at the end of the road along with a short pier out into the water.
For Petyr, it was almost surreal. This kind of beauty he had only seen in photographs. The evening sun�s rays shown through the brightly colored trees, resting on the still waters of the lake. Occasionally the water would be disturbed by either a fish or insect and the only sound was the rustling of the leaves when the wind made its way. He stood and soaked the images in. �This place is amazing,� he finally said almost reverently.
Mr. Polski chuckled. �Yes, I used to bring the family here for picnics and occasionally a small bonfire when it got cool. Freda especially likes being here,� he said. They watched Freda make her way to the small pier and sit alone at the end. �Let her alone for a while. That was where she and her mother used to sit and talk.�
Petyr and Mr. Polski unpacked all the equipment and set up the tent. Then he pulled out a large wooden box and placed it on the ground. �There�s all the food you�ll need. I made sure there was plenty. The lake is fed by several springs, so the water should be almost pure. To be sure, you might want to boil it first,� he said. �Later this evening pull the rope loops up to the top of the box and hang it on that rope over by the tree. It will keep the animals out of it.�
Once everything was done, Mr. Polski turned to Petyr. �Petyr, I think she needs you right now. I�m sure you will be able to help her. But if something goes wrong, just hike back to the house and call me. I�ll come get you. If not, I�ll be back Sunday about midafternoon.� He smiled at Petyr. �You two have fun,� he said as he placed his hand on Petyr�s shoulder. Then he walked to the pier to say good bye. Petyr saw him kiss his daughter on the forehead and then climb in the car and leave. He waved as he rounded the bend.
Letting Freda keep to her thoughts, Petyr started rummaging around the area gathering wood for the fire. Within a short time, there was a healthy pile and he had gotten the fire started. Slowly adding the sticks and twigs, it soon was large enough to make good coals for cooking. He was startled when he felt a hand on his shoulder. Freda sat down on a log next to him and leaned into him. Petyr placed his arm across her shoulders. They sat for a while soaking in the heat of the fire as it slowly burned down to coals. More wood was added and the two opened the chest to get something to eat. There was enough food for a week.
After making some selections, Petyr cooked their meal. Not much was spoken except for the pleasantries while eating. By the time everything was cleaned up, it was dark outside. Petyr sat back down beside Freda again. In a few minutes she gave a long sigh. �I always loved it here,� she said.
�I can understand it. I�ve never seen a place so beautiful. If I could, I would be here every day,� he said.
�My family used to come here often. Mother would prepare the meals and we would play along the banks and here in the woods. I don�t think I ever appreciated it as much as I do now. This was a happy place for us,� Freda said wistfully.
This is progress, thought Petyr. At least she was talking. �The place hasn�t changed. The happiness we bring with us,� he said. �I appreciate the chance to bring you here.�
She turned and looked at him. �I was hoping you would bring me. I have been thinking a lot about my mother, and it�s been keeping me awake at night. I don�t think I�ve slept in a week,� she said.
�So you think coming here will help?�
A smile came to her face. �Partly, but I need time with you. Petyr, I wanted this time because I need to be held. I need to feel your arms around me. I need to feel loved. I feel like I need to know that someone who cares for me will still be there for me,� she sighed. �Petyr, I know you love me. When you told my mother you would care for me, she knew it too. It was the most wonderful thing I had ever heard, and Mother knew I was safe. So just hold me. Let me feel you next to me. I don�t know why, but somehow I feel I need this more than anything,� she said almost pleadingly.
Petyr wrapped his arms around Freda as she buried her face in his shoulder and held tight. �I said I would take care of you, and I will. I am here for you and will always be.� He kissed her on the head. They sat there for a long time until the moon peeked over the trees and lit the area of the tent. Petyr looked down on her and said, �Why don�t you go on in and get ready for bed. I�ll put the food up and when you are finished, I�ll come in.�
She nodded and went into the tent. Petyr closed the food box and pulled the loops up from each side. The rope on the tree was attached to a pulley on one of the high branches. He lowered it down and attached the end to the box loops. Pulling the rope lifted the box high into the air, away from the reach of any animals, he secured the line to the tree. He could hear a zipper being pulled in the tent. �You ready?� he asked.
�I�m ready,� came the reply.
He entered the tent to find that Freda had zipped the two sleeping bags together. She was already in one side. Seeing the look on his face, she said, �Just come on in. I just need you with me tonight.�
He started to get in fully clothed. �Petyr, go ahead and remove your clothes. I know I am safe with you,� she said.
In the dim light, she watched as he undressed and then slid into the sleeping bag beside her. She snuggled up next to him and placed her head on his chest. He wrapped his arm around her. In a few moments Freda began to cry. For twenty long minutes she let her emotions pour out. When the last of her tears were released, Petyr felt her breathing become steady. She fell asleep in his arms. In a short time he too fell asleep, feeling as if he had done a miraculous thing.
Krakow
Mr. Polski opened the door to the apartment and called out for Rudy. If it was just them, they would go out for a meal. It would do them both good.
Rudy walked out of his room with a serious look on his face. Mr. Polski noticed. �What�s wrong, Rudy? Is something the matter?�
Rudy looked up at his father. �I don�t know. Is there something wrong with me?� he asked.
The question took Polski aback for a moment. �Not as far as I see, son. Are you feeling ill?�
Rudy shook his head. �No, but Mama�s death has really hurt Freda badly. It�s like she has lost it. She hasn�t talked to me all week, and now you let her go out with Petyr for the weekend to try and cheer her up. I miss Mama, but why am I not as upset about it as she is? I feel like I am letting Mama down or something,� he said sincerely.
Mr. Polski placed his arm around his son�s shoulders and led him to the couch where they sat down. �No, son, there�s nothing wrong. Each of us has to deal with death in our own way. We both are sad that Mama is gone. I loved your mother for over twenty years. You don�t see me moping around, do you?�
Rudy shook his head, �No.�
�Well, that�s a part of the differences between all of us. You know how we have gone out and done things together without your Mama and sister? Well Freda and Mama had their time together as well. Mama taught her to cook, sew, do little things around the house, all kinds of things a mother would show her daughter. So it�s not unreasonable for Freda to be particularly upset.�
�But why couldn�t we help her instead of Petyr?�
Polski grinned. �Rudy, you haven�t been in love yet. She may not know it, but she loves Petyr very much, and I figure he feels the same way about her. Sure, we could do things with her and she would eventually be alright, but sometimes a young girl needs the companionship of someone they have feelings for. She loves us, but she may not say or do some of the things she would like to do around us. So I asked Petyr to spend the weekend with her,� he said softly.
Rudy�s eyes widened. �He wouldn�t��
Mr. Polski raised a finger. �Do you trust your sister?�
Rudy nodded.
�Do you trust Petyr?�
�I guess so,� said Rudy, although he had some doubts.
�I trust Petyr too. He is a very good young man and I feel like he would be an asset to our family,� said Polski, �So I am willing to let them figure out these things for themselves. I know he won�t force himself on her. He cares for her too much. But don�t be surprised if they don�t come home feeling much better about themselves,� he said.
�I just don�t want her to be hurt anymore,�
Polaki laughed. �Now see, you are becoming more grown up too. One day, you will find someone who likes you as much as she likes Petyr. Then you will understand better. Until then, you just keep on doing what you do. I am very proud of you, son. You have been everything a man would like his son to be. And just now, you made me a little bit prouder. Now come, let�s go uptown and find a nice restaurant. Maybe we can plan a camping trip on our own,� he said happily.
A smile had returned to Rudy�s face. His father was proud of him, and said so. All was right with the world.
Norfolk, Virginia
�This is insane. How do they expect me to keep most of our carriers and air groups at sea all the time? My guys need their time in port or they�ll go nuts!� complained Vice Admiral Josh Lineman, the Commander U. S. Fleet Forces. �Did you read this shit?�
Admiral Fred Griffin nodded his head. �Josh, I know it is inconvenient, but look at what�s going on over in Europe. We don�t live in a vacuum. I was able to read that report and I must say I agree with it. The Russians are making their moves and we have to be ready for anything.�
�But this guy, Hammond, isn�t even an aviator. He�s just guessing what might happen. If I tell my carriers to get underway and stay underway, they�ll go batty in just a few months,� said Lineman.
�You ever met Hammond?� Griffin asked.
�No. But I know he�s the President�s fair haired boy. I�d wager he is more into politics than he is being at sea.�
Griffin gave Lineman a wary look. �Well, there you�d be wrong. I�ve met the guy. He�s all Navy and nothing but Navy. He�s one of the smartest flag officers we have, and I�ll tell you another thing,� he said getting a little agitated. �He put his ship directly in between my carrier and a bunch of North Korean cruise missiles. If it wasn�t for him, I might not have a command right now. He�s got balls as big as that carrier out there,� he said pointing out the window, �so before you start putting him down, you might want to check your six. Because if you get on the wrong side of him, I don�t want to be in the same state.�
�He can�t be that good,� said Lineman.
�I�m telling you he is, so go back to your office and work out a rotation so that as many of our carriers and their groups are out doing something. He�s not saying to always be out, but he is saying to have as few of them in port at a time as we can. Besides, you aren�t the only one. I�m sending the subs out too. At least out there we have maneuvering room. Now unless you have more questions, I�m up to my ears,� said Griffin.
Lineman gave a sigh. �No, sir, I�ll get things rolling from my end. What about the Truman? She�s getting ready for sea trials next week.�
�Have the yard send workers out with her to do any repairs out there. Let�s not keep her in port more than a few days at a time. And postpone the Nimitz overhaul for a few weeks. She can get a little work done, but nothing major. If something does happen, we�ll need her,� said Griffin.
Lineman nodded. He was now convinced they were all nuts, but he would give a show of support, at least. �I�ll see to it.� He turned and left the office. He held off on exploding until he got in his car.
San Pedro, California
�What do you mean, we aren�t fully covered,� asked Patricia Hammond from her makeshift office in a trailer on the old Town Hall property.
�Well, Mrs. Hammond, your policy doesn�t cover any building that hadn�t been earthquake proofed. So we will cover any belongings and temporary quarters, but the house may be a write off,� said the agent, calmly over the phone.
�When did this change? There was nothing about this when I purchased the policy,� she said.
�That happened three years ago when the governor came into office. The state law changed and, as stated in the policy, we automatically changed the policy to fit the new laws,� he said.
�So no one was given anything in writing?�
�It is mentioned in the policy that the policy may change to match current state insurance laws.�
Patricia looked at the phone incredulously. �That means no one in my community with your earthquake insurance is getting covered from the most devastating quake of a century. Do you know how much we pay for this insurance?� she asked.
�Ma�am, my hands are tied,� he said tiredly. It was obvious he had been giving the same news a lot over the past few days.
�Very well, we�ll see about this,� said Patricia as she hung up the phone. �Get the lawyer in here,� she screamed toward the outer office. In a few minutes a young man knocked on her door.
�Yes Mayor, what�s up?� he asked.
�Dan, I want to start a class action suit against the insurance industry. Any company that is not covering the losses of our citizens is going to feel some heat. Get out to the people still out here. Get a petition signed by everyone who hasn�t been covered to be included in this suit. Then file it locally and then at the state level. Something needs to be done about this,� she said angrily.
The young man chuckled. �You got turned down too, huh? You remember that our illustrious governor used to be a partner in that company.�
Patricia�s eyes widened. �No, I didn�t. You don�t think��
The young man took a deep breath. �It may get nasty.�
Patricia�s face broke into a smile. �He�s been the most useless governor on record. If we find out he did this for personal gain, he�ll be the one doing the sweating. As a matter of fact, once all the documents are in, let�s give the media a statement. If there�s something dirty, they�ll find it,� she said.
The White House
The President placed a new set of shoulder boards on Hammond�s shoulders. They had four stars on them. The small ceremony was in the State Dining Room of the White house and nearly the whole staff was there. Each remembered Hammond from his tour as Navy Liaison and he had made many friends. When he finished, the President said, �Congratulations, Admiral Hammond.�
Applause broke out across the large room as people were genuinely happy for the man who had been just a captain a few years before. The President held up his hands to quiet the staff.
�Roger, I am sorry Patricia couldn�t be here to do this, but when I mentioned it to my secretary, Barbara insisted we do something here. Then my Chief of Staff threatened to resign if we didn�t, so I caved in,� said the President as laughter erupted in the room. As the laughter died away he continued. �I don�t know how many of you saw his performance on C-SPAN, but I must say that the feedback I got was the most positive I have heard from the Senate in a long time. But now he has a real job to do. His first task has been completed and implemented. Now he has a Secretary of Defense on his side. So Roger, please don�t run for office before I leave.�
The laughter started again and many applauded. Then Hammond spoke. �Mr. President, I appreciate all this, I really do. It would have been nice if Patricia were here, but as many of you have seen on television, she has taken on the Governor of California and the insurance industry. Just a while back, I warned her not to do to the Governor what she did to one of her guards in Venezuela,� he said. The laughter returned for a moment. �But she has promised to take a short break and come see us as soon as she can. My son will be coming along and I want you all to see him. So don�t be surprised if he wants to come explore the place,� he said. �Again, I appreciate you doing this for me, and I am very happy to be with my friends once more.�
There was applause again and the President led the way to a table filled with all sorts of interesting snacks. After the congratulations petered out he pulled Hammond aside. �Why don�t you and Perry join me for a minute,� he said under his breath.
A few minutes later and the three men were in the Oval Office. �Roger, you have caused quite a stir in the Pentagon. There are a bunch of guys a little upset that you have stirred the pot, but those are the ones who slow things down. Right now, we have moved four brigades of tanks and all their equipment to France. I have told them not to show themselves much until the time comes. I am sending some planes as well. But what interests me is this stuff you sent over to your research and development center. I got a summary of it. How would you use it?� he asked.
Hammond shrugged his shoulders. �If it�s up to me, I would put it on every plane, ship and large vehicle. If you recall, I mentioned using technology to our advantage. That was why that�s in there. If this works like I expect, we can fly anything over Russia without them being able to see us or track us. We can send a fleet across the ocean undetected by air or sea, and if they do launch missiles, those missiles won�t be able to track in on them.
�But the second thing I would go with is something Claire Richardson told me about. They have gotten with a contractor who makes these small drones. At first, they were used for just recon work, but the contractor said they had initially designed them to carry a weapon. Just think what the Russians might do of a few thousand of these things descended on them at night, killing their tank crews before they could mount an attack. I�d build thousands of the things to not only carry a gun, but maybe even grenades or small land mines that could be dropped just in front of advancing tanks. Things like these could make the difference for us,� he said enthusiastically.
�I agree,� said Perry Johnson, the CNO. �And so do the rest of the joint chiefs. Just to let you know, within a month, we may have about ten thousand of the things. The first shipment will go over when the troops are trained. There�s actually a lot of things happening that I can fill you in on later,� he said.
�What I�d like to know is, if this was your baby, how would you stop the Russians?� asked the President, sitting back on the couch.
Hammond paused a second. His eyes focused for a moment, studying the man before he began. �You remember Shock and Awe, back in Iraq?� he asked.
Both men nodded. �Well, as far as I remember, the United States has not gone all out on any conflict. No one really knows what we can do. In Korea, we did what we could, but it was never everything. Now, our technology is back, our weapons arsenal is full. I would show them that pissing off the United States is the worse idea a country could have,� he said.
They talked for an hour, before the President broke it up. The President walked Hammond to the front door and saw them off, then returned to the Oval Office. General Black was there waiting.
�Did you hear?� the President asked.
�I did.�
�And?�
Black grinned an evil grin. �He�s the one.�
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
Master Sergeant Dale Ricks looked across the classroom at the young faces of this latest group of selectees. He was only in his twenties, but these guys looked like they should be in middle school. What made it worse was that they all looked up at him as if he were some sort of god. Everyone knew about Master Sergeant Ricks.
Now he was taking on the latest scheme the Army had come up with. These young men and women had just completed a day of playing a video game. Only people who had achieved a certain level had been brought back in today. Now it was time to bring them in on the secret.
�Okay, listen up. You people think you had fun yesterday? Play a few games? Well, I�m afraid it was more than that. Each of you now is in a new part of the service. I say this one more time. If you want to leave, leave now.�
No one moved. Some even smiled and glanced at their friends in anticipation.
Ricks smiled. �Okay, you asked for it. I wonder if this looks a little familiar?� he asked as he walked over to a cloth covered lump in the middle of the lecture table at the front of the hall. Grasping the cloth, he gave it a yank, revealing a black military drone. It had four propellers mounted horizontally on each corner. There was an antenna, some wiring, a camera under the rig and what looked like a sideways turned pistol beneath it. �Oh shit!� exclaimed one of the people in the room. �It looks like the game!� shouted another. People started talking back and forth to each other before Ricks regained control.
�Okay, knock it off. This is an M-32 weaponized drone. It has a range of around five miles out and back and can send back images of what we�re up against, but more importantly, this little thing down here will allow each operator to target and fire this weapon to disable or kill your target. It is operated with this gadget right here. Notice how it looks exactly like your controllers from yesterday, except for this red button right here. That�s what pulls the trigger. The weapon holds seven rounds. The idea is that you go in, select a target and pull the trigger, then repeat it until your magazine is empty. Our job is to hit the enemy before they can get organized or start after us. The more we kill with this thing, the fewer of our guys will get shot at,� Ricks said.
�Tomorrow, we will begin training with these things. I need you up and ready with this within just a week or so. Faster if possible. Your setup is this,� he said pulling the cover off a large display on an easel. It showed a seat with two video monitors. �The top monitor displays where you and the rest of your people are. It also will show generally where you need to go. The second monitor has the image from your drone. Using these, we hope to send you out ahead of our lines to disrupt the enemy and keep them off balance. That will allow ground troops to come in. You will be operating at night mostly, so the camera is set for low light levels or infra-red. Once you have done your job, it�s just like the game. Hit the return to base feature and it will come home to Mama on its own. Once home, it will hover until you take over again and land it. Remember, it�s only good for around five miles out and five miles back, plus some loiter time. So get in and get out as quick as you can. Once the unit is back, it will be rapidly recharged; taking about fifteen minutes. Then you will be taking it back out again. Your job is to kill as many people as you can, just like the game. Any questions?�
Looking around the room, Ricks could tell that this was something some of them had not thought about. A game was one thing, killing a person was another. Ricks eased himself back and perched on the table. �Look people, I know what a lot of you are thinking. I thought the same way when I first came in the Army. They threw a rifle in my hand and it just about knocked me over,� he said. There were some spotty snickers through the room. �But then I found myself getting shot at. I hadn�t done much of anything and all of a sudden people were trying to kill me. The man I was on watch with ended up dead. He was a nice guy. It took my sergeant to shove me into reality. He once told me that we don�t start wars, but often find out we�re in one. When that happens, our job is to make them wish they hadn�t. That means we have to kill more of them, than they kill of us. It also means we have to make a personal decision that this thing we do isn�t what we might consider normal. It�s forced upon us. So we have to step back and not take things personally. As for me, I don�t like to kill anybody. The people we may go up against are just like you and me. They didn�t start this war either, but they�re stuck too. So we do our jobs. We don�t take pleasure in it. But we get the job done. And we hope that someday we won�t ever have to go to war again. The best thing may be to look at what we are doing just like that video game. They are just images on a screen. Whatever it takes, you will have to deal with it because that�s what we are in the Army for. As my sergeant said, those people on the other side would not hesitate to take a bayonet and stick it through your heart, so we do what we do so that maybe, some of our guys will get to go home when it�s over. That�s my take on it. If you want to talk to me about it, send in your chit. But remember, if I can do these things, you can. Now take a few minutes to take a look at this stuff. When I get back, you will be assigned training platoons. Then the real work begins. Carry on,� he said as he turned and left the room. Outside the door was his commanding officer.
�How did they take the idea?� asked Colonel Smalls.
Ricks grunted. �It dawned on them that we are supposed to kill people with these things. There may be ten or so out of the sixty that may have lingering problems. I could see it in some of their faces. But the rest will be okay,� he said.
�Better be. I just got word these will ship over to Germany in two weeks,� the colonel said.
�Damn,� said Ricks. �That�s an awful short time to get these guys ready.�
�I know, but you�ve seen the papers. I�m starting to think it�s actually worse than even the media expects. I heard they want over five thousand people like these over there. If that�s the case, somebody�s going to get hurt. I just hope it�s not us,� the colonel said.
�If they do send people over, do you think it includes us?�
�Not right now. We just train them and send them out. Train them hard, Ricks. Even if we don�t go, we made a difference,� said Smalls.
�Yes, sir,� Ricks said as he turned back and reentered the classroom.
Vednoye, Russia
Maria Slovatin gave her son a big hug. He stood there resplendent in his Russian Navy uniform. Many mentioned that he hadn�t worn it long enough to take the creases out of it. Over the past year all of the young men in the village had been called into service. Maria�s son Misha was the last. They stood on the bus platform along with several other families to bid Misha farewell. No one spoke much. Misha was only seventeen, but the government had sent a letter telling him to report for training just six months before. Now that training was complete and this was his last trip home for at least a year. The visit had been bittersweet. Misha was enthusiastic about serving, but he really didn�t want to leave home. His mother seemed to always be crying or wiping her eyes.
Handing his canvas bag to the driver to be put away, Misha gave his mother another kiss, shook his father�s hand and climbed aboard. As the bus pulled away, the small crowd waved and he waved back.
Misha was number fifty one from the small community southeast of Moscow. Now there was no young man in the village older than 16 or younger than 25. Only the oldest members of the community remembered when, during the Great Patriotic War, all the young men had gone. It was a good thing the harvests were in. There would not be enough to bring in the crops during harvest time. Everyone hoped the young men would return in a few months. Otherwise, the elderly and children would be forced back into the fields.
Without fanfare, the crowd began drifting back to their homes. There was already snow on the ground. Soon it would be too cold to do much of anything but try to stay warm.
Voronovo, Russia
The military headquarters was filled with many photos and paintings of former Russian military heroes. They included Vasily Chuikov, commander and hero in the Battle of Stalingrad, Andrei Grechko, World War II Soviet Marshal and Soviet Defence Minister under Brezhnev, Mikhail Kutuzov, hero of the Russo-Turkish War (1787�1792), who defeated Napoleon's Grande Arm�e during French invasion of Russia in 1812, Maria Bochkareva, founder of the Women's Battalion of Death during World War I, Aleksandr Menshikov, associate of Peter the Great, Roza Shanina, World War II Soviet sniper with 54 confirmed kills, Vice Admiral Cornelius Cruys, the first commander of the Russian Baltic Fleet, Admiral Ivan Yumashev, who reclaimed Southern Sakhalin and Kuril Islands for the USSR during the Soviet � Japanese War in 1945, Alexander Novikov, Chief Marshal of Aviation during World War II, Nikolay Sutyagin, the top Korean War Soviet fighter ace, Yuri Gagarin, the first human to travel into space, along with dozens of others whose exploits dated back. Few westerners understood the rich history of the Russian military or the pride Russians felt about their accomplishments. Every day the officers would go to and from their offices and were reminded of the leadership which brought the Russian Military to where it was today.
With such leadership on their minds, a group of senior leaders gathered in a large ornate room with one gigantic table in its center. On it, were the maps of Europe. Each map was embellished with symbols of where current strongholds were and where Russian troops were expected to move. The meeting had already been going for over an hour, yet the arguments were still strong and vocal.
�They cannot have that many tanks, I tell you! I don�t care what our intelligence says. We have seen thousands in the photographs. Has anyone reported an increase in production? Has anyone seen the units drilling? It cannot be real!� a general shouted. Several others in the room were nodding in agreement.
General Gregorye Pusko sighed and tried to reassure the man. �General, I share your concerns, however we cannot take the risk that these numbers are accurate. We know the Americans are sending over more tanks and the Germans are pulling in tanks they had taken out of service. If the Austrians and a few of the other countries are doing the same, we might see higher numbers like these, but I believe we are seeing some of the same tanks over a period of several days. Moving from one place to another would be confusing for us, but I believe we can see through these things. Nevertheless, it does not alter the plan. If you notice, the tank buildups are in Austria, Germany and along the Czech border. It would appear that the European powers are leaving Poland to fend for themselves. The Poles are deploying to protect Warsaw and this northern area. That leaves the rest of the country ripe for the picking. Notice the fine roadways from Lviv across the southern part of the country straight through to Germany and on to Amsterdam. Once we are at the Channel, we turn south through France and Spain. This will leave Denmark and Italy isolated. They will be easy to take once we have the rest. England we will simply blockade and starve to death with our submarine forces,� he said following the plan explicitly.
�Humph,� expressed another general. �Hitler tried it in the Great Patriotic war. Little good it did him.�
�Yes, but he didn�t have the resources we have. If we go by the plan, the United States will not be able to resupply the English. By placing our submarines close around the islands, nothing can get through,� said Pusko. �Is this not so, Admiral?�
Admiral Ivan Koseko was the top ranking submarine officer in the Navy. Everyone had heard of his heroic exploits in the past. They turned to him. �It is true, comrades. I can keep a small fleet of our submarines along the coasts here,� he said pointing along the map. �With rotations every week or so, our submarines can prevent anything from entering their waters. More importantly, I can mine their harbors so that their own ships cannot leave port. By the time our planes have begun using the French and Belgium airfields, nothing will be able to get in. Remember, our subs and aircraft have far longer ranges than anything from that far back. Our technology can make this all work,� he assured the men there.
�And the plan calls for us to do the same elsewhere. But it is imperative that we stick to the time schedule. The start is at the end of next month, so we have already begun moving our assets. It is time to cast away our doubts. We have gone over this many times. It cannot fail unless we make it so. What I need to know is if everyone is ready,� he said straightening up and looking around the room.
The rest of the officers knew it was fruitless to argue any longer. To say no would mean a quick removal from their post, so all nodded their readiness.
�Good!� said Pusko. We will meet again in three days for another assessment. Let me know immediately if there are any problems,� he said, dismissing the men.
They all filed out of the room without much fanfare. Few spoke. Most had lingering doubts that the plan would work at all.


Chapter 6 
Opening Moves

Krakow, Poland
The change had been miraculous. Almost from that first night, Freda had been back to her old self. The smile and laughter were back and the energy had returned with a vengeance. Petyr had been amazed the next morning when he woke to see her sitting up in the tent watching a young fawn that was looking back in at her through the screened flap. She had actually been humming a song to calm the animal. Propping himself up on his elbow, he watched in wonder as the fawn just stared at her, occasionally wiggling its ears.
The look on Freda�s face had been almost heartwarming. Her smile was bright and she was clearly exhilarated by the experience, but even more so when the mother deer walked up and joined her offspring for a moment before urging it off toward the water. The rest of the time at the lake was a whirlwind of hiking, visits to some neighbors and just sitting together on the old pier.
Mr. Polski had been amazed at the transformation. His worries had vanished when she had greeted him with a big hug. She had even hugged Rudy when she got home. Later on, Mr. Polski had thanked Petyr, and urged the two of them to continue to go out and do things together.
It was now three weeks later and they had been to a morning swimming meet for their school. Both had hopped on a bus to get them back across the city so they could spend the afternoon closer to home. They hadn�t noticed that the bus was going toward the center of the city instead of toward the outskirts. Suddenly the bus screeched to a halt and the driver got out of his seat and turned to the passengers. �Everyone out! This bus is a part of a strike for our workers,� he called out loudly.
Looking up, Petyr noticed that the bus was one of several on the street blocking traffic. Once outside they could hear shouts around one of the corners and went that way to see what was happening.
There was a crowd of several hundred people gathered in a small square. Many carried signs saying �MPK is unfair.� A number of people were beginning to chant, �Treat us with respect!� Petyr could tell that many in the crowd were angry. This was far more than he or Freda needed to be a part of. �Let�s get away from here,� he told her.
They returned to where the busses were blocking the street and began making their way around the small square and away from the noise. That was when Petyr noticed their upstairs neighbor. He was standing on the lip of a wall looking into the square. On several occasions he looked as if he were giving orders to a group of men, who then rushed into the crowd. Watching from a distance, he saw that the crowd seemed to get more agitated right after he sent the men in. Then came the shock of his life. Petyr saw his own father join the man and talk for a moment, before he too went into the crowd.
Freda noticed the pained expression that suddenly appeared on his face. �What�s the matter?� she asked.
He turned to look at her. �Let�s just go. I don�t want to be here,� he said sadly. The two turned and headed away from the angry crowd. After a few blocks they heard gunfire erupt from the direction of the square. Soon the wail of police sirens was heard. They rushed past the two as they walked and kept going toward the square.
�Petyr, something�s the matter. We are too close for you not to let me know what�s troubling you,� Freda said, concerned.
When he turned toward her, she could see his eyes were moist. She reached up and placed her hand against his cheek. �I saw my father in there. He was with our neighbor upstairs. I have seen them going out before in the evening,� he said sadly. �You�ve seen the news. All those protests and people saying we are discriminating against the Russians. I overheard father talking about this on the phone. The neighbor looked like he was directing those people over there, and Father was taking orders from him,� Peter said. The realization had cut the young man to the core. �How could he do this? We are Poles. It�s as if he wants the Russians to come in and take over,� he said. Now the tears were rolling down his cheeks.
Freda pulled him into a hug. �I don�t know, Petyr. We�ve talked enough about this that I know how you feel, but no matter, we can�t talk about this to anyone. If he is helping them, we can�t let them know that we know or suspect. Let�s just get home and we�ll decide what to do later,� she said reassuringly.
Petyr nodded and the two continued their walk home. It would take several hours because the transportation had been shut down, but by that time, Petyr had calmed down and they decided to talk to Freda�s father about it. He would know what to do.
Norfolk, Virginia
�Fifteen hundred feet keel depth, Captain,� said the Officer of the Deck.
�Very well, OOD, dive the boat. Take her down to one hundred fifty feet,� the Captain ordered.
�Aye, sir. Open the vents. Ten degree down on the dive planes. Level the ship at one hundred fifty feet,� ordered the OOD. Outside the ship great gusts of air seemed to spring up along the submarine�s hull as the vents to the ship�s main ballast tanks were opened and the air began rushing out of them. Slowly, the Virginia class submarine South Dakota sank deeper into the sea until she disappeared from sight. Within a few minutes the ship was running silently away from Norfolk.
Captain Jason Broadmore sat back in his seat and watched his people do their jobs. The South Dakota was one of the newer ships of the class and had all the bells and whistles. He was proud of his ship and now it appeared he would take her into harm�s way. His orders had been explicit. Get your ship underway and be on the lookout for Russian submarines. The next part of his instructions had been the surprise. They were to prepare the ship for unrestricted warfare against the Russians. True, everyone was talking about it, but now he had written orders to get ready for it. It was an order he never thought he would receive. Getting the ship underway at night had added to the surprise.
�Conn, sonar, I have a poss sub bearing 085,� came the report from the sonar room.
Holy shit! I never expected it to be this fast. He pressed the button on the bitch box, �You sure, sonar? It�s awfully close to shore, isn�t it?� the Captain asked.
The answer was quick and to the point. �That�s affirmative, Captain. We�re picking up nuclear plant noises. The computer says it is Oscar Number four. That would be K-119, the Voronezh. We picked up something just as we began the dive. It sounded like hull popping noises, like she was coming up for a look-see. There�s no doubt now, Captain. She�s out there. Give us a few and we should have a range,� said the Sonar Chief.
The Captain turned to his OOD. �Make the ship super quiet. Let�s see if we can sneak around him and see what he�s doing,� he said as he rushed toward the sonar room.
***
Back at the Norfolk Naval Base, a crew of men backed a truck up to the head of the pier that the South Dakota had just left. Lowering a ramp off the truck to the water�s edge, the men slid a long black tube-like structure into the water. Made of a rubberized material, it floated just on the surface. Then the men hooked a receptacle on the end still attached to the truck and turned on a machine. Slowly, the thing in the water began to grow. It spread itself along the water and began to ride just on top of it. Three men in a motor boat came around the pier and hooked a line on the end of the object. As it filled with air, a taller shape began to inch upward on the forward part of the object.
Within an hour the lines secured it to the pier and a machine was stationed on the pier to make sure it remained at a specific pressure. As the men left, they glanced back at their work. USS South Dakota was resting at her moorings just as she had before. Although everyone there knew it was fake, from an orbiting satellite, no one would know the difference.
Aboard the K-119
Captain Leonid Kronovsky stared through his periscope toward the specks of light along the shore. �So this is America,� he muttered. He had taken the ship to within twelve miles of the shore. His sonar had reported noises from almost due west, but there were no signs of a ship leaving. Now the sonar was saying there were just background noises. Good. He would wait for his orders, then show the Americans what the Russian Navy was capable of.
�Come about. Make your course zero nine zero. Let us get to our holding area and wait for our orders,� he told his crew. Everyone aboard was excited. Few had been this close to the United States.
Off Mayport, Florida
Finally, their mission was complete. Captain Stephan Gromyko ordered his ship about and away from the coast. Home was still a long way off, but they had been able to complete their part of this grand mission two weeks before everything was to begin. Luckily, the timers in the mines they had laid would not activate the system until needed. Between Norfolk, Virginia, Kings Bay, Georgia, and Mayport, Florida, they had been able to crank out forty of the things, even though they normally could only carry twenty four. That had made the crew happy. When they got underway every conceivable space had been taken up by the mines. The crew had to sleep in whatever nook or cranny they could find. In the Chita, a diesel electric submarine that the west had nicknamed a Kilo Class, it meant no room at all. But now the decks and passageways were cleared and the bunks were open again. Once outside the twenty mile limit, Gromyko ordered the beer ration to be distributed, and the crew�s happy attitude had returned.
The snorkel was raised and the sub�s diesels were started. The fresh air was pulled through the small submarine, sweeping out the smells of sweat and body odor that had seemingly permeated the ship. Once the batteries were fully charged, they would go deep and slowly make their way home. Hopefully, they would make it in time to rearm with torpedoes and play an even greater role in the coming conflict. Chita may be old, but he was a good submarine. Gromyko grabbed a bottle for himself. It was just a small reward for a job well done.
CNN
�Good evening, everyone, I am Candice Morton and here are the top headlines. CNN has learned that California Governor Mark Yost will be indicted for corruption and accepting illicit payments for aiding insurance companies in avoiding paying for earthquake damages. Revised California insurance statutes were passed under his insistence just two years ago. California Attorney General Larry Summers said the indictment stems from influence the Governor exerted to initiate the new laws and the payments he received for that influence over a period of three years. CNN has learned that the governor received over seven million over that period from several insurance companies providing earthquake insurance.
�We have irrefutable evidence that Governor Yost used his considerable influence to change the laws so that insurance companies would have significantly reduced liability for payments to their clients. The result was far smaller payouts than earthquake insurance in other states. The Governor then received remuneration over a period of three years for this influence,� said Summers on camera.
�Governor Yost had ties with the insurance industry before becoming governor. Those ties were supposed to be ended upon assuming office, but he has remained secretly on several payrolls. All of this was sparked by the class action suit against the insurance industry and the Governor�s office by Mayor Patricia Hammond of San Pedro, California, when she found that nearly everyone in her city had been turned down for assistance after a massive earthquake shattered her city.�
The image changed to a background shot of tear gas being deployed toward a large crowd of people. �In other news, riots broke out and shots were fired in Krakow, Poland, today as workers for the city�s transit system went on strike to protest what the workers called persecution of older ethnic Russians. Mike Harrell has a report from Krakow.�
Mike Harrell appeared on the screen with a crowd of people protesting in the background. �Violence erupted during a protest in the middle of Krakow, Poland, today as local workers from the MPK, the city�s transit operators, demonstrated for what they called fairness for the ethnic Russian workers they say are being mistreated.�
A young man appeared on the screen, �They force the older ones out with nothing. They lose everything they have worked hard for. Ivan Ileneovich even took his own life because of what they did,� he complained.
The image switched back to Harrell. �Ivan Ileneovich, an ethnic Russian who had moved to Poland during the Soviet era, recently committed suicide when his supervisors at MPK fired him for no apparent reason. His death sparked an outcry from workers across the country denouncing what they call the persecution of ethnic Russians in Polish industries. The protest today started peacefully enough, but in the middle of the protest someone opened fire. In all, four shots were fired somewhere in the crowd, killing two people and injuring two others. The injured were rushed to the hospital where doctors say they are in stable condition. Protesters blamed local police and began moving through the area breaking windows and setting fire to vehicles. Police used tear gas to break up the crowd, but protesters continue to express their anger at the situation. This is Mike Harrell, in Krakow.�
�In further news, more protests have occurred throughout Russia as more people demonstrate against the harsh treatment protesters have been receiving in recent weeks. James Matthews reports.�
�Protesters in St. Petersburg were met by heavily armed troops today when they protested brutal uprisings against students at the local university. This is the seventh such incident involving protesting students and the police. Local activists were very vocal of their criticism of the government.�
The image shifted to a protester with a bleeding cut over one eye. �We have the right to tell the government we do not like what they do. The students are being beaten for no reason but expressing ourselves. This must stop,� the student said.
Matthews continued. �Today�s action happened when students on campus gathered near their student union to smoke and talk amongst themselves. There was evidently no formal protest.�
Another student was seen with a black eye. �We weren�t doing anything,� the girl cried out. �We are there every day after lunch just to talk between classes. We did nothing,� she emphasized.
�The crackdown on protesters continues. Russian government officials insist that this is an internal affair to counter terrorist activities and ideas coming from other European nations. This is James Matthews, for CNN in St. Petersburg.�
�We will be back with more, right after this.�
Krakow
Mr. Polski sat back and rubbed his chin. The information about Petyr�s father and his upstairs neighbor was almost unbelievable. But he also knew Petyr and Freda wouldn�t make something like this up. In either case, something needed to be looked into and he knew he was not the man to do the job. He looked over at the two young people sitting together across from him on the couch. �You are sure it was your father, Petyr?� he asked.
The boy seemed almost in tears again as he nodded his head. �Yes, sir. I wish it weren�t so.�
Mr. Polski could see how much this was tearing the young man apart. If there were a doubt, he would have known it. He sat forward in his seat. ��Petyr, do not blame yourself. There may be things going on that we do not understand,� he reassured the young man. �But I believe we need to look into this. I will talk to someone I know. If it is nothing, then all will be well. If not, well, then it is something we need to stop,� he said gravely. �Until then, the two of you need to promise me that you will tell no one about what you have seen. Not your schoolmates, not your friends, not even other members of the family. You need to act as if nothing has happened. This is important. If something is wrong, we do not need to warn them that others know. We also do not need to bring harm to ourselves. If this is something to do with the Russians, we could all find ourselves in very real danger. So we act as if nothing happened. The person I talk to will be able to sort this out and then do something about it without anyone getting harmed. Do you think you can do this?� he asked.
Petyr spoke up for the both of them. �We can try.�
Mr. Polski smiled. �Good. Now I suggest you two go down and sit on the bench like you usually do. Just leave things to me. I�ll let you know if we find out anything,� he said.
Petyr gave a sigh and the two stood and left the apartment. Polski�s face hardened to a frown. First of all, he was angry that something like this was being done in his country, but most of all, he was angry that it should happen to a young man he had become very fond of. Petyr had become like a son to the man and he was proud that Petyr had been able to shoulder such a burden. To be faced with the thought that his own father was a traitor to his country was clearly eating away at the boy.
Getting up from his seat, he moved to a small office he had arranged in the apartment. Scrolling through an old Rolodex, he found the name he was looking for and picked up the phone. After a few rings a familiar voice answered the phone. �Erich, it is Hector. I think I need your help.�
Brussels, Belgium
It was the fourth meeting between the NATO military commanders since Hammond had begun the job. Since that time, he and they had worked out a much more detailed plan on how to deal with the Russians should they invade one of the NATO nations. They were all sitting around a heavy oblong table in a large old style meeting room with oak paneling and ornate mirrors on the walls. General Eves LeMonde, Commander of the French forces had been a headache from the very beginning. According to him, the whole thing was doomed to failure unless the French were in charge. He also did not buy into the idea that the Russians would invade.
�This is a waste,� he said. �We are optimistic that all of this can be settled diplomatically. Our ambassador has personally met with Borodin and the negotiations are going well. Nevertheless, I do not think we would agree that everyone should fight on soil other than our own. To use up French troops in Poland or elsewhere would mean fewer available to defend our own borders,� he stated. It was obvious by his arrogance that he had little regard for the others in the room.
�So you would allow the rest of us to bleed while you remained behind your borders, hoping we will be successful,� said Sir Richard. �General, did you not learn anything from the last war? You did practically nothing to prepare because you figured your Maginot Line would be sufficient. We all know what happened. General, France has a marvelous army. On several occasions you have held exercises with the other NATO nations and it performed brilliantly. We need the force of that army, navy and air force to make all this work. You may be correct, that it will be worked out diplomatically, but we cannot take that risk. You see, we took such a risk, and Chamberlin came back with a slip of paper declaring peace in our time. We paid the price for that complacency. That is why we feel it is vitally important to make these moves and plans now,� he said calmly. Sir Richard was fed up with the stalling the French had been doing, but it wouldn�t be British to lose his temper, especially not now.
�Actually, I like the ideas Admiral Hammond put forward. They use what we had planned and added to them immeasurably. His ideas to use our technologies could be the turning point for all of this. Yes, it may be for nothing, but then a lot of war planning is just that,� said Dortmund. �We have actually developed a few drones of our own to be a part of this. It makes sense,� he said.
�If I may, Italy is almost on the sidelines in all of this, but we feel threatened just as much as the rest of you. For that reason alone, we will be providing our assets. We feel it is all or nothing,� said Admiral Giuseppe Lagonda, the Italian representative. �I have brought these ideas to my government and they are feeling confident that this is the best form of action.�
General LeMonde gave a Gaelic shrug. �Then who is to lead it? France feels that to have anyone but a Frenchman in charge might be detrimental to the diplomatic effort. We need someone with a steady hand and a sensitivity to the needs of all our European nations,� he said.
Sir Richard looked as if he might explode, but it was Roger Hammond who spoke. �General LeMonde, you are quite correct. We do need someone who is sensitive to the needs and goals of Europe. We need someone who is fair and just in their decisions. More importantly, we need someone who balances all these things and still gets the ultimate job done. That job will be to defeat the aims of any enemy, whether it is Russia or any other nation. But ultimately, that decision will be made by our political leadership. If it were left to us, we would probably argue until we were overrun. At this point, we need to go back to our leaders and let them know what we are planning, then they will need to meet and decide which direction we shall go, and who will lead us. We are all free to give our best advice, but they must make the choice or no one will be in charge. Do we all agree on this?� he asked.
The men and women in the room nodded. �It is all we can do. Let us all hope the decisions will be made before it is too late,� said General Alma Gutierro of the Spanish Air Force.
LeMonde nodded as well. �Oui, certainement,� he said. �Let the people with the authority do something for a change,� he said with a slight grin.
�Ladies and gentlemen, it has been a pleasure, once again,� said Sir Richard to close out the meeting. �We shall meet back here in two weeks� time.�
The officers got up from the table and said their good byes. Sir Richard watched LeMonde leave the room then walked over to Hammond. �Roger, nice job with LeMonde. I was ready to bite the bugger�s head off,� he said.
�I noticed you getting upset, but we have more to deal with than egos. I�m hoping out leadership picks someone good to lead this effort. What about you?� Hammond asked.
�Posh. I haven�t the patience. Put me in charge of a fleet. Slogging around in the mud isn�t my cup of tea,� Sir Richard grunted. �Mind you, I hope that gal Richardson is with us. She�s top notch.�
�I agree. Claire can get the job done, but her place might be better at the head of her troops. I personally hope she�s head of the American Forces. That would give them something to think about,� Hammond said.
Sir Richard chuckled. �It might at that. Well, I must be off. There�s a plane waiting for me to usher me back home. What about you?�
Hammond looked at his watch. �Mine leaves in three hours. Just enough time to gather my bags and hop aboard. After next meeting I may stop a few days in London. If so I may hitch a ride,� he said happily.
�Right! I know a few pubs we can crawl to. Helps take the edge off what we do. Besides, I know of a few from your stop a few years ago who wouldn�t mind sharing a pint or two with us. Could be a fun time. Let me know if it�s a go and you can stay at my flat,� Sir Richard said while slapping Hammond on the back. Hammond grabbed his cover and left the room, but Sir Richard held back a minute. He cornered Dortmund. �Helmut, I was wondering what you thought about someone to lead this parade. Who would you recommend?�
Dortmund laughed and raised both hands. �It won�t be a German, people still have rough feelings, but I had someone in mind to lead it. As a matter of fact, I am going to recommend him to the Chancellor tomorrow,� he said.
�I wonder if we are looking at the same fellow,� Sir Richard said. Dortmund told him, and indeed, they were.
CNN
�Good evening, everyone, I am Candice Morton and here are the top headlines. Near riots broke out in Sacramento, California today as residents of the state angrily protested in front of the Governor�s office. Some thirteen million people were impacted by the insurance company scandal and many residents, especially those from the southern California area came to Sacramento to voice their anger. Governor Yost has refused to step down and the Attorney General for California is continuing with his indictment. In the meantime, President O�Bannon, in an effort to aid the people affected by the insurance scandal, has promised additional federal help to get people housed and fed.�
�I have asked the congress to provide three billion in aid to the people of southern California, to help them rebuild and reestablish their lives. At the same time, our military will continue to help the people of this region by providing food and medical aid where it is needed,� O�Bannon said on camera from the White House Press Room.
�President O�Bannon also had this to say about Mayor Patricia Hammond�s efforts during the disaster.�
�Mayor Hammond should be commended. She got her people the help they sorely needed quickly and effectively, and she continues to do what she can where she can. I can say that because of her efforts, the people of San Pedro, California, have been able to recover quicker than anywhere else in California. So, my hat�s off to Mayor Hammond.�
�At the same time, the tent city that has become Los Angeles continues to grow. The Army has provided thousands of temporary shelters for its citizens and only now are the streets becoming passable in some areas. More news after this break.�
Newport News, Virginia
Tim Reardon sat in his office sweating out the details of building two aircraft carriers, four destroyers and a cruiser when the buzzer on his phone went off. He grabbed the phone and let out a gruff, �Reardon.�
�Mr. Reardon, there�s an admiral her that asked to speak to you. He doesn�t have an appointment, but says he knows you. His name is Shransky,� said his assistant.
The headache went away and a smiled came to Reardon�s face. �Send him on in, Nancy.�
Vice Admiral Mike Shransky entered the room and was met by Reardon almost at the door. Reardon gave him a bear hug. �Mike! Damn it�s good to see you again. How�s it been?�
�Tim, it�s great. I see you�re still in business,� Shransky joked.
Reardon ushered him to a chair. �Yea, I manage to scratch out a living. What brings you down here? Don�t tell me you want to build battleships again,� Reardon said with glee.
Shransky laughed. �No, but there�s something going on and I�m checking around to see where I need to go. Since you know everybody in the world, I thought I�d come talk to you,� he said.
�Never fails, you navy guys keep running back to us civilians. What can I help you with?�
Shransky became more serious. �Tim, this is one you will have to keep to yourself. We have developed something that is a game changer. It�s a synthetic cloth that actually absorbs RF energy like some sort of sponge. We�ve been working on it up at David Taylor and it�s even more impressive than we realized. Our problem is, with all the things going on, we may need to get this stuff manufactured and on our ships and planes as quick as we can. David Taylor just doesn�t have that capability. So, I guess I need three things. First, I need someone who can take a chemical compound and make the synthetic strands. Second, I need someone who can weave it into a cloth, and third, I need either a kiln or ovens that can heat the thing to at least 450 degrees. It all has to be done in the utmost secrecy and as quickly as possible. Who might you think could do this?� Shransky asked.
Reardon thought a moment. �I can think of a few, but the big problem is actually going to be finding someone with the looms. How big a piece are we talking about here?�
�We calculate the largest piece might just have to be ten feet square or at least 100 square feet. The dimensions may change to fit the ships or aircraft. The actual cloth will need to be doubled since it needs two layers of continuous cloth. We fold it over and then coat it with a plant resin,� said Shransky.
A smile returned to Reardon�s face. �Hang on a second,� he said to Shransky as he picked up the phone. �Nancy, get me Hank Thomas over at Dow Corning, please.� He turned back to Shransky. �Mike, Hank just opened a new facility across the creek to help us with some of our efforts. I know there�s a big chemical component and some of what he does involved some weaving. I don�t think he has any ovens, but I got a shop full of the damn things. Maybe we can work something out.� The phone rang next to his desk and he picked it up. �Hank? It�s Tim. Look, have you got a few minutes, I want to bring somebody by there to talk a little business. He needs to see your operation. Is that okay?� He paused a moment. �Great. Give us about ten minutes and we�ll be there. Thanks Hank,� Reardon said as he hung up the phone.
In just over ten minutes the two men were in Thomas� office. A half hour later, a sole source contract was begun to begin manufacturing on a much larger scale.
Galveston, Texas
The first ships had left the previous week bound for France. This was the second wave. Under a contract with Hyundai, and two other automakers, eight of the large car carriers made their way through the channel and out to sea along with four cruise ships. Onboard were the tip of the American spear, the First Armored Division and the First Cavalry Division. Nearly emptying their bases in Fort Hood and Fort Bliss, the men and machines were packed into the ships. Like in the Korean War, temporary berthing had to be set up on the upper decks, but down below was a full division of tanks, trucks, guns and equipment. For General Moynahan, it was like what they had gone through in Korea. It would be tight, but well worth it to try and stop the Russians.
The trip was a gamble. If just two of the ships were sunk, a huge part of the American effort would go down with them, but there was no time. The hard part was moving all of the men and equipment at night. Every effort was made to move the troops as secretly as possible. Families were told the men were going on exercises. Reservists were called in to man the bases and make it look as if the divisions were still there. It had been a monumental task, but now it looked like the normal traffic in and out of Galveston. They would have a hard time keeping the secret once the ships turned up in Brest, but that was someone else�s problem.
Moynahan sat back in his cabin and thought about what was going on. The 101st and the 82nd Airborne divisions were going to be leaving for Great Britain in just five days. But he was a little miffed that the first convoy had left from Morehead City, North Carolina, the week before. It carried the Second Marine Division. There was talk about sending the First Marine Division as well. Moynahan grinned. If they were smart they would send Claire Richardson in with them. Between the two of them, they had swept through the North Korean troops as if they were nothing more than tissue paper. It would be nice to see her again, he thought.
It would take a day to get through the Gulf of Mexico. He hoped the Atlantic would be a smooth ride.
The White House
Seated around the room were the executives of all the major media outlets in the United States. All of them were familiar with each other. They had worked closely with both the government and each other during the Korean War and each had an idea of why they had been asked to come today. After a few minutes, the President came in the room and took his seat at the table.
�Good morning,� the President started. �It�s nice to see you all again. I wanted to bring you all in to talk about how we should deal with something that is happening in Europe. Before I do, I am requesting that none of what we discuss will be made public. Like in Korea, we do not want someone to know what we are doing and what we plan. So I am asking you here for your advice and to help me with some decisions I have to make,� he said.
Brad Freeman from CBS News raised his hand, interrupting the President. �Mister President, are you asking us not to report things again?� he asked.
�Actually, I wanted to ask if that was necessary,� the President said. �Let me share with you what is going on. As you have reported, the Russians have, over a period of four years, re-annexed a number of former Soviet bloc nations. Using the excuse that they were looking out for the best interests of ethnic Russians, they have spread through the eastern parts of Europe. It started in the Ukraine and now it is happening in Poland. The Poles want no part of this and as members of NATO, are asking for help. Unfortunately, if Russia attacks Poland, the NATO nations will respond with force.�
�My God, that�s just how the Second World War started,� said one of the men. There were other murmurs around the table.
�You are quite correct, and that�s what bothers us most. Just like back then, our diplomatic efforts are going nowhere. We�ve been working hard on this, but nothing is jelling. For your information, I asked the Russian President for a summit so that we could discuss what is going on. We were turned down flat. I am afraid we don�t have many options left. I fear that in a short period of time you will be reporting on another war,� the President admitted.
The voices around the table were raised again as the men expressed their anguish. Then Bob Kelso from CNN raised his hand. �Mister President, my people have been seeing the same thing. Word is coming back to my offices of all the unrest and it appears to be planned occurrences. So if this is going to be, we need to come together like we did last time. From my point of view it worked very well,� he said.
�Not again,� screeched one of the men. �I will not be dictated to by a government! I have the right to report what I hear and know, and it is against the constitution for anyone to say otherwise,� he nearly screamed.
�Damnit Chaz, what part of this don�t you understand?� Kelso exclaimed. �We are getting ready to go to war and this man is asking our help. Don�t you remember the last time? This man gave us more information than anybody and then simply asked us not to report something without checking in first. We in this room planned out exactly what would be reported and what would be withheld as our part of the war effort. As I recall, the President didn�t ever tell us not to report something, just to hold the story until the actions were completed. Now I don�t know about you, but I personally don�t want our people killed because some reporter shot off his mouth at the wrong time and place. And one other thing,� he said pointing his finger at the man, �We found out loud and clear that the American Public were behind what we did. Since we are supposedly doing what we do as a part of the people�s right to know, then we have to admit that sometimes the public doesn�t want to know some things. If you or anyone else in this room decides to move otherwise, you may find out that the public may no longer support their news organization.� Kelso stopped a second and regained his composure. �Mister President, I found that the time we worked together in the Korean War was the most gratifying of my entire career. You were open and honest the whole time. Not once did I ever feel we had let the public down, and not once did we ever publish information that might hurt our people. I, for one, would welcome that relationship again. And that includes the fact that the First Cav and First Armored just left Galveston,� he said with a wink. �We�re holding onto that story,� he said smiling.
President O�Bannon smiled and shook his head. �Well, I would like to work together again, but during the last war, I found that in many cases you withheld stories on your own. Just like you did today, Bob, you assumed the responsibility and did the job yourselves. I was going to ask if you were willing to take that responsibility,� he said.
Brad Freeman shook his head. �No, sir, as you also saw today, there are some hotheads who just may not be ready to take that responsibility on. Let�s go back to what we did last time. We�ll call this office if we see anything and check first. I take it our cable and satellite outlets will keep our feet to the fire?� he asked with a grin.
The DISH rep nodded from his chair. �That�s right. Anyone breaking our trust will lose their contract, and I will be glad to tell the public why.� The other cable and satellite providers nodded in agreement.
The President threw up his hands. �And I was worried this might be a long meeting,� he said.
There was laughter around the table and one of the men raised his hand. �Mister President, would you mind filling us in on what is going on at present? It may give us a few things to watch out for,� he said.
The President nodded. �Good idea. Of course I remind you that none of this is to get out. Like the last time, we are getting a little sneaky. Maybe after I share what I have some of you will feel a little better about this cooperative effort,� he said. The briefing lasted a good forty five minutes. Once it was over, he took the time to thank each of the men and then he hung around and just talked. They had just re-formed a powerful team and getting reacquainted was more a reward than a chore.
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
�What a clusterfuck!� exclaimed Master Sergeant Ricks as he watched the drone students seemingly attack a group of camped soldiers. All of them had rushed in to take care of business, but there was no order to the assault. As a result, the same first ten people seen were hit by at least thirty different drones. The rest were left alone. Ricks turned to the Colonel in charge, who simply shook his head.
�What a mess,� the Colonel sighed. Officers shouldn�t use the same expletives the enlisted did. �Okay, how do we clean this up? This was just 100 people. Imagine an attack with over a thousand,� he said.
Ricks watched as things unfolded on the screen in front of them. He looked back at the Colonel. �Colonel, we go back to basics. Battalions, companies, platoons. We have platoons of twenty men run by a sergeant. Companies of ten platoons run by first and second lieutenants, then a battalion of ten companies run by a major. We assign each to a sector and run the drill as if these were boots on the ground. Each gets told where to go, then they march out. The sergeants tells their people where to go. The first lieutenants tell the sergeants and the Major runs a whole sector. We plan these things out and send them in again. It means hooking up some communications sets, but it�s only in one building. Hell, we�ve been running the army that way my whole career. No use changing it now,� Ricks said. �I�d even bring them all in on a briefing just before each raid. At least then everybody�s singing from the same music.�
�I agree,� the Colonel said. �Call down to signals and have them rig it up. We run the same thing tomorrow morning and see how it works,� he said.
They both turned to watch as several of the drones actually ran into each other trying to maneuver around. �I may cry,� Ricks said exacerbated.
The Pentagon
Things were moving rapidly around the Pentagon. Troops and equipment were moving and the security around the building had jumped up dramatically. Everyone was searched going in and out, slowing everything to a crawl in the early mornings and late evenings. Lt. Jeffers now had to get to work around 4:30 am. In order to get through the already burgeoning crowd and get to his desk on time. Yet, his job had gotten a lot slower. Admiral Hammond was attending more meetings and there were longer periods where he just sat and waited for his phone to ring. Captain Clarity had him doing quite a bit, but Jeffers always wanted to keep busy doing something. Daydreaming was not fun.
This particular morning Hammond went to the morning brief and asked him to sit still and wait until he returned. An hour later, Hammond came back in and went into his office. He beckoned Jeffers to join him. �Rod, have a seat,� he said. �I have been feeling like I have been deficient in your training. I promised that I would make sure you were ready for promotion, so as a part of that, I want you to take some time and do something for me.�
�What can I do, Admiral?� Jeffers asked.
�You�ve seen operational plans, right?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Well, I�ve been thinking more about what we talked about a while back concerning the Black Sea. Now, I know this is well above your paygrade, but we think a lot alike. I want you to give a crack at planning out our operations there. How can we get in and do what we discussed. What we�ll be up against, all that. Then write up everything, the order of battle, logistics, the timing, everything. Don�t worry about forgetting something, if I like it, we can flesh it out. So let me see what you can do. If nothing else it will get you ready for a senior staff job down the line. So, what do you say? You up to it?� Hammond asked.
Jeffers was almost overwhelmed. He had never done anything like this before, especially to this scale. The closest he had come to it was some of the shipboard plans he had worked out for Captain Davis. But he never turned down a challenge. Jeffers let out a slow whistle. �That�s a tall order, Boss, but if you want it, I�ll do it. How long before you need it?� Jeffers asked.
Hammond was glad the young man had not folded under this kind of pressure. Davis had told him how thorough Jeffers was and just how smart he could be. �Let�s get the first draft to me in two weeks. I�m taking you off your normal duties and let you plug away at this full time. Go visit who you need to in this place, but let�s get something down on paper. Then I promise, I�ll give it a look and we can critique it together. I can then use any parts I like and make up the overall plans,� Hammond said.
�Aye, sir. I�ll get it done. How limited am I with assets?�
Good question, Hammond thought. �You can use up to a quarter of fleet assets. That should get you started. If you need more, come talk to me about it,� he said.
Jeffers stood. �I�ll get started right now, Boss,� he said with a grin.
Jeffers turned and went back to his desk. Where do you start? He wondered. Sitting down, he thought a few minutes, then called up the yeoman in the outer office. In ten minutes a large book-like file with folders was laid on his desk. It was old and musty, but quite readable. On the cover of the book were two words, �Operation Overlord.�
Sacremento, California
Governor Yost had nearly barricaded himself in his office. Three lines of state police officers were stationed in the halls and corridors. He almost never left his office. As a result, he looked frazzled. His usually immaculately tailored suit was wrinkled and stained. His eyes told a story of a desperate man, trying to escape. He sat at his desk alone. Few people except reporters tried to contact him. His party had deserted him, more to the point; they had given up on reasoning with him. His ship was sinking and he was at the helm, speeding things up.
His aide entered the room. �Governor, it�s time to leave to greet the Prime Minister of Malaysia,� he said.
The Governor looked up at the man with tired eyes. �I don�t want to go.�
The young man insisted. �I�m afraid you have to. They are going to open up some manufacturing up north and it will be the best news for the state since you came into office. If you don�t meet him, the whole thing might be called off. You need to go, for the business and to do something to improve your image. I�ve taken care of everything. No crowds, no close media. Just meet the man and get him in your car. You will drive back here and it will be all over,� he said.
Yost gave a long sigh. �Oh, okay,� he grunted. He stood up and brushed himself off. Another aid came in and helped him straighten up a bit. Once he looked reasonably well, the men left the office and made their way down to the basement garage where the limousine was waiting. Getting in, he was whisked out of the garage and into the sunlight.
The drive to LAX was silent. The aide had tried to brief him, but Yost simply told him to keep quiet. Along the way, crowds of protesters lined the streets shouting and waving signs. At one point, the limo swerved as a protester jumped out of the crowd and ran toward the car. Just missing the man, he had thrown something onto the limousine. It was feces.
Circling around to the business terminal, the limo pulled through the gates and stopped beside the glass and steel building. A red carpet was rolled up just outside the entrance. Just ten minutes later a large Boeing 757 made its way down the runway and pulled left along the taxiway toward the business terminal. It was brightly marked with the colors of Malaysia Airlines. Once in position, a boarding stair was wheeled into place and the red carpet rolled out for the dignitary. The representative from the consulate and the State Department came out and were staring back toward the limo.
The State Policeman escorting the Governor had scanned the area to make sure all the security was in place, then opened the door for the Governor. Yost stepped from the limo and made his way cautiously to the men waiting for him.
The crack of a high powered rifle was unmistakable. Security forces swarmed toward the direction of the shot as the Governor slumped to the ground. Several of the State Police rushed to his side, but it was no use. The shot had entered the side of his head and exited the other side. Governor Yost would not be seeking reelection.
The Pentagon
The phone rang at his desk and Hammond picked up the receiver. �Hammond.�
�Roger, come see me,� said the CNO on the other line.
�Right away,� said Hammond as he quickly got up and made his way out the door to his office and into the CNO�s office in the same suite. The CNO was standing by his desk. �Roger, pack your bags. Your presence is requested in London,� Admiral Perry Johnson said with a slight grin.
�But I just got back from there,� Hammond insisted.
�Maybe, but you are going just the same. You will be meeting with the British Prime Minister and His Majesty the King,� the CNO stated.
That made Hammond stop. �The King?�
Johnson laughed. �You have been getting some attention overseas and they want to talk to you about some of the things you have been talking about,� he said. �I got a call from Sir Richard telling me that you needed to get back there pronto. You�ll be staying at his townhouse in London, then after your meetings you are to go to Germany and meet with their Prime Minister there. The Prime Ministers of Belgium and Denmark will meet with you at the same time,� he said.
Hammond stood with his eyes wide. �What the hell have I done?� he asked.
Perry Johnson laughed. �Son, you have just been thrown into the political quagmire that is known as Europe. I�m afraid you have won over their military types and now the politicians want to get hold of you.� He motioned to a seat.
After sitting down Johnson continued, �Look, Roger, these guys are running a little scared. You came in and calmed them down a bit, so naturally, they are interested in who you are and what you may have to say on all that�s going on. Steve called me and said to tell you to go over there and keep doing what you�re doing. He said it�s the first unifying thing to happen to those guys since we won the war. So just pack up and go. Try and take some time to enjoy yourself. It will be a one week trip.�
Hammond sat back and deflated a bit. �This is getting awfully tiring going back and forth to the continent,� he commented, then sat up in his seat. �And Patricia was coming up this weekend. I had hoped to spend a little time with them,� he exclaimed.
The CNO got a slightly hurt look on his face. �Sorry about that Roger, but this has got to happen. Do you want to take her along?�
Hammond shook his head. �No, she can�t be away that long and Little Steve doesn�t have a passport.�
�We can fix that if you like. You sure?�
Hammond thought a minute, then shook his head again. �No, if I take them it will be for us, not for business. Besides, you know how this will go. I probably won�t have the time to do much of anything but schmooze.�
The CNO�s face got a resigned look. �I hate that, Roger. The both of you have been through a lot. Let�s get this done and I�ll see what we can do to get you some time together,� he promised.
Hammond gave a weak smile. �I appreciate it. I know it�s not your fault. When do I leave?�
�Tomorrow,� Johnson said with a shrug.
Hammond chuckled and shook his head. He pointed his finger at his boss, �Keep this up and I�ll talk to my detailer,� he joked.
The CNO placed his arm around his friend�s shoulder. �I�ll pick you up in the morning and take you to the plane. It�s a Navy one this time. We�re sending you in style,� he said.
�Oh great,� Hammond said as they left the office. Both were stopped cold with news from California.
Krakow
Erich Bolin sat in the back of a van and pored over the files of the case. It still amazed him how a seemingly innocuous request sometimes unravels into a major case. There had been nearly twenty major riots or near riots in Poland recently that had sifted down to something concerning ethnic Russians. After conducting a search of videos in the areas surrounding the events, the man calling himself Filip Menski had been seen at fifteen of them. After getting the call from his friend Hector Polski, he had tried to look the man up and found nothing at all, not even a birth certificate. That red flag led to some surveillance. From there, it was found that he met regularly with a group of men, including Anton Kursov, a pharmacist who was renting out an apartment to Menski. A simple check led to the discovery that all of the men were Polish citizens that had come to Poland from the Soviet Union in the last century before the breakup. That had been when he contacted Agencja Wywiadu, the nation�s foreign intelligence service.
It hadn�t taken long before Menski had been identified as Anton Bugayev, a member of the Russian SVR. The last place Bugayev had been seen was in the Ukraine just prior to the Russian takeover. A van had been placed one block from the apartment to keep an eye on things. To their surprise, it had picked up radio transmissions from the apartment after two of their meetings. Bolin�s case was rock solid. But, as usual, he wanted a little icing on his cake. They had learned there would be a meeting tonight in the basement of an apartment building not far from the Polski residence. Already the listening devices had been planted and a tracer placed on Bugayev�s scooter. A squad of twenty men was waiting in three vans to go in and assault them during the meeting. He would catch them all at one time.
One of the men stuck his head around the curtain in the van. �They started their meeting,� he said.
�Is it being recorded?�
�Yes sir, we are ready when you say go.�
Bolin peeked around the curtain and scanned the street. It was quiet. �We go in as planned, van three, go to the back, the other two go to the front. Make this quick. Now move!� he ordered.
The three vans sprang around the corners of the buildings and pulled up directly by the only exits of the building. Immediately the doors flew open and the fully armed officers, dressed in black, rushed into the building.
The radio team heard a warning from somewhere in the building over a separate frequency. Inside the basement, the men tried to scatter. Several made it to the basement stairs before several of the police crashed through the door screaming for everyone to get on the ground. Two of the men made a break for the two small basement windows, only to be stopped by officers standing outside. It was a wild melee until the officers were finally able to get everyone down and on the floor. Once there, Bolin surveyed the captives. �Alright Bugayev, time to show your face,� he said. None of the men on the floor moved. Cursing in disgust, he had each man turned over to see their faces. Bugayev wasn�t there. �Son of a bitch!� Bolin swore. He looked around the room for other places for people to hide. That was when he noticed the laundry chute. The end of a rope was dangling from the opening.
�Get some men going through the building, room by room. I want that man found immediately,� he screamed.
Several of the men started to head back up the stairs when a call came out over the radio. �Someone just jumped down the fire escape!�
More units were called in and an extensive search was begun in the area, but after an exhaustive search, there was nothing. Anton Bugayev had escaped.
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
The difference had been night and day. Today�s exercise had sent the same 100 drones against a training battalion on the exercise fields. Tanks and troops were everywhere, yet, in a matter of ten minutes, the drones had descended on the troops and had simulated kills on over 600 different people. After expending the last rounds, the drones had returned to their launch points and had been shut down. The general watching the display could not believe his eyes.
�How many of these things do we have?� the General asked.
�My understanding is there are already five thousand of the things ready to rock and roll. This is the first class. A second is in training and a third has started. I called down to Bragg. They already have over a thousand people trained and they are on transports to Germany. We shared the organizational ideas and the communications setup. They replicated it and saw the same results. These guys will head out day after tomorrow,� said the Colonel.
The General slapped the Colonel on the shoulder. �Get them ready fast, Colonel. I have a feeling we will need them over there yesterday,� he said.
Washington, DC
Hammond finished putting some papers into his briefcase for the trip. Captain Clarity had made sure he had all he would need. Just as he was about to leave, Clarity entered the office one last time. �By the way, I have some reading material for you,� he said with a grin. He handed over a three ring binder a good five inches thick.
Hammond got a pained look on his face. �Mike, don�t you think I have enough to do?� he asked.
Clarity held up both hands. �No, you need to read this. Our illustrious Flag Lieutenant completed his task. I took a look at it last night. Didn�t get to sleep until three a.m.� He looked hard at Hammond. �Admiral, I�ve never seen anything like it in my career. You really need to read it,� he emphasized.
Hammond looked at the binder. �But it�s only been a week and a half. It can�t be that good.�
Clarity lifted an eyebrow. �I said the same thing, but you won�t believe what he�s come up with. Our Tennessee boy just impressed the hell out of me. Besides, you have an eight hour flight. You have nothing better to do,� he grinned.
The CNO entered the office. �All set?�
Hammond placed the binder under his arm. �Yep. Aren�t you coming?�
Johnson shrugged, �No, I have to go over to the White House. But your transportation is all set,� he said.
Hammond nodded. �Fine. By the way, how much can I share with these folks? I was thinking about the new materials we tested at David Taylor and the drone stuff,� he said.
Johnson thought a moment. �Share what you need. We�ll probably need to give the stuff to them anyway. They need to know what you are thinking and what we can do to help. Make them feel better about things,� he said.
Hammond nodded. �Will do.� He started out the door then turned back to Johnson. �By the way, don�t feel bad about messing up the weekend. Turns out Patricia has to go to the funeral anyway, so I just can�t hold it against you,� he said with a smirk.
�She�ll probably have more fun than you will,� Johnson said from the door as Hammond left the office.
Hammond and Clarity made their way down the corridor and exited the doors by the river entrance. The official car was there to take him to Andrews Air Force Base where the Gulfstream was waiting. Lieutenant Jeffers was there holding the door. �Your bags are in the trunk. Wish I was going with you,� he said.
Hammond smiled at the young man. �I wish you were too, but this will be fast and dirty. But I have a little something of yours to read,� he said holding up the binder, �so I doubt I�ll have much time to myself. We�ll talk when I get back,� he said as he climbed into the car.
Closing the door, Jeffers watched as the car went down the ramp and around the corner of the building. He had been working day and night to do something to help his boss. Somehow he knew that Hammond was being looked at for something special. He hoped he could be there with him.
Krakow
Bugayev was already in his safe house. All of his team had been captured, but in reality it didn�t make any difference. A separate group would carry out the final big demonstration, then his job would change. From the invasion until the operation was over, he would run an underground unit to sabotage what military operations he could.
He pulled his coat tighter around him. It was getting colder and being in a damp basement wasn�t helping. All he had now was a small cot, a two burner hot plate, a table and a chair. He swore at the circumstances. How did they find out about his operations? The unit that cornered them was with the state police. It was only with the sheerest luck that he had been able to scramble to the laundry chute and pull himself up to the second floor using the rope he had managed to attach to a steam pipe. The SVR training he had received had saved his life. True, he had to continue with a backup crew, but he would be able to continue. At the same time, he would discreetly check on each of the men at the meeting. One of them must have betrayed him. He would find out which one, then take care of that business personally.
Buckingham Palace
It wasn�t often you met a King. In this case it was for the second time. King William V had come aboard USS Iowa when she had led the round the world cruise after the Korean War. This time, the meeting was more business than pleasure. The King had a keen interest in the military and was very concerned about what nearly everyone knew was a coming war with Russia. He had urged his Prime Minister and military leaders to begin moving toward a war footing early on, but was concerned that it may be too late. Sitting in the meeting with the Prime Minister, he asked the most questions of all the people in the room.
Most of the questions they had were of his opinion on where the Allied cause should go and how they might accomplish their goals. More to the point, how would the United States respond? Although he had told them that he didn�t really know how far the United States would go, he did assure them that there would be a large response. Europe would not have to proceed alone. Hammond also shared his ideas on using every technology each nation possessed to suppress the enemy. He shared several technologies the United States was working on and was surprised to hear of several in Great Britain itself. He urged the sharing of information and manufacturing so that they could be exploited to the fullest. As the conference wound down it became obvious that Hammond needed to make a sort of closing statement.
�Your Majesty, Prime Minister, I appreciate your asking me to come and share my views concerning the possible conflict in Europe. As my President has said, this is a cause which involves all of us � not just Poland or Germany, but every European nation. Each of us brings a unique part and portion to the battlefield, whether it is in armor, people, materials or technology. We all have our own unique warfare style and history. That is no more felt than the history of this great nation and island. My own family history started right here outside London. All my life I have studied the military tactics and exploits of English leaders. It is the richest of any nation. So what you bring cannot be measured. The United States, by comparison, has only been around for a relatively few years, but few understand that our history is also your history. We too have proven ourselves on the field of battle and the ties between us are unbroken.
�In the coming days we shall come together again. We shall join nations large and small, but join them we will. In my NATO role, I hope to be a small part of this immense operation. It will be a daunting task, since we are outnumbered by a large margin. But remember, we have been outnumbered many times before. The Spanish Armada was far larger than any English force. Nelson found himself rushing in against the odds. In the Pacific, we both were on the losing side before Midway. Even the pundits thought we would lose that battle. But it wasn�t numbers that won the battles, it was strength of will. This is no different. If war comes, we shall win because we must do it. To do otherwise would be unthinkable. I truly look forward to working with each of you,� he said as he sat back in his seat.
For a long time no one spoke. Then the King stood and walked over to Hammond, taking his hand. �Admiral, you make us all proud to be a part of this. Thank you for sharing time with us today,� he said warmly.
�My pleasure, Your Majesty,� Hammond said softly.
Prime Minister, would you be so kind as to accompany me for a moment?� the King asked. The Prime Minister nodded, �Of course, Your Majesty.� The two left the room via a separate door as the others in the room gathered round to shake Hammond�s hand before leaving. Sir Richard was the last. �Bloody hell,� he expounded. �You certainly know how to stir the loins. I felt like I would pop down to Portsmouth and get underway. Heaven help the Russians,� he boasted as he shook Hammond�s hand. �Come on, let�s stop by a pub on the way. I feel like a good wet.�
***
In the corridor the King stopped and looked at Nicholson with a questioning face. �What is your opinion?� he asked.
Prime Minister Nicholson took a deep breath. �Your Majesty, if we put any European officer in charge, the same old bickering and squabbling will occur. From what Sir Richard tells me, that man even got the French to agree with him. We both know he is brilliant and he has demonstrated that he has the tact and patience to get the job done. I believe that, once again, we need an American to spearhead this effort,� he said.
�I agree. Did you notice he even had a grasp of ground warfare? I believe he listens a lot. That tells me he�s not just a seagoing officer,� said the King.
�Indeed, it is clear that President O�Bannon thinks highly of him, but he is careful not to push it to us. He is letting us make up our own minds,� said Nicholson. �At least I am convinced.�
The King chuckled. �You know, when we met him six years ago, I could tell there was something about the man. It appears he has our support as well.�
�Then I shall contact the President straight away and let him know of our desires,� Nicholson said.
�I understand the President believes him one of his best personal friends. I may wager that it will be the same over here as well,� the King said with a twinkle in his eye.
�Be careful, Your Majesty. His wife is a rising star in their political system. We may have to find ways of working with both,� Nicholson said with a grin.
***
Sir Richard and Hammond made their way out the room and down the most ornate hallway Hammond had ever seen. Exiting at the side of the palace, they entered Sir Richard�s Bentley. Ten minutes later the two men stepped into the Albert Pub on Victoria Street. Several military men in uniform were there. Almost immediately the two were called over to join them. One pint became two. After a meal upstairs, the two men returned for one last drink before reentering the Bentley for the drive back to Sir Richard�s townhome. Hammond had never experienced a night like this before. The mixture of uniforms, comradery and honor in the ranks left him with a much better understanding of how the British military thought and worked. It made him feel much better about their chances.
Once the men returned to Sir Richard�s flat, Hammond brought over a large three ringed binder. �Do me a favor, Sir Richard. Take a look at this and tell me what you think. When I come back from Germany, maybe we can discuss it.�
Sir Richard eyed the binder, then opened it to the first page, glancing at the title. He gave a surprised look. �Some ideas you have?� he asked.
�A few. It may be nothing, but I�d appreciate your thoughts.�
�Then I shall devote some time to it,� Sir Richard said as he placed it under his arm. He stopped at a decanter in the study and poured himself a glass. �You have a long day tomorrow, and it�s late. I�ll come down and join you at breakfast,� he stated.
�Fine. Good night, Sir Richard,� said Hammond as he made his way to the stairs.
Sir Richard watched him go, then reopened the binder. He sat in his favorite chair and began to read. After a few minutes his forehead began to furl and his eyes focused in on the pages. He took another sip from his glass. �Bloody hell!� he muttered aloud.
Krakow
�Don�t feed me that line!� Bolin screamed at Kursov. They were in a small brightly lit room with another officer and a line of microphones and cameras. Kursov was sitting at a plain table while the others stared down at him. �I have photos of you at those demonstrations. I have photos of you with a known Russian agent! Telling me you know nothing insults my intelligence and I know it will insult a jury. I shall give you one chance. Just one! You cooperate and tell us everything or I will see to it that you are convicted and then publicly hanged as a traitor. And I will see to it that you hang in front of your family and friends. That means no matter what, they will be the ones to pay the ultimate price for your actions. Is that what you want? To have your children branded for life as the son or daughter of a traitor? Answer me. Is that what you want?�
The interrogation had already lasted four hours. Kursov had thought he could withstand such things, but the mention of his children suffering for his actions caused his shell to crack. Bolin saw it the moment it happened. Kursov�s face changed. His hands began to shake. Bolin knew to ease up. The tone of his voice softened. �Look, Kursov, I know you were born there and have some feelings for your mother country. But what you have done is placing all of us in danger, including your children. Do you really think the Russian army won�t come here with guns blazing? They won�t care who helped them or who is fighting them, they will simply plow through us like a tractor. Can you see your son Petyr or your daughter lying dead in what is left of your house after an artillery bombardment? Some things you simply cannot prevent. But in your case, you can. I need you to tell me everything. In return, you will be allowed to return home to your family. No one will know what has happened. Your sons and daughter will never know what you have done from me. They will still see their father as an upstanding member of the community. I will promise you that. So what shall it be?� he asked.
Kursov�s eyes began to water. He couldn�t bear for his wife or children to hate him or be ashamed of him. There was no other choice. He looked up at Bolin, �What do you want to know?�
Bolin nodded. So far all but three of the men had chosen to cooperate. They would all get the same promise, although there would be a few repercussions. Right now, they just needed the facts. If they were lucky, they might be able to do something constructive with this.
The White House
Jim Butler walked past the Secret Service agents and into the Oval Office. �You called, Boss?�
The President motioned him to a chair. �I just heard from the others. It�s unanimous. We need to get the Joint Chiefs over here. It�s time to decide on who will be doing what. I also heard from the Polish Prime Minister. It seems they captured some of the ringleaders for those violent demonstrations over there. A Russian agent was leading them.�
Butler looked up. �That�s interesting. Did they get him or her to talk?�
O�Bannon shook his head. �They lost him. Got away right under their noses, but with the search they are conducting, I doubt he will get far,� the President said.
�If this does blow up, this is evidence of a conspiracy and premeditated actions. A war crimes trial will love it,� said Butler.
�I agree, but right now we need to get our forces on high alert. How about calling a meeting for this afternoon. I want to take us up to DEFCON 2. Then I need recommendations on how we get ready beyond this point. Tell them to come ready to rumble,� the President said.
Butler got up from his seat. �I�ll make it happen. I hope no one squawks much on the choice.�
O�Bannon grinned. �If it comes to that, we can honestly tell them it didn�t come from this office. It seems all of Europe wants him.�
Moscow
�The Americans have heightened their alert status,� announced the briefer at the military summit in Moscow. �We are noticing that they have gotten some of their carriers out to sea. There are more patrols and some of their army troops are doing more exercises. But most of those are still in the United States. There haven�t been any big ship movements to bring troops and equipment to Europe. The only thing we have seen leaving the United States were Korean automobiles headed for France. They arrived yesterday. We anticipate a few thousand more new cars on the roads, but that is nothing we need to concern ourselves about. All of our fleet assets are ready. Our submarine force is all underway and our line of missile ships has arrived on station. Our air force units are staging now. They will move to the forward bases immediately upon the start of hostilities. Army units are concealed along this line here,� the briefer said pointing to several positions on the map. �They are fully fueled and equipped. At zero hour they will move across the border as rapidly as possible. Artillery positioned with the units will bombard positions in front of the advance and move up each day to match the advance. Air units will pound further ahead to prepare for the advance, but nothing will go until zero hour,� he said.
�You are certain that we have successfully hidden our assets so that the allies cannot be forewarned?� asked Borodin. �Everything depends on surprise.�
�Yes, President Borodin. We have placed decoy units well behind the lines so that any snooping will see them and not the real advance,� the briefer said.
�Good. When will the last riot occur in Poland?� asked Borodin.
�Two days before, Comrade President,� said General Pusko. �Our agent there has done a magnificent job of unsettling the population. I understand he was nearly captured at one time, but managed to escape and continue his mission. After this event, he will change his efforts to help our ground troops,� Pusko said.
�Excellent. So we are in all respects ready to make our moves?� Borodin asked.
�There is one other thing,� said Admiral Sovolov, the Commander of the Naval Forces. �With your approval, we need to change our initial attack just slightly from the original plan,� he said.
Borodin eyed the man with a frown. He didn�t like changing a plan, especially at this late a date. �Tell me what you recommend,� he said.
�I believe we have covered all the major assets of their fleet except for one thing. We allotted three missiles for each of their battleships. For any normal ship, this would be more than sufficient, however, my staff is urging that we increase this coverage to at least five missiles,� he said.
�Five Missiles!� Borodin exclaimed. That would mean an expenditure of thirty five missiles. What reason do they use?�
�Comrade President, these are the most heavily armored ships in the world. On one class alone the steel is more than seventeen inches thick. If you recall during the Korean War one of those ships was hit by three of these type missiles. Not only did the ship survive, but it went in and destroyed the missile battery that fired at them. I have been told that there was not one loss of life. Even our honored Admiral Gorshkov made a statement to the Americans that, and I quote, �You do not realize what formidable warships you have in these battleships. We have concluded after careful analysis that these magnificent vessels are in fact the most to be feared in your entire naval arsenal. When engaged in combat we could throw everything we have at those ships and all our firepower would just bounce off or be of little effect. When we are exhausted, we will detect you coming over the horizon and then you will sink us,� unquote. We re-opened that study and it still holds true. Our best bet is to hurt them as much as we can to delay their deployment and then sink them with our submarines. That is why we ask for the increase in missiles. If we can so damage their upper works, they may be delayed long enough that we will have completed our objectives. In which case, their usefulness will be negated,� Sovolov said.
Borodin thought about that one. He concerned himself with ground wars and not as much as what may happen at sea. But he too had heard about the use of the American battleships. After a moment of thought he nodded at Sovolov. �Admiral, you and your staff are correct in being cautious. Will this hamper our other attacks?�
Sovolov smiled. �Not at all. We had built in a contingency of more weapons just for this purpose. Everything else will go as planned.�
�Then it is approved. We must do whatever we can to make sure the Americans cannot respond. That will leave our troops free to complete the task rapidly. That is the key. The quicker we can take Europe, the better off the Russian people shall be,� he pontificated. �Now what other items must we discuss?�
The meeting lasted just ten more minutes. When the men left, all were glad to get things underway.


Chapter 7 
Opening Stages

The crowd was growing rapidly into a mob. On the platform in a small center city park was Ileana Gorski, a mother of four who had lost her husband in what the company had called an unavoidable accident when his rail car was struck by a motorist. It had forced the tram off its rails and over an embankment. Unfortunately, the car had been driven by a Polish nationalist who had been very outspoken against the old Soviet regime. The organizers were using this as meaning �anti-Russian.� The worst part had been that because of a paperwork glitch, it had taken almost a year for her husband�s benefits to kick in and a pension check issued. The family had been forced to move to a shack outside of town for a period of time.
Now she stood angrily denouncing the government for allowing people to discriminate against ethnic Russians. With each sentence, the crowd cheered and screamed for change. Gorski held up her two year old daughter pleading that such things never happen to her children. This built up the crowd to a fever pitch.
Bugayev sat behind a black screen at a partially opened window. He took careful aim with the western made rifle used by the government�s elite state police. Just as Gorski raised her fist in the air to close her remarks, he squeezed the trigger. The rifle was silenced. Barely giving a report, he watched as the bullet tore through Gorski�s chest, splattering blood over her children and the people behind her. One of those behind her slumped over as well and the misshapen round tore into his leg.
Someone screamed, then the whole crowd panicked. In a wild melee everyone tried to escape the confines of the park, pushing people out of the way or down to the ground to be trampled by those behind them. Bugayev squeezed off four more rounds before he quickly tossed the rifle into a state police carrying case and rushed to the stairwell. He didn�t look back to see what his actions had done. Instead, he went down four flights of stairs and entered another floor where he had rented a small room on the opposite side of the building.
It was a close call. The sounds of heavy footsteps could be heard coming up the stairwell and going through the halls. Bugayev removed his shirt and the long plastic gloves he had worn. Placing them both in a sink, he scrubbed them thoroughly, then after wringing the water out of the shirt, hung it up to dry. The gloves he took to the toilet. After shredding them with a knife, he flushed them down the drain. Outside, the screams were still in the air and the sounds of police and ambulance vehicles pierced the late afternoon air.
Bugayev, took his shoes off and lay on his bed. When anyone came, he wanted to be asleep, or at least appear to be so. He lay back and thought about how his job was now essentially complete. The rest would be easy compared to what he had been doing. In a few minutes, he dozed off.
***
Erich Bolin had been the one to find the rifle. Upon arrival at the scene, and looking at where the victims had been standing, it hadn�t taken long to determine which building the shot had come from. After only ten minutes of looking he found the silenced rifle lying partially inside an open case. The fact it had been a state police case made him cringe. This wouldn�t be pretty. Although it had been a good thirty minutes since the shooting he ordered a search of the buildings. Squads of four officers began going from door to door to see who was there and if someone might have seen something. With the first three floors from the scene covered, Bolin and three officers went to the fourth floor down. A housekeeper was sent up to assist and open any doors that were locked. Most of the rooms were empty, however some had occupants. One room had an elderly couple who had the television turned up loudly so they could hear it. They had only seen what was on the news.
Two more rooms had people in them with none having paid any attention until they heard the screaming. Bolin knocked on a door at the rear of the building. These people probably wouldn�t have heard anything anyway, but it had to be checked. No one answered the door. The housekeeper opened the door and Bolin and the officers stepped inside. At first the place looked empty, but a light snoring came from the bedroom. The officers began to grin. The smile stopped on Bolin�s face when he saw Anton Bugayev lying on the bed in front of him.
Pouncing on the bed, Bolin quickly jerked Bugayev over and cuffed him, much to the surprise of the other officers. �Call the others! I want this man taken in immediately and placed in isolation!� he nearly screamed. Bolin also grabbed a leather strap and shoved it into Bugayev�s mouth. �This son of a bitch might have a capsule. Get a doctor or dentist to search his mouth. He isn�t going to kill himself on my watch�
Bugayev struggled, but having been asleep, his reactions were not as fast as usual.
He started to kick desperately to try and get away, but all that did was call for another officer to bind his legs with a belt. Within minutes, Bugayev had a cloth bag placed over his head and he was carried out the back entrance to an awaiting van.
Bolin returned to the room. �Tear this place apart. There�s a wet shirt on the window. Get it. Remove the drains and all that. Also get someone to check the sewer line. I want to make sure he didn�t flush something down.�
�But that would be long gone from here,� said one of the officers.
�Not necessarily. This is the back of the building. It may still be somewhere near the basement. Have them tell everyone not to use the toilets for a while.� Bolin pointed to the shoes by the bed. �Take those and the sheets. I want everything tested in the lab for gunpowder residue. I also need someone to talk to the landlord. I want to know when he checked in and if they have noticed when he came and went. Check everything. This may be one of the most important cases we ever had,� he said to the people in the room.
Everyone went to work. Within an hour, teams of people were going in and out, taking samples from the sink, carpets, walls and every other surface. The big break came when they found a piece of torn box in one of the drawers of a dresser. It matched perfectly with a box of ammunition found beside the rifle. The second break came when they found shards of plastic glove stuck inside one of the drain pipes. Embedded in it were tiny grains of burned gunpowder which hadn�t washed out. When they found the same residue on Bugayev�s pants and shoes and on the rifle, it was an open and shut case.
Washington, DC
Little Steve pulled away from his Mom and ran into his Daddy�s arms. Roger Hammond scooped his son up and then hugged his wife. Despite it being in a very crowded and busy Reagan National Airport, the moment seemed almost private as they met in the terminal baggage area. In a few minutes, the three of them had retrieved their luggage and had walked to Roger�s latest purchase, a 1965 Chevrolet Impala convertible. The car was red with a white top and interior. At first sight of it, Little Steve could only say, �Wow.�
Pulling away from the parking deck, Hammond pointed the car toward downtown DC. Patricia was talking, letting him know all the things that had been going on while Steve sat in his child seat staring at all the lights. As they passed the Washington Monument, he began to ask questions about what it was and what some of the other buildings were. Patricia was happily answering everything until Hammond made a right turn onto the White House grounds. He stopped at the gate where his friend, Jack, gave a wave. �This must be the Misses, he said with a grin.�
�Yep, and the one in the back is Steven James Hammond. I believe you are expecting us,� Hammond said happily.
�Yes sir, we�ve been looking for you. Glad to have you here for the holiday,� Jack said as he lowered the gate.
Hammond began to enter the grounds. �You didn�t tell me we were staying here,� Patricia said cautiously.
�Well, Steve insisted. Besides, I understand they have child proofed most of the house already. We couldn�t say no,� he said as they pulled up to the front of the house.
Patricia turned to Steve. �Young man, we are going to be in a very nice place. You need to remember to keep your hands off of things and mind your manners,� she scolded him.
Steve looked up at his mother. �Yes, Mommy. I promise,� he said. Both Patricia and Roger knew there would be no way for him to keep that promise.
A member of the staff came down and opened the door while another walked round to the driver�s side to park the car. Another took the bags from the trunk and, after waiting for Roger to get Steve out of his car seat, followed the family up to the door.
Janie O�Bannon welcomed the family at the door, giving both Roger and Patricia a big hug. She then turned to Steve. �Well! You are much bigger than I thought you would be. I have a special room set aside just for you,� she said while shaking his little hand.
�Mom told me not to touch anything,� he said.
Janie laughed. �You don�t need to worry too much. There have been boys like you in the White House before,� she said. �Now come on in to dinner. We held it until you got here,� she said.
Everyone walked through the entrance hall off the north portico, then turned right. Steve�s eyes opened wide at how grand and spacious everything looked. He could see into the blue room and red room as they walked along. �Look at the colors!� he exclaimed as they walked by. He got even more excited to see the giant chandelier in the state dining room before they turned right again into the family dining room. The pale yellow walls and ornate woodwork was breathtaking. Right beneath the crystal chandelier was a smaller round table with just seven chairs. One of the chairs had a booster seat in it.
They talked for a minute until Steve O�Bannon and their two children came into the room. He gave Patricia a big hug. �Patricia, I am so proud of you. I can�t believe all the good work you are doing back home,� he said.
�You were the one who told me to always look out for your people. Besides, I kind of got upset for a while,� she said. �Your remarks at the funeral were very kind. I don�t think the man deserved it, but then again, he didn�t deserve to get shot either,� she said.
�Yes, I agree. At least now things can get back to somewhat normal,� the President said. He turned to the young man standing beside his father. �Steven James Hammond. I have been looking forward to meeting you,� he said extending his hand.
Little Steve shook the President�s hand. �Are you the one who gave me your name?� he asked.
The President chuckled. �I am. I hope you like it,� he said.
�Yes, sir, it�s mine now,� Little Steve said.
The President and his wife laughed. �Well, tomorrow you may get to meet the guy who gave you the other name,� the President said.
�I don�t like that name as much,� Steve said. They all laughed at that one.
�Let�s eat,� said the President.
Little Steve crawled into his booster seat and an usher slid him into the table. A fine napkin was placed in his lap. Watching the others, he decided that in a place like this, one didn�t use a bib. He took great care to use his fork like he had been taught. In the end, there was almost no mess at all.
Later that evening, Little Steve went to bed in a big double bed with crisp sheets. It was directly across from his Mom and Dad. He lay and wondered at all the fine things in the house. He had never seen anything like it before, but he liked his trailer home better. It had bunk beds that were just his size. Tomorrow was a day they called Thanksgiving. He fell asleep wondering if he would like turkey.
Warsaw, Poland
The interrogation had already lasted over eight hours. Bugayev had been transported to the capital for interrogation just two hours before. Now, he was in an enclosed, stuffy, room with smoke from the detective�s cigarettes hanging in the air. Sitting at a small table, Bugayev seemed to sit calmly as five officers in the room grilled him. In the eight hours Bugayev had remained silent except to ask for water or to use the facilities. He had a smugness about him that had infuriated the officers.
One of the officers looked at the man. �Obviously you fail to grasp what we are telling you. You have been caught in the act. We have the evidence to convict you and send you to a hangman. Does this not bother you?� he asked.
Bugayev simply smiled at the man and said nothing. His training had prepared for this and he had steeled himself for the possibility of being captured. He kept telling himself that escape could come at any time and that his silence was his best option.
The door opened and another man entered. He whispered something to two of the officers and then left the room.
�You are one cool character,� said one of the other officers. �But now things shall change. I�m not sure what you know about Poland, but we have certain laws which, upon court approval, allow us to gather information deemed necessary for state security. I now have a court order allowing us to do just that. Before we are done with you, we will know everything you know, and we shall use that information against both you and your homeland,� he said with a sneer.
Bugayev glanced up at the clock on the wall. Noting it was five a.m., he smiled at the men in the room and said, �I�m afraid you are too late.�
Medyka, Poland
Medyka was a small community near the Polish border with the Ukraine. It had grown from the border crossing for both a major highway and trains coming and going from the Ukraine. Over the past year, the army had deployed thousands of tank traps along the border with Ukraine and Russia and had begun stepped up patrols to make sure they were left undisturbed. The patrols had become routine, with a truck dropping off patrols every 200 yards to make sure there were no activities left undetected on the Russian side.
The sky was becoming a little lighter as the morning crept in. Within an hour, most of the guards would be changed out and a fresh set of eyes and ears would come in. Everyone was looking forward to getting out of the cold of the evening and getting a hot shower and good meal. Each patrol of two men joked and talked as they patrolled their sector.
The air was torn apart by the sounds of incoming artillery. The shells began plastering the high fences of the border and the tank traps just beyond. The patrols along a twenty mile front began calling frantically into their radios to let everyone know that the border was under attack.
***
The radars at the Deblin and Minsk Mazowiecki air bases began showing large numbers of incoming aircraft approaching from the Ukraine. Controllers sounded the alert and within seconds, pilots throughout Poland raced for their planes to counter the assault. The first in the air were the American made F-16s and older Soviet Mig-29s. In all, over 80 Polish fighters scrambled to meet the invaders. Unfortunately, the controllers were counting over 300 aircraft rapidly approaching the Polish border.
***
Almost immediately, all army units were alerted. General Pol, initiated the defense plan that the NATO leaders had agreed upon. Across Poland, men and women manned their tanks, guns, and missile batteries. Troops began taking up the defensive positions planned and waited for the troops to cross the border.
***
The Russian SU-24s and SU-34s cleared the borders and began engaging their designated targets � mostly army tank and heavy equipment compounds. They raced in to drop their weapons almost unopposed since the Polish fighters had not had the time to get within range. That was when the first surprise came. Missiles streaked skyward from the mobile anti-aircraft missile launchers that were tracking using infra-red sensors. The Russian pilots suddenly saw several of their comrades fall from the sky in flames. Several in the squadron wheeled back to engage the batteries only to find that the ground was dark and there were no radars to lock onto. Switching to their own thermal sensors, they scanned the ground in the area but found nothing. Frustrated, the attack aircraft turned back to join the others, only to find that, once turned, they came under attack again. Four more aircraft fell.
The remaining attack force dropped their weapons on several tank farms identified by intelligence from just a few days before. The pilots were elated when several sets of flames sprung skyward after their bomb release. By the time they left, the fires were seen all round the target area. They had no time to give their targets a hard look. The Polish air force was almost there and the attack aircraft scurried back across the border to safety.
***
At the border, the artillery continued to pound the tank traps, often flinging the steel structure off the ground, only to come back down almost intact in another position. Just beyond the traps, the mines in a mine field were occasionally detonated during the bombardment. The patrols were now firmly huddled into slit trenches previously set along the borderline beyond the mine field.
The bombardment lasted for nearly an hour before the fire was shifted further across the line. That was when the sound of tanks could be heard nearing the border. The patrols quickly left their trenches and made their way to an extraction area to be taken back to join other units. Within minutes, the Russian tanks rolled up to the high fence and pushed it over. The twenty yard no man�s land passed quickly. That was when the Russian tankers hit the tank traps.
Made from several welded pieces of jagged steel beams, the traps looked somewhat like three dimensional snowflakes on the ground. The tankers had hoped that the artillery would have gotten rid of them, but the traps had simply been moved around the area and deposited again. Some had actually fallen into the craters of the artillery shells and had made things even more difficult.
The first line of tanks tried to push the traps out of the way, only making things worse when one or more of the legs dug deeply into the ground and held fast. In only a few cases, was a tank able to nudge the obstacle out of the way and move ahead, only to come up against more of them. The advance ground to a halt with tankers calling for bulldozers to come up and make passages through the line.
Now it was the turn of the Polish army. Polish artillery, hidden in the surrounding hills and trees, began pounding the tanks which were slowed and stopped by the defenses. Mercilessly the rounds came down on top of the tanks and their crews, penetrating the lightly armored roof of the tanks and killing all inside. Within minutes, scores of tanks were burning along the border.
Now, in the gathering light of dawn, the Polish units came under fire from additional attack aircraft skimming the surface and dashing across the border. They began weeding out the artillery pieces and easing the destruction of their own units. The Polish fighters were on the scene now and dove in on their prey. The low level melee was not how the pilots had anticipated fighting a war. This was emphasized when the Russian fighters screamed in at treetop level to protect the attack aircraft. The results were not pretty. Polish fighters began to fall left and right from the Russian fighters. Although few of the attack aircraft made it home, by concentrating their attacks on the attack planes, the Polish fighters had left themselves open. The Russian fighters had plowed into them. In the end, nearly half of the Polish fighter aircraft had been destroyed.
On the ground, the Polish army pulled out the hand held anti-tank missiles. As the second wave came forward, they saw several crawl over the carcasses of their fallen comrades and drop down on the other side. They too became entangled in the tank traps. More artillery zeroed in on these units. But as more attack aircraft came in, fewer artillery rounds fell along the line. Soldiers carrying the hand held munitions aimed at the latest line to crawl over the hulls of their comrades and pulled the trigger. More tanks fell. That was when the field officers realized what the Russians were doing. They were building a bridge of tanks through the traps. Soon there was an unbroken line where the Russians could cross the borders. The tanks poured across, struck the mine field and kept going. The few tanks damaged made it possible for the others to get through. Within two hours, a division of tanks and infantry were across the border and into Poland.
Vy�n� Nemeck�, Slovakia
The sound of jet aircraft flying somewhere overhead put everyone at the little border crossing on edge. Everyone was expecting the Russians to do something and since they had taken the Ukraine, there wasn�t much to stop them. At the small border crossing two tanks were displayed with their guns pointed in the direction of Ukraine. A garrison of about 100 men and women kept an eye open in case the Russians made a move, but with a border of a little over fifty miles, it was impossible to watch it all. In just a few minutes the people on the grounds could feel the rumbling of heavy vehicles. Several aircraft streaked suddenly across the sky and released ordnance which took out both tanks and the small barracks the garrison was housed in. Two helicopters came up over the hill and began peppering the area with machine gun fire. Despite their efforts, the young soldiers were mowed down mercilessly. That did not prevent the garrison commander from sending a warning up the line. It didn�t mean much. Within ten minutes, highway 50 was filled with men and equipment. Only a small group stopped to secure the town. The rest were burning fuel to hop from one town to the next as quickly as possible. Their orders were to take highway 50 to R1, then all the way to Bratislava.
Bay of Naples
Captain Michael Hufnagel stepped from his cabin and walked up to the bridge of his ship, the German ship, Bayern, a Brandenburg Class multipurpose frigate. He had taken command just three months before and had taken his ship to the Mediterranean to operate with the Americans for a while as a part of their NATO Standing Naval Force. So far, the cruise had been exceptional. The American Navy was fun to work with and in the few times they had mixed with the officers on the American ships, friendships had begun.
Stepping onto the bridge of his small ship, he looked out from his anchorage in the Bay of Naples at the twinkling lights of the city and the looming hulk of the American aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln. Hufnagel couldn�t imagine commanding something that big. Germany had a navy of only about 85 ships of all types, including tugs. The Americans had hundreds, and the aircraft carrier was at the top of the list. He sipped some of the coffee from his mug. He had insisted that a supply be available in his cabin for just such times as these � quiet times when he could free his mind from the duties of running a ship and simply enjoy the world around him.
Hufnagel climbed into his chair and eased back to watch the sun come up. Looking through the bridge windows he noticed that two of the Russian Grisha class corvettes had gotten underway early. He shook his head. The Grishas looked rough, utilitarian. There were streaks of rust down their sides and he could see smoke coming from one of the stacks. Hufnagel couldn�t believe the Russians still sent the things to sea. He watched as they began to make their way from the inner harbor out toward the entrance of the bay. They were passing close to the Lincoln.
A strange popping noise came from the direction of the corvettes. Hufnagel grabbed binoculars and peered into them. The two corvettes had turned their twin 57 mm guns toward the carrier and had opened fire, blasting numerous holes into the side of the great ship near the waterline.
Hufnagle jumped up and reached for the ship�s announcing system. �Battle stations!� he called out. �The Russians are attacking the American carrier. All hands to your battle stations!� he nearly screamed as he reached over and sounded the general alarm.
Almost immediately his crew sprang from their beds and rushed to their stations. Calling down to engineering, Hufnagel ordered the ship�s engines brought online. Men were rushing into the bridge now, taking up their stations. Within minutes the ship was fully manned and ready. Hufnagel ordered the ship�s anchor hauled in.
The two corvettes continued to fire into the carrier. As the anchor was raised, Hufnagel noticed both ships suddenly pick up speed. You won�t get away that easy, he said to himself. �Intercept those ships,� he ordered. The ship�s diesels began to pick up their revolutions as the ship gained steerageway.
Dashing back into his combat information center, Hufnagel ordered his gunners to target the corvettes. In seconds, the 76 mm OTO-Melara twisted in its mount and opened fire. As the ship picked up speed, he saw splashes from his gun all around the leading corvette. As the distance narrowed, the ship�s LM 2500 gas turbines came online and he felt the screws dig deeper, urging the German frigate towards the enemy.
There was a hit. One of the 76 mm shells struck just at the base of the corvette�s mast nearly ripping the radars and fire control director from the ship. A second round hit at the base of the stack as the corvette�s gun opened fire on the Bayern. That hit, caused the ship to slow and stop. Even the gun quit operating.
Not so the second corvette. It continued to increase speed and its gun had found the range. Shells splashed on either side of the frigate. Shifting fire to the second corvette, the German crew frantically fired on their targets. The firing rate got even better when one of the 57 mm rounds struck among the life raft capsules just aft of the bridge. The firing remained fast and furious with several hits reported on the corvette and another hit knocking the Thales air search radar antenna off the Bayern.
Just as it looked as if the corvette might get away, a round penetrated her after gun and exploded inside the magazine below. The resulting explosion blew the stern completely off the corvette. Turning his attention back to the first corvette, Hufnagel saw them frantically trying to turn the ship�s torpedo tubes outboard to launch. He signaled for them to surrender. Machine gun fire erupted from a spot on the small ship�s stern. With reluctance, Hufnagel ordered his gun to open fire.
Firing from point blank range, the rounds peppered the small corvette�s hull. Smoke and flames seemed to come out of every opening on the ship, yet the machine gun continued. The small ship sank until only the top of its mast was visible above the waters of the bay.
Norfolk, Virginia
Norfolk was quiet. It was 11 pm and the Thanksgiving feast would begin the next day. Despite the orders to keep as many ships as possible at sea, a number were in port, including two carriers. Most sailors had been given liberty and were still in town enjoying the extended holiday. Radar watches for the area were lightly manned and in the defense centers there was an anticipation of a few days off with families. The operators watched their screens, not really anticipating seeing anything. Nothing appeared on their scopes.
The first warning came when the sound of jet engines streaked just 50 feet over Interstate 60 and Fort Wool at the entrance to Hampton Roads. Turning sharply to the left, the missiles centered on the first ship they saw � the carrier USS Dwight D. Eisenhower. The first three missiles struck along her port side, just below the flight deck overhang. Penetrating the hull, the warheads went off just below the hanger deck in the berthing spaces and shops. The fourth missile skimmed the flight deck and struck the island structure, tearing a hole through the center. The explosion sent steel and flames through the other side of the island and hitting USS Nimitz on the other side.
Another four missiles continued further into Hampton Roads before circling back to strike any other carriers in port. With the Nimitz and the Eisenhower at the same pier, they looked like just one ship on the missile radar, not so for USS Iwo Jima, an LHD nearly the size of a carrier, tied up the next pier over. All four missiles struck the ship near the waterline sending up huge gouts of flame and debris. Just back from a deployment, the Iwo Jima was fully loaded. When one of the missiles hit a magazine, the eruption lit the night sky for several miles. Almost immediately, the Iwo Jima began to list to starboard. Within a minute, the ship had turned over on its side. The flames inside the ship continued to consume her. It would take two days for the fires to be extinguished.
Aboard the Eisenhower, crewmen shaken from their racks began rushing to their stations to try and save their ship and shipmates. Flames engulfed the hanger deck from below and teams lit off the fire systems to dispense foam over the flames. But there was only the duty section aboard. The base firefighters arrived quickly and rushed aboard. Compartment by compartment, they made their way, dousing flames and pulling out the bodies of the sailors killed while asleep in their racks. In a few minutes the call went out to the city for more help. In all, fifteen fire stations emptied to kill the fires aboard the great ship. The engineers rushed deep inside to check the engineering plant to make sure the ship�s two nuclear reactors had not been breached. Fortunately, the compartmentalization built into the ship had done its job. Not only were the reactors still safe, the underwater hull had not been damaged. USS Dwight D. Eisenhower would survive.
North Island, California
There was only one carrier docked at Naval Air Station North Island. USS Stennis was in to repair a bearing in the number one engine room. Just a few hours before, USS Ronald Reagan had departed to be at sea in case something happened. Eight missiles streaked past Point Loma and turned toward the Stennis. Two missiles mistakenly struck hangers and warehouses near the ship. One came straight down the bow, skipping across the flight deck before exploding near the fantail. Another missile struck the island just below the bridge. A fifth missile glanced off the angled deck and skipped out into the harbor before exploding 500 yards away. Three other missiles missed the ship altogether, aiming instead at the museum, USS Midway berthed across San Diego bay. The first missile struck dead on the bow, destroying the ship�s secondary conning station, while the other two struck a taller warehouse just across the street.
San Pedro, California
The missiles tracked in from the sea into Los Angeles harbor. They had been programmed to strike the largest ship on the pier � USS Iowa. Five had been fired. Two struck the loading and unloading cranes on the adjacent piers. Three struck the huge Disney cruise ship Dream which had entered port just an hour before and docked just behind the Iowa. There had been over 5,000 people aboard. All missiles struck her starboard side, causing her to list and sink at her moorings. Of the 5,000 aboard, only around 1,000 survived.
USS Texas, Off North Carolina coast
Captain Frank Jacobs was not happy. An attack submarine, like the Texas, needed to roam freely to search for targets, not shepherd a bird farm. Yet, here they were, tied to USS John F. Kennedy, one of the newest carriers, like some wet nurse. His people had identified over twenty possible targets but no one would pull a trigger unless fired upon. So his highly trained crew would sit, listen, and wait.
Holiday routine would be observed today because of Thanksgiving. Already the smell of turkey was circulating through the boat. At least his supply officer had been able to get enough frozen turkeys to feed the crew. He looked in the mirror in his cabin and scratched his chin. �Another day�� he sighed to himself. He had lathered up when the call came over the speakers, �Captain to the control room.�
�What now,� he said to himself. Exiting his cabin, he made his way forward and stepped into the crowded control room. �Okay, OOD, what�s up?�
�Captain, sonar has some strange noises from contact twelve. She bears 083 degrees about 45,000 yards. They say they are hearing some metal on metal sounds,� the OOD said.
Jacobs hit the bitch box. �Sonar, what do you have?� he grumbled.
�Captain, we hear some metal on metal sounds and now I am hearing hull popping noises,� said the sonar watch.
�Where�s the carrier?� Jacobs asked.
�The carrier is 195 degrees, five thousand yards. That puts her on our port quarter, sir,� the OOD reported.
�How long have we been tracking this guy?� Jacobs asked.
�For the past three days, captain.�
Jacobs� brow furled. He didn�t like it. �OOD, sound general quarters. Ready all tubes,� he ordered.
A muted klaxon sounded through the ship and the crew sprang to their general quarters stations. Within three minutes, all stations were manned and ready.
Jacobs had moved to sonar. �Okay, give me your best shot. What is she?� he asked.
�Captain, we already know she is a Russian. The machinery noises make her a nuke plant and definitely not one of ours. The signature is not in our computers, but is very similar to an Oscar. We have the signatures of all of them, but this one is a little different. I might guess that it may be the Tomsk. Remember, she had that accident about a year ago and she went in for repairs. There�s a good chance it changed her signature. That would explain it,� the chief said as he listened on a separate set of headphones.
�She�s a missile boat, isn�t she?� asked Jacobs.
�Yes sir. Cruise missiles,� said the chief. He suddenly jerked up and looked at the operator. �Fuck!� he exclaimed. �Captain, he�s launching missiles!�
�Shit!� Jacobs called out as he left the room. �OOD, make for contact 12. Make your depth 800 feet, speed 20. I�m going to blast his ass all over the ocean,� Jacobs shouted.
USS John F. Kennedy
�Missiles in the air, bearing 080!� came the cry from the combat information center. Immediately the Kennedy went to general quarters and turned away. Outboard, USS Anzio, an older AEGIS cruiser, sprang to life. The door on her launcher opened and an SM-2 erupted out of the launcher toward the incoming missiles. Several more followed.
�How many are incoming?� shouted the Kennedy�s captain.
�Four inbound. There are no ships on the bearing. It must have been a submarine,� the watch officer exclaimed.
�Is the missile launcher ready?� the captain asked.
�Ready, captain. Almost in range.�
The first SM-2 struck its target along with the second. The third SM-2 failed to go off and hit the water while the fourth struck the fourth missile in the line. The third missile adjusted its course toward the carrier and flew on just 100 feet above the water. It roared over the cruiser toward the bigger target beyond.
The Kennedy launched a Sea Sparrow. The smaller missile picked up the enemy missile and struck it just two miles from the carrier, spinning it into the sea where it exploded with a bang.
Aboard the Kennedy, the captain let out a whistle. �Too close. How far away was the launch?� he asked.
�About 25 miles, Captain.�
�Get some ASW assets in the air. Let�s hunt that son of a bitch down,� he said.
Aboard the missile submarine Tomsk
�The carrier is going away at high speed,� reported the ship�s sonar officer.
�Damn! We heard some explosions. Are you sure she isn�t damaged?� the captain asked.
�Does not sound like it at all. Her engine noises have increased.�
�Ready another four missiles. Move us in closer. Do you hear any other ships?�
�Just her escorts. They are following her,� the sonar officer reported.
�Then we must complete the job. Make course for intercepting. Make our speed thirty,� the captain ordered.
�Captain, it will mean we make some noise,� said the sonar officer.
�Our task is to sink that carrier. Since we have heard no other ships but her escorts, we may be safe to take that risk. Give me thirty knots!� he demanded. The submarine increased speed toward the carrier.
Aboard USS Texas
�Bridge, Sonar. I have cavitation noises from target 12. He�s heading our way,� the chief called out.
�How close will he get?� the Captain asked.
There was a snicker over the bitch box. �Almost right on top of us. But at that speed, I guarantee he won�t hear us,� the chief said.
�Must not be too bright. Do we have a solution?� Jacobs asked.
�We have a solution, Captain. It�s long range, but we have a green light,� said the fire controlman.
�Are there any other submarine contacts?�
�None within fifty miles, Captain,� said sonar.
�Then let�s show him the error of his ways. Fire control, match bearings and shoot,� Jacobs ordered.
The Mark 48 ADCAP torpedo swam out of its tube and increased its speed to nearly 50 knots. The Texas fire control team could hear the oncoming submarine through the torpedo�s system via the wire still attached to the ship. The torpedo tracked straight in.
USS John F. Kennedy
A member of the crew saw the explosion as it erupted through the surface of the water and reported it to the bridge. The Captain turned to his OOD. �I hope that was a bad guy,� he said.
Within a few minutes USS Texas reported the target sunk. After a few minutes of deep breaths, the Captain ordered the ship to reduce speed and deploy more ASW assets. The Russians had started a war and the Kennedy would be ready.


Chapter 8 
Picking up the Pieces

The White House
Hammond was in a deep sleep when the Secret Service agent stepped in and woke him. �Admiral, you need to get in uniform and come down to the situation room,� he said.
Somehow Hammond didn�t hesitate or question. He knew something had happened. Grabbing his uniform and quickly getting dressed, he followed the agent down to the bottom floor of the White House into the West wing basement, where the President was sitting in front of a large screen monitor, talking to someone in the Pentagon. He motioned for Hammond to take a seat. The room was already full of the White House military staff.
�What was hit?� he asked.
�Sir, it�s still early, but we are receiving reports from everywhere of our ships being targeted. As of now, the Lincoln has been hit and has settled onto the floor of Naples Bay, the Eisenhower was hit by four missiles and is heavily damaged, the Iwo Jima is sunk, the Stennis is heavily damaged, the Nimitz has light damage, the Vinson was struck by two torpedoes, the Truman was hit by a missile, the Washington was struck in Yokosuka, and the Bush was caught at sea and struck by six missiles. She is sinking,� the watch officer said.
�So they went after our carriers,� the President sighed.
�Not just the carriers. It appears they also targeted our battleship memorials. The New Jersey was hit three times and sustained some damage; the Alabama was hit four times, the Missouri once, the North Carolina was shot at, but the missiles hit the Memorial Bridge crossing the river. Same with the Massachusetts. The missiles fired at the Wisconsin hit the Nauticus museum instead. The Iowa was also shot at, but the missiles struck a Disney cruise liner which had just entered port with over 5,000 passengers. We don�t know how many were killed there,� he reported.
The President sat back in his seat and let out a deep breath. �Okay, get everyone up. I need the Joint Chief�s here in half an hour. Package everything you can and get it over to my people. Put everything at DEFCON One. Keep all the nukes safe and in their bunkers. Let me know if anything new comes in. Thanks for the brief,� he said as the screen shut down.
The President turned to Hammond. �They crossed the Polish border along a 50 mile front. Went right through the defenses and kept going. They are doing the same in Slovakia. You remember that thing you said about shock and awe? Well, they just did it to us. It looks like I have about a quarter of our carriers and Europe is in a tailspin.� He looked at Hammond. �You were right in all respects. Every carrier in port was hit. Those at sea were mostly okay. They even hit the battleships. Now we have to fight with a hand tied behind our backs again,� he sighed.
A phone rang and one of the staff answered it. He then turned to the President. �Sir, a Mr. Brad Freeman is on the line from CBS. He says it�s urgent.�
�Here it comes,� the President said. He picked up the phone and pressed the button. �Yes, Mr. Freeman.�
�It�s coming in from all over. How do you want to play this,� he said.
The President sat up in his seat. A look of determination grew on his face. �Brad, report it. Report it all. It appears the Russian Government has declared war on Europe and the United States. Let people know what happened, and tell them we are not backing down.�
Mayport, Florida
Four missiles had entered the harbor in the small town of Mayport, Florida. Fortunately, since the Eisenhower was currently in Norfolk, there was no carrier in port. The missiles locked in on the largest target they could find in the area. All four struck the Mayport water tower. Immediately the ships in the harbor began to ready themselves for sea. The first out of port was USS Gettysburg, an older AEGIS cruiser. Captain Chuck Flank had rushed from his home in base housing and took charge. With the crew he had, he would take his chances at sea.
General Quarters had already been sounded and the ship was prepared when he dashed across the ship�s brow. The Command Duty Officer was there to meet him. �Captain, the ship is at GQ stations and we have the engines online and ready. We have a little over half the crew aboard. I ordered the officers to prepare to get the ship underway,� the young lieutenant, junior grade reported.
�Good work. Do we have a bridge crew?� the Captain asked as they nearly ran forward.
�Enough to get the job done, Captain. But it will be tough fighting the ship,� the officer said.
�That�s okay. I just want my ship out of danger,� Flank nearly shouted.
When they reached the bridge, there was a Chief Quartermaster at the helm and a First Class Bo�sn�s mate next to him. Two seamen were at the lookout positions and a First Class Quartermaster at the chart. Looking back at the pier, Flank watched as several cars screeched to a halt on the pier only to be abandoned by the drivers as they rushed up the brow.
�It�ll have to do,� said Flank to the people around him. �How do we stand on the electric, water and sewer lines?� he asked.
A young woman wearing a set of sound powered phones responded. �The ship is on internal power and the lines were just pulled to the pier. Sewer line is disconnected and water line is being worked on, sir,� she said.
�Are our people on the pier?� he asked.
�Yes, sir, they�ll come over as soon as the brow gets in. If we need to, one will stay on the pier to remove the lines,� said the officer.
Captain Flank nodded and punched a button on the bitch box. �Engineering, bridge. Are you guys ready to go?� he asked.
To his surprise, the Chief Engineer answered. �Ready in all respects, Captain. Four turbines on line, ready to answer all bells.�
�Good, standby.� Flank punched another button. �Damage Control, Bridge. How are we manned?�
�Captain, we have two full teams ready to go, and a partial to fill in if we need them,� reported the Chief in Damage Control Central.
Another button was pushed. �CIC, Bridge. What�s our status?�
�All systems online and in standby. All weapons stations are manned and ready. We are ready to get underway. We will have to run short staffed, but we can get the job done,� said the assistant CIC officer.
�Very well. Bring the systems online. I don�t know what to expect once we get to sea, but be ready for anything,� Flank ordered.
The ship�s Executive Officer suddenly appeared on the bridge along with several others, including a harbor pilot. He looked at the Captain. �Didn�t think I�d make it. You want me here or in CIC?�
�Go to CIC for now. Let�s get her underway,� Flank said. He turned to the Command Duty Officer. �Lieutenant Justice, you now have the deck and the con. Single up all lines,� he ordered.
Along the deck, several groups of people suddenly began disconnecting the lines that held the ship to the pier until only one line at each station remained. Flank turned to the pilot. �You don�t know how glad I am to have you here,� he said with a grin.
�I kinda thought you might need a little help. I�ll get the tug to tie up aft. Let�s back her around and then take off,� he said.
The pilot barked a few orders over his radio and a tug pulled up alongside the stern of the ship and passed over a line. When all was ready, the last of the mooring lines were cast off and the brow simply shoved over the side so that it would be on the pier. The tug pulled the ship�s stern toward the center of the harbor and the ship began to slowly make her way backward until she had plenty of clearance. Then the tug cast off and swung around to push the bow around. Within minutes, USS Gettysburg was around the corner and into the St. Johns River.
Captain Flank had the ship�s systems turned up full. The AEGIS system was pumping out 6 million watts of power to try and detect any missiles or ships which may be coming towards them. On the bridge, things were tense as the CIC watch began calling out contacts, their bearings, courses and speeds. Most were inbound airliners headed toward Jacksonville International Airport, but each new contact raised the sweat level of the people doing their jobs. The ship had made it into the channel when a gigantic explosion gripped the old ship and lifted the bow out of the water.
Almost immediately the electricity on the bridge went out and she began to settle by the bow. Flank and the rest of the crew were thrown from their feet. The Captain immediately sprang up and looked out over the bow to see that it was no longer lined up with the rest of the ship. �Do we have steering control?� he shouted.
Spinning the wheel and seeing the rudder change, the Chief reported, �Yes, Captain, I have steering control.�
Flank hit the damage control button and shouted. �DC Central, report!�
�Captain, we have reports of flooding all the way back to frame 100. I have guys going out, but it�s not good. Sir, the ship is going down,� came the report.
Flank knew it had to be done, but he nearly wept at the idea he had to do it. �Steer right. Put the ship up against the breakwater,� he said painfully.
Slowly, USS Gettysburg inched right, away from the center of the channel and toward the heavy rocks that formed the breakwater leading out to sea. Within a few minutes there was a great shudder as the bow ground into the rocks. There was a loud groan and a bang as the forward part of the ship snapped and moved to the left. The ship came to a halt.
�All stop,� the Captain ordered. He looked back at the pilot. �Is the stern clear?�
The pilot went to the port bridge wing and looked aft. �Yes, Captain, you�re clear. People can get around you,� he said sadly.
�You better get on that radio and tell the tower not to let anyone come out. Either we were hit by a torpedo or the channel has been mined,� he said. Flank looked around at the faces on the bridge. The shock was reflected in each of them.
Slowly, despite all their efforts, USS Gettyburg settled in the water until her main deck was awash. The engineers restored power to parts of the ship, but the Gettysburg wasn�t going anywhere.
The White House
�Mines too?� the President said in exasperation. �How the hell did they get mines in our harbors?� he asked.
�Mister President, if you recall, we had posed that possibility in our report,� said the CNO. He, along with Hammond, the other Joint Chiefs, National Security Advisor and several cabinet members were sitting around a large table in the situation room. �It�s awfully hard to detect one of their mines until it comes up from the bottom. That�s why we tried to get as many of our ships underway as we could,� he said.
O�Bannon sighed and put his hands on the table. �What a mess,� he sighed. A phone rang and an assistant answered. He turned to the President. �Sir, it is the German Chancellor.�
The President pressed the speaker on the phone, �Chancellor, I believe we have just witnessed the start of World War Three,� he said solemnly.
�Yes, Mister President, I believe this is the case. I have just ordered my army across the border to help. I am also seeing that you have been hit as well,� the Chancellor said.
�Yes, Chancellor, we have taken some serious blows. I am getting updated about it even now. Shall I implement our joint plans now?� the President asked.
�I have been contacted by the Poles, the Dutch, the Slovakians, Czechs and the Belgians. Since I doubt the British would object, I recommend we do.�
The President took a breath. �Very well, I agree. We begin operations immediately. I shall inform the new staffs and we will get things started as soon as possible,� he said. �If I may, I will get some things done here and contact you again later this morning,� he said. �Do you have any news from Slovakia?� he asked.
�President Jenej told me his air forces were nearly wiped out in an early morning raid. It appears they are following the main highways. He dispatched his forces, but he is certain it is hopeless. They are making plans to pull his forces back to the Czech Republic and form a government in exile. I told him I agreed with his decision. There�s just no way to stop them down there. I�m hoping that the combination of both the Slovak and Czech armies, we might be able to stop them at the Czech border,� the Chancellor said.
�I agree. There�s not much they can do. Looks like we have a mess on our hands. Let me check on a few things and call you back,� said O�Bannon.
�Thank you, Mister President. And please relay our support and our sorrow for the losses you have sustained. We shall talk later,� the Chancellor said, ending the conversation.
�The British Prime Minister is holding, Mister President,� said the assistant again.
O�Bannon activated the speaker again. �Mister Prime Minister, I just got off the line with the Chancellor of Germany. He wants us to implement the plans we made. Do you agree?�
�Most certainly. I am sending assets now. When do you think the commander will be on his way? I want to have at least a rudimentary staff up and ready,� said the Prime Minister.
�I�ll have him there within seventy two hours. How bad were you hit?�
�Devonport and Portsmouth were hit but not too badly. Both our carriers, the Queen Elizabeth and the Prince of Wales, were spared. We had them up near Iceland. You might want to check for mines. One of our submarines caught one on the Clyde. I have a feeling where there�s one, there will be many more,� the Prime Minister said.
�I agree. We just lost USS Gettysburg to one in Mayport. Until I can make sure the area is clear, we can�t deploy any more ships. Let me get fully briefed and I will contact you later this morning,� the President said.
�Very good. Between us, we should be able to get some order out of this muck,� he said.
�I will get back with you as soon as I can,� said O�Bannon as he hung up the phone. He turned to the others. �Well, you heard it. We implement Plan Alpha immediately. As the first part of that plan, the allied leaders have all decided on who will be the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe. That individual will be packing his bags and getting over there pronto. There�s a lot to set up and a lot to get going.� He turned to Hammond. �Admiral Hammond, you have been unanimously selected to be that commander. I need you to set up your staff and get over there. I also want you to pass along your recommendations for who your American commanders will be. You will then need to begin making plans on how we will all get through this war. Normally, I would ask you to do something like this, but in this case, it�s an order. I just need it to happen. Do you have any questions?�
Hammond looked like he had been run over by a truck. After a moment he questioned, �Are you sure?�
It was General Black who responded. �Damnit man, of course we�re sure. We don�t need some pasty faced flunky over there, we need someone to command. Hell, even the French recognize this. Roger, you have the trust and confidence of everyone in this room. Just do the best you can and we�ll back you up,� Black expounded.
The CNO almost laughed, �Hell, Roger, I�m sure you caught wind of this by all those interviews. It can�t be that much of a surprise,� he said.
�I know, but I�m an admiral. I know the sea, not large scale battlefields. Surely you can�t��
The President held up his hand. �Roger, put the modesty away. You will have plenty of people hanging around to make sure you don�t make those kinds of mistakes. Just make your plans and get the job done,� he said.
�I think your plan is made anyway,� said Black. �I read over that plan you gave me. I like it. Like it a lot. It�s daring and should scare the bejesus out of the Russians. Yes, there needs to be a little polish and some more details, but you have my vote. It goes along with what the President wants and should take the heat off the Eastern Front. Why not go with it?� Black said.
The President looked over at him. �You already have a plan?�
Hammond gave a slight chuckle. �You know I didn�t write that plan. One of my officers did.�
Black looked puzzled. �Just one officer? I thought you had a staff working on it.�
Hammond shook his head. �No, I challenged a young man to come up with something as an exercise. Little did I know he would produce the kind of document you read. I have shared it around a little and so far, everyone likes it.�
�Who the hell wrote it then?� Black asked.
Hammond grinned, �My Flag Lieutenant, Lieutenant Rod Jeffers.�
The President grinned. �You have a copy of this thing? I want to read it.�
American Airlines Flight 1204
It had been a routine flight. The takeoff from JFK International had been normal, and the people in the cabin were dozing in their seats on the flight from New York to Heathrow in London. The pilot kept his eyes on the dials and gages, but the plane was on autopilot and everything was smooth. Suddenly there was a crackle on the frequency of 121.5 MHz, the International Air Distress frequency. �Civilian airliner on my right, this is Russian Naval fighter. You are requested to turn around and return to your departure point. If you continue on your course, you will force us to shoot you down. Do you understand, over.�
The pilot sat forward in his seat and looked over at the copilot. Both had a questioning look on their face. He then turned and looked out the cockpit window. There, on the left side of the airliner were the flashing lights illuminating a fighter jet aircraft. �He must be joking,� the pilot said.
�Civilian airliner on my right, this is Russian Navy fighter. I say again, you are requested to turn around and return to your departure point. If you continue on your course, you will force us to shoot you down. Do you understand, over,� said the voice again.
The pilot picked up the microphone. �Russian fighter, this is American Airlines flight 1204 bound for Heathrow. You haven�t the authority to force us back, over.�
�American Airlines, the government of Russia is now at war with the United States and the European nations. We will allow no further flights. Either you turn around or I will consider you hostile and will shoot you down. You have one minute to comply,� came the reply.
The pilot watched as the jet pulled back and then took up a position toward the rear of the aircraft. Looking around, two more planes had joined him. The pilot looked at his copilot. �He means it. We are not yet at the point of no return. I think we should turn back,� he said.
�I agree,� said the copilot.
�Russian fighter, we will comply,� the pilot said in the radio. �I am turning left.�
The Boeing 747 banked to the left and turned back toward New York.
In the Russian fighter, Viktor Yuelov let out a slow breath. Shooting down an airliner was not something he wanted to do. This had been the first intercept. There were five more behind them that he would have to confront. He hoped they would be just as cooperative.
The White House
�Sir, we have reports of airliners being turned back to the United States by Russian fighters about half way to Great Britain,� said a young Marine.
�Mid-ocean? How could they get fighters that far out?� questioned General Foote of the Air Force.
�They had their carriers underway,� said the CNO. �It may be they are setting up a line of ships and daring anyone to cross it.�
�Damn it! Is there not any way to stop this? We are about to bleed to death here,� the President expounded. �I need to get hold of this situation so that we can do something constructive.�
�We can,� said Hammond. �I would recommend we do what that threat summary of ours said we might do. Get word to our submarines to commence unrestricted submarine warfare against the Russians. Ship or sub, if it gets within range, sink it,� he said with authority.
�Do we have enough to do the job?� the president asked.
�Mister President, we currently have thirty seven of our submarines at sea. They can get things started. I am ordering our SEALS and our Mine Countermeasures units to clear all the channels. Within two days I should have enough to at least take care of that line in the sand, as you call it. Then everything that floats will get loaded and ready. That way, once we do get some things going, it can be at short notice,� the CNO said confidently.
�I have already ordered our reserve units activated,� said the Army Chief of Staff. �Once I get them trained and set up, we can move anywhere you need as long as I have transport.�
�Same here,� said Foote. �We�ll be ready. We just need to know where to go.�
The Marine Commandant chuckled. �You already know the answer from the Corps,� he grinned. Black gave him a wink.
�What shall we do about our carriers?� asked the President.
�That�s a big problem,� said the CNO. �I�m going to need to talk to some people about that. Some damage might be easier to fix than others. I need more info.�
�We have more than you think,� said Hammond at the other end of the table.
�How�s that? You planning on bringing back some older equipment again?� asked the Chief of Staff.
�Not this time. We have all these LHAs and LHDs with flat decks. True, they can�t hold all the same aircraft as a carrier, but load them full of F-35 Lightnings and they can sure mess up somebody�s day,� he said.
The CNO nodded. �He�s right. They can act as fighters and carry munitions. The Lightnings can operate anywhere a Harrier could. Those ships could do the trick.�
�How many planes could we get aboard,� Hammond asked.
�Probably around fifty if we do it right,� the CNO said. He turned back to the President. �With your okay, I�ll start that process too,� he said.
�Make it so,� the President said. He looked around the room. �Gentlemen, we have a lot to find out in a short period of time. Let�s get all our facts and figures together and meet for a working lunch. In the meantime, you have approval to do what we talked about. Admiral, get those submarines active and clear the harbors for the rest of the fleet. The rest of you get ready. We need to start something on short notice.�
�Mister President, as the Supreme Commander, I have a request,� said Hammond sitting up in his seat. The rest of the room got quiet. �Sir, I want to implement at least a little part of the plan General Black referred to. I need to get cruise missiles lined up to do what you, yourself recommended. I want to take down the infrastructure of Russia. I want to target their oil and electricity industry to put as many people as I can in the cold and dark. It may not blunt their attacks, but it will sure as hell get their attention.�
The President looked at Hammond and smiled. �Who am I to refuse the Supreme Allied Commander in Europe?�
USS Texas
Like every submarine commander in the fleet, when the ELF receiver went off, they almost jumped. It took over a minute, but now Captain Jacobs was staring at the message. So it finally happened, he thought to himself. Oh well, so much the better. Texas had already sunk one submarine, what would a few more be? He reached for the microphone for the general announcing system.
�All hands, this is the Captain. Well, it happened. It looks like World War Three has begun. The President has ordered unrestricted submarine warfare on all Russian targets. As of now, we go to port and starboard watches. I want fish in the tubes at all times, and I don�t want a single bit of noise to leave this ship. USS Texas is at war. So let�s forget any troubles we may have had. Now we are going to take the fight to our enemies. That is our only purpose. We will set the watch in ten minutes,� he said as he placed the microphone back in its cradle.
He turned to the bitch box. �Sonar, you have all the allied sounds?� he asked.
�Aye, Captain. We were updated before we left port, as usual. We�ll be able to tell friend from foe,� the Chief replied.
�Good. Let�s just hope our allies will be able to do the same. Now where is the closest Russian?�
�Poss sub bearing 057 at a range of about fifty miles. But Captain, we are hearing several of them. They may be waiting for the carrier,� the Chief said.
�I�m coming in,� Jacobs said. He rounded the corner and entered the cramped sonar space. There was not much room with all the electronic equipment, but there was already an intensity you could cut with a knife. He made his way to a small chart table. The Chief was already hovered over it. �Show me,� Jacobs said.
Chief Cooper pointed to a line of five contacts. They appeared to be waiting along the direct course of the task group. �Not good, Captain,� Cooper said.
Jacobs scratched his head. �Yea, not good. Get their position to the OOD. I�m going to go to periscope depth and send a flash satellite message to the carrier. If they change course and these guys do too, then we know what�s up and we�ll go after them. Maybe we can set a few of those helos out there to work them over a bit too. If they think the helicopters are all we have, then we can sneak in and rip �em a new one. Set it up quick, Chief,� Jacobs ordered.
Within ten minutes, USS Texas came to periscope depth and raised its satellite antenna. The message went out in less than a second. A reply came just a minute later and the carrier task group turned to the left. In sonar, Cooper watched as the line began to move in concert with the task group. The sonar operators began hearing increased engine noises from the direction of the contacts. Now they knew where the enemy was. To Jacobs, that was just too damn bad.
Frankfurt, Germany
�Okay, everybody up. Hit the floor, we are in a shooting war and need to be three hundred miles from here by tomorrow morning. Everybody up!� Master Sergeant Ricks screamed as he flung open the door to the barracks-style temporary accommodations and flipped on the overhead lights. Most of the men in the room simply moaned until Ricks repeated his order. Then they slowly began to respond.
�What do you mean war, Sergeant Major?� asked one of the men.
Ricks scowled at the man. �I mean just that. The Russkies just invaded Poland a few minutes ago. They are crashing across the border even as you take your sweet time. So, it looks like we just made it in time.� Ricks turned to the rest. �Now everybody pack your stuff and be outside ready to roll in ten minutes. I have busses waiting,� he yelled.
Ricks turned and walked outside the barracks in time to see the first of the school busses pull up in front of the door. This was the last of the group he had to get up. Some of the earlier ones were even now stumbling out of their barracks into the early morning light. More busses rolled in. These would be the transportation to the train station where a train was being loaded out with all the gear they had brought over. That train would take them to Poland, if the Russians hadn�t gone through it first.
Ricks took in a deep breath of air. There had been a change in plans. At first he had been told he would be staying home, then orders had come down to send him along so that he could see how things worked first-hand, then take back the lessons for training down the road. He had been surprised that Su Lynn had not strongly objected. She mentioned how his buddy, Paul Huffham, had told her what to expect, and she had resigned herself to it. She and the boys had gone with him to the airport. They had all been waiving when the plane taxied away. The worst part for Ricks was the knowledge that Su Lynn was pregnant again. The idea that she might have the baby alone didn�t make him feel any better. His sons, the twins, were excited. Yes, they were sorry to see him leave for a long time, but they knew Daddy always brought neat things back whenever he left. They were fine now and growing up to be very good young men.
Ricks� thoughts were interrupted by a car pulling up. A Lieutenant Colonel jumped out and came over. Both men saluted.
�You must be Master Sergeant Ricks. I�m Sanders, your new CO,� he said extending his hand. �Sorry we didn�t have the time to say hello before all this, but looks like we�re going to have to do this on the fly. Is everybody ready?� he asked.
�Yes, sir, the busses are almost all here and the people should be out in about five minutes. I understand the equipment is already on the way,� Ricks said while shaking the Colonel�s hand.
�Yep. Didn�t even take it out of those shipping containers. They�re being put on rail cars on the same train. We�re going to a place called Lodz. We�re to set up and be ready by 0300 day after tomorrow. By the look at the Russian advance, they may be within striking distance by then. We�ll get briefed on the train after we leave. You all set?� the Colonel asked.
�Yes, sir. I pack light. You going with us?�
The Colonel grinned. �Yes, we all go together. Once we get rolling, come on up and we�ll get better acquainted. A friend of ours, Colonel Peterson, told me to just point and say go. But I kind of like to go along. If nothing else, I�ll be able to tell if he was lying to me about you,� the Colonel joked.
Ricks� face broke into a wide grin. �I do like an officer who doesn�t mind getting dirty with the troops. I�ll get these guys to the station as quick as I can,� he said as he saluted.
The Colonel returned the salute as he turned back toward the car. �I�ll see you on the train,� he said as he shut the door. The car pulled off and headed away.
Ricks turned and watched as the sergeants got all the people in line. Then with a grunt, they began loading the busses. This was going to be a long day. He just hoped that Lodz was still in Polish hands when they got there.
Warsaw, Poland
�Are all our assets in place?� asked Hammond via the satellite link. The room was filled with military men in a variety of uniforms.
�They are,� said General Pol. �Everything kicks off when they cross beyond Radom. The exact time will be up to you. When do you think you can get here?� he asked.
On the screen Hammond threw up his hands. �I�m doing my best. You know about the air blockade. I am told that they are going to put me on a special aircraft in about two hours. If I don�t make it, you�ll need to jump off when you see fit. There�s something else we are going to add to the event. There will be a coordinated missile attack from some of our units and I am hoping that a few plane loads of men and equipment made it to Frankfurt. If so, I am trying to get them set up to add a little more to the equation. But no matter what, initiate Plan Alpha and try to stop this advance. Any ideas yet on troop and tank numbers?�
General Dortmund walked up beside Pol. He was carrying some papers in his hand. �It appears there have been ten divisions on men and tanks so far. They are crossing almost unopposed. As per the plan, we are using artillery to slow them down and inflict what casualties we can, but their air force is eating us up. The initial air battle was a stalemate. They lost over thirty aircraft and we lost about the same. So the air over Poland is not secure,� Dortmund said.
Hammond nodded. �It�s like we suspected. My friends, we are going to lose a lot of ground before we can stop this. Then it�s going to take time to gain it back. We have a long, hard job to do.� He glanced at someone off camera and nodded. �Gentlemen, my plane is ready. With luck, I�ll see you in a little over two hours. Maybe then we�ll have some more answers,� he said before the signal was terminated.
Pol looked over at Dortmund. �Did he say two hours?�
Dortmund nodded and grinned. �Yes, and if I know the Americans, you better have a car waiting. He will be on time.�
Krakow, Poland
The air raid sirens hadn�t been used in a decade. But when the radar screens showed flights of planes coming over the border and toward Krakow, the operators turned the switch and hoped for the best. Amazingly enough, the wail of the sirens began echoing through the city. The young people had no idea what it meant, but the older ones knew very well and began urging everyone into the subways and basements. Within ten minutes the Russian aircraft were bombing targets around the city. The air force base was turned into a pyre. Every aircraft on the ground had been hit and the runways were useless. Hangers and other buildings were burning fiercely. Fortunately, nearly every available aircraft had time to get into the air. The resulting air confrontation had netted a few more Russian planes down with the loss of four fighters. The rest of the serviceable aircraft had now retreated back into Germany.
In the cellar of their building, The Kursovs and Polskis sat under the small bare bulbs that dimly lit the cellar. They could feel the bombs exploding just five miles away through their feet and legs more than by sound. A few had gone off closer, causing dust to settle down on them from the floor above. No one spoke much.
Petyr sat beside Freda in a corner on some old sacks of salt. He held her hand. Each successive explosion caused her to squeeze his hand tightly. Looking around the room, Petyr could tell everyone was frightened. Petyr�s father sat with his head down, staring at the floor, while Mr. Polski was keeping his eyes on the people in the room and smiling when they made eye contact. That reassuring smile helped a lot. He especially smiled when he looked at Petyr and Freda.
After one closer explosion, Freda looked up at Petyr. �Do you think it will end soon?� she asked.
�I don�t know. We�ll just have to wait and see,� he said as he placed his arm around her shoulders and pulled her tight.
More explosions followed, getting closer to where they were. Suddenly a huge bang occurred, throwing everyone from their seats and onto the floor. Dust rained down, filling the air in the small space. Petyr had instinctively thrown himself over Freda to protect her from whatever might come. After a few minutes the explosions stopped and the ground quit shaking.
�Is everyone alright?� asked Mr. Polski.
Slowly, everyone responded. They got back up and took their seats again, brushing the dust from their clothing. The lights had gone out. Now, only a sliver of light from the door of the cellar gave any illumination to the room. Two minutes later, the air raid sirens came on again.
Mr. Polski got up and began dusting himself off again. �It�s over. Let�s go up and see what is left,� he said.
Going up the stairs, he eased the cellar door open. The rooms above were intact. Slowly, everyone made their way through the shop. The glass on the front windows had shattered. It was everywhere. Some of the merchandize had been knocked over, but everything else seemed unharmed. Looking out the window, the building across the street, a small electronics firm, had been hit. Bricks and debris lay scattered around the street and a fire was sending smoke high above them. As they watched, the city�s firefighting service dashed around the corner and began setting up to battle the blaze. They saw a woman crawl out of one opening onto the sidewalk. Her clothes were smoldering and she looked almost burned to a crisp.
Freda turned and placed her face into Petyr�s shoulder. Petyr turned to Mr. Polski. �Are we safe here?� he asked.
Polski gave a sigh. �About as safe as anywhere else. Children, we are now in the middle of a war. From now on, we watch out for each other and help each other as much as we can. Somehow, I don�t think there will be school for a while, so let�s just stay here and get things cleaned up. If it gets too bad, we can all go to our house outside town,� he said.
Petyr�s mother walked up with some brooms and handed them out. �Take these,� she demanded. �We need to keep busy. Clear up all this glass so that no one gets hurt. Papa,� she said turning to Mr. Kursov, �you try and find something to cover the windows. People will need our help, so let�s keep the shop open as best we can,� she said.
Everyone got busy. Within thirty minutes, the lights came back on, but already people were coming in to purchase bandages, drugs and supplies. By nightfall, there wasn�t much left to sell.
In the air over the Atlantic
Hammond had never experienced anything like it before. He was sitting in a tight compartment with just two small windows looking to each side. Making it more interesting was the space suit he was wearing. Arriving at the airport, he was escorted to a small room where handlers took his bags and squeezed him onto the suit. He was attached to an air conditioning unit. Then he was whisked out of the building and around a corner where the SR-71 was waiting. The NASA aircraft was the last one flying.
Climbing the small ladder to get aboard, the men almost literally had to shoehorn him into the small compartment behind the pilot. In a few minutes, the engines started and the plane taxied to the end of the runway. Suddenly Hammond almost couldn�t breathe. The acceleration was phenomenal as the long, sleek Blackbird rocketed into the sky. Once airborne, the plane almost climbed straight up.
�You okay back there?� the pilot asked.
�I think my internal organs are still on the runway,� Hammond said.
There was a laugh from the pilot. �I usually don�t do it that fast, but we are on a tight schedule. In thirty minutes we tanker and fill up. Then we tanker again over the Azores. In between, we will be at Mach 3 at a little over 80,000 feet. They figure at that height and speed we are pretty safe. But just in case, I�m watching the threat warning system. If anything comes after us, I still have a few tricks,� he said calmly. �You can see the instruments back there, so just enjoy the flight.�
�I place myself in your capable hands,� Hammond said. He began looking around and saw the airspeed dial. It was already at Mach 2.
Powell, Tennessee
The smell of frying bacon and hot coffee woke Rod Jeffers from his sound sleep. Coming home had been wonderful. For the last three days he had met up with several of his old friends and had become reacquainted with his family. Today being Thanksgiving, he anticipated a long feast with his extended family, stuffing himself with his Mom�s roasted turkey, rice and gravy, some squash casserole, sweet potato casserole, green beans, dressing and cranberry salad. The faint smell of fresh yeast rolls was in the air along with the bacon. He lay in his bed and savored the smells.
The telephone rang, interrupting his thoughts. In a moment, his father called up for him to pick up the line. Jeffers got up and threw on a robe. He padded, barefoot, down the hall into the kitchen and grabbed the handset.
�Lieutenant Jeffers, I hate to do this, but your leave has been cancelled. You need to get back in here right away,� said Captain Clarity on the other end of the line.
Jeffers looked puzzled. �What�s going on, Captain?� he asked.
�Rod, you need to turn on the news. That�ll explain it. Just get back here pronto,� he said.
�On my way, sir,� said Jeffers before hanging up the phone. He looked at his mother. �We need to turn on the TV,� he said.
Walking into the den, he switched on the wall mounted set and turned it on one of the network stations. Immediately he saw a burning aircraft carrier and one other ship. The announcer described many other such tragedies across the United States and around the world. More images came in showing a carrier sunk up to the hanger deck and listing, another with close ups of huge holes and jagged metal. Finally some images of men being pulled out of the wreckage on stretchers.
�Dear God,� cried his mother in anguish. �Who did this?�
Jeffers stood for a second unable to move from the screen. �The Russians. We knew they might do something, but not this bad,� he said. He then turned to his parents. �I gotta go,� he said.
Despite the protests from his mother, Jeffers quickly took a shower and packed his bags again. Donning his uniform, he kissed his mother and shook his father�s hand before throwing his bags into the back seat of the Rolls and backing out of the drive. It would take hours to get back to Washington, but this time he wouldn�t quite obey the speed limit.
Washington DC
The Oval Office had finally cleared out except for the National Security Advisor, the CIA Director and the Deputy Director for Intelligence. This meeting was not something that could be shared with others.
�Okay Bill, what kinds of assets do we have in Russia?� the President asked calmly.
Bill Harmon, his recently appointed CIA chief calmly addressed his President. �We have ground assets in a number of cities, but if you are asking if we saw this coming, the answer is no,� he said, obviously covering his backsides. The President saw a strange look on the DDI�s face, but let it go for now. Harmon had been a pain ever since he had appointed him as an appeasement for several Congressmen and Senators to pass some legislation. Harmon was from the opposing party, but having a bi-partisan cabinet had not been a bad idea.
�I ask, because I may need to use some of those assets in the coming days. We have some ideas to upset their population and we need to see if this is feasible,� the President said.
�I�m sorry, but I must protect our assets at any costs. Using them for your ideas is not something I would want to do,� said Harmon.
The President�s brow furrowed. �Mr. Harmon, in case you haven�t heard, we are in a shooting war. It is going to be our job to use whatever assets we have to get this war over with. Now I am not talking about throwing away people, but I am interested in what we have and how we can use them to our benefit.�
Harmon remained calm. �Possibly. There are a few assets we can use for special projects. A larger number are simply people who are somehow disenfranchised with their government. Using them for the wrong reasons may backfire,� he said.
The President nodded. �I understand about that. But I need you to get some things ready to gather additional information on how the population feels about things going on � any unrest or dissention. Bad things happening, that sort of thing. Then I need to know how effectively we can plant additional ideas or seeds of unrest. A part of this effort will be a propaganda war of sorts. I need you to see what you can come up with and how we can make these kinds of things happen,� he directed.
Harmon nodded. �I�ll see what we can do,� he said.
�Good. Now tell me what the status of Eyeball is,� the President said.
�Eyeball is up and now running,� said Harmon. �We are starting to look at where the battlefields are and other places. Of course, we are keeping this way under cover,� he said.
�Can the system tie into the military data systems? The way we initially planned it, local commanders could tie in and use it for battle planning and tactics,� said the president.
�No sir, we can�t use the system for anything like that. It�s too secret,� said Harmon.
�Look, right now I need to win a war. If this thing can help us do that, then we need to use it. We can make sure that security is upheld.�
Harmon shook his head. �I can�t let that happen. This is the biggest achievement in intelligence gathering that has ever been produced. I�m not going to let some army private get his hands on this. It would be in the public within minutes. I�ll even give you an example. If we had given a warning to our people, the Russians would have seen how they reacted and would know, or at least guess what our capabilities are. I can�t let that happen,� he almost shouted.
The Deputy Director looked at the man in anger. �Do you mean you didn�t give the warning?� he demanded.
A look of surprise came over the President�s face. �Wait a minute,� said the President. �You knew?�
The DDI didn�t take his eyes off Harmon. �Mister President, I was there with the Director. We saw those missiles as soon as they launched. That was at least ten minutes before they struck!� He pointed angrily at Harmon. �This man left the room to supposedly call in the warning.� He glared at Harmon. �You murdering bastard.�
�You knew and didn�t let me or anyone else know? If you didn�t call me, who did you call?�
�Sir, it�s exactly as I said before. We can�t let anyone know we have this. You don�t have the authority to tell me how to use this tool,� shouted Harmon. �That belongs with the Congress!�
�I don�t have the authority?� The President turned to the Secret Service agent in the room. �Frank, did you hear all this?�
The agent nodded. �Yes, Mister President.�
�Then I order you to place this man under arrest. The charge is aiding and abetting an enemy of the United States. It may increase to treason. If nothing else, I hold him responsible for at least some of the lives lost today,� the President said.
The agent turned to Harmon. �Come with me, sir.�
�You stupid idiot. You can�t do this to me!� shouted Harmon as he lunged toward the President.
The agent quickly grabbed Harmon and threw him to the floor, twisting his hands behind his back while calling for backup. Within moments, the room was filled with agents. �Mister Harmon, you are under arrest for willfully aiding and abetting an enemy of the United States. You are also charged with assault on the President of the United States. You have the right to remain silent�� the agent began. When he finished, the Secret Service stood Harmon up.
The President moved forward. �First of all, Mister Harmon. You were a cabinet member and report to me. We, you and I, report to the Congress. You do so as directed by me, not by them. But that makes no difference. You are now fired. Try and see if the Congress can get you out of that one,� he said. He turned to the agents. �Hold him outside until I do a few things. I�m going to call the FBI and turn this over to them. Now get him out of my sight,� he said calming down.
The President turned to the DDI, �Josh, can you do what I asked him to do?�
The Deputy Director, Josh Mayfield, looked squarely at the President. �Not only can I, but I can make sure things happen that will make you very happy. First, let�s get the Joint Chiefs over to Langley to see this thing, then let�s get it linked to the Armed Forces data system. We can�t let it out to the lower levels, it�s just not that versatile yet, but we can make sure the theater commanders have it. The rest can see the data on their screens and act accordingly. As far as the Russian assets, I think we can sit down and work a lot out to get what you need done and still keep our people safe.� He looked hard at the President. �I�m not Mr. Harmon, sir. I know who I work for. We can get it done,� he said with a smile.
The President shook his hand. �Then you have the job. I take it the two of you clashed before.�
�I�m not a guy who goes behind my boss� back, but yes, we had our differences.�
�Fair enough. This was my mistake, and I�m sorry. In this case, I let politics overrule my good judgment. We�ve worked together before. Let�s build a team again,� the President said.
�My pleasure. Now let me get back and get a few things going. By tomorrow, we should be able to sit down and discuss what you want done in Russia,� Mayfield said.
After Mayfield left the room, the President picked up his phone and hit one of the speed dial numbers. A minute later he was talking to the Director of the FBI. �Harry, I want you to get someone over there and search the logs and everything in the man�s desk. I need to know who he called. Since it wasn�t me, who else was a part of this mess? I�m not sure what we should do as yet, but at least let me know what could be done,� he said.
After the conversation ended, the president sat back in his chair. The bickering between the parties had been getting worse for the last twenty five years. Whoever was in power never got support from the other side. It seemed as if nothing could ever get done unless there was overwhelming public support. Even then, the behind the scenes bickering meant the wording took ages to complete. Now, someone in Congress was manipulating his cabinet in a way that could irreparably harm the government as a whole. Somehow, he now had to conduct a war and try and fix this problem at the same time. The hardest part was doing it in a way to bring people together instead of driving them apart. He glanced at his watch. It was only 8:30 in the morning. He closed his eyes and sighed.
USS Texas
The Texas had spent much of the morning positioning herself to take on the four other submarines stalking the carrier. Slowly, she had made her way to within eight thousand yards of the first target. There was no longer any doubt they were Russian. The sounds coming in had been digested by the sonar computer which identified each one as a known submarine which had been tracked in the past. Captain Flank had positioned his ship so that any sound he might make would be masked by another enemy submarine forming the barrier line. That meant going between all of them and being at relatively close range. He wasn�t too worried about it. The Virginia Class were even quieter than the older Los Angeles class attack submarines. His tubes had been opened long before and each had a Mark 48 ADCAP waiting in the tube.
Flank was going to try something different. The Mk-48 could be set to travel at very low speed for a period before speeding up and attacking its target. Even better, each torpedo could be controlled via a small fiber optic cable nearly the entire way to the target.
�Range to nearest target?� Flank asked.
�Sixty one fifty yards, Captain.�
�Range to furthest?�
�Ten thousand four hundred yards, Captain.�
�Is there a solution for all four?�
�Almost, Captain. One more minute on this course should do it.� It was the voice of Chief Cooper.
�Very well.� Flank turned to his XO. �If this doesn�t work, we�ll be up to our ass in alligators,� he said.
�No guts, no glory. I figure the confusion alone will guarantee our safety. They�ll probably think one of their own shot at them. But if we set them right, all we�ll have to do is get out of the way,� the XO said.
Flank nodded. He turned to the watch officer. �On my order, take the ship as deep as she�ll go. Do not go to flank speed. I want no cavitation at all. Let them just run into each other,� he said.
�Aye, Captain, we�re ready,� said the Lieutenant.
Although the air conditioning system worked well, the men in the small compartments were sweating from the tense strain of the past few hours. They hadn�t known it, but Texas had fired the first shot of the war. Now it was getting ready to do it again.
�All targets within range, Captain,� said Cooper over the box.
�Okay, gentlemen, we do this as planned. On my countdown, three, two, one, fire as planned.�
The first torpedo swam out of the tube slowly, then turned to the right and moved away. Ten seconds later another torpedo left the tubes. This one turned left. Ten seconds later another left, turning right, then the final one turning left. Fanning out toward their targets, the torpedoes moved away at an oblique angle until each torpedo was nearly at a ninety degree angle from its target. Then, on orders from the fire controlmen in the Texas, all the fish turned directly toward their target and increased speed to maximum.
Suddenly all four of the Russian submarines increased speed, putting extreme levels of noise in the water. As expected, the noise masked Texas as she sped up and dove away. One by one, the torpedoes acquired the targets on their own. Once done, the fire controlmen cut the cable and let the torpedoes run.
Aboard the Russian submarines panic set in. Suddenly their own sonar operators reported torpedoes inbound. Following their tactics, the submarine commanders quickly turned away from the fish and rang up flank speed. They began turning back and forth to try and confuse the torpedoes, but the Mk-48 could care less. With their over 20 knot speed advantage, they simply followed the noise until they hit.
Four explosions were heard within a minute of each other through the hull of the Texas. By then, the ship was well away, listening for additional noises. Chief Cooper had a set of headphones on listening to make sure they were kills. One of the operators turned and looked at him with a funny face. �What�s that sound, Chief? Never heard that one before,� he said.
Chief Cooper could hear the sounds of bubbles and the tearing of metal. There was a moaning sound and after a minute another explosion. The same sounds came from three other bearings. �Those are the sounds of a ship dying, son,� the Chief said. �You hear what sounded like sharp bangs? That was the crew trying to stop the water. The final explosion and all the bubbles was the ship reaching crush depth. At least it didn�t last long,� he said. There was a sadness in the Chief�s voice. Then he snapped back to the task at hand. �Now make your scans and make sure there aren�t any more around here. I don�t want to have to go through what they just did,� he growled.
Washington, DC
The change around Washington was electric. Military vehicles were now everywhere. There was double security around the military facilities, including the Washington Navy Yard, where Jeffers had his BOQ room. After driving for ten hours with only a stop for food, Jeffers was dog tired. Several times he was slowed down on the interstate for accidents and once where the Highway Patrol was checking IDs. As a result, it was well after six in the evening when he got back to his room. He threw his luggage on the bed and went straight back out to go into the office.
Driving down I-695, he crossed the Potomac and quickly changed his mind. The entrances and exits to the Pentagon were snarled with traffic. Opening his cell phone, he called in, only to be told to come in first thing in the morning. Resigning his fate, Jeffers turned the Rolls off the main road and circled back. Exiting on South Capitol Street, he pulled into a fast food place and settled for a quick meal. The drive through was relatively quick and soon he was back in his BOQ room. Jeffers sat down at the small table in his kitchenette and turned on the television.
The situation had gotten worse. The Russians were now deep into Poland and both the Poles and the Germans were having a very difficult time. Much of the coverage centered around the usual military analysts and pundits who had an opinion on everything, and were usually wrong. Much time was spent going into detail of the Navy losses. It soon became obvious that the Navy had lost much of its carrier force. The dead numbered in the thousands. The only good piece of news was a story about a German commander who had a running sea battle with two Russian ships that had damaged one of the carriers. Jeffers chuckled at the thought of what he had done, and wished he could have been there to see it.
The news didn�t make his meal taste any better. Finishing it off, Jeffers suddenly felt extremely tired. But before he called it a night, he dialed Hammond�s number to see what he needed to be ready for in the morning. He was surprised when the phone went to voicemail. Then he thought about the card he had with a telephone number few had. No, he would not bother the man now. He knew the President would be extremely busy. Instead, he removed his clothing and lay back on his bed. Within a minute he was deep asleep.
The next morning Jeffers woke early. Returning to his regular schedule, he was out and in his office by 5 am. He was busy preparing things for the morning when he found out that Admiral Hammond was no longer there. Captain Clarity explained what had happened and told him just to sit tight at his desk until they figured out how to get him to Europe.
Two hours later, Rear Admiral Chris Hustvedt went in to see the CNO. Jeffers was startled, when he was then summoned to join them. Straightening his uniform, Jeffers entered the CNO�s inner office.
�Come in, Lieutenant Jeffers,� said the Admiral Johnson. �I believe you already know Admiral Hustvedt.�
�Yes, sir,� said Jeffers shaking his hand.
�Have a seat.� The three men sat down and the CNO led off. �Rod, I am going to reassign you to be on Admiral Hustvedt�s staff. I�m sure you are aware that Admiral Hammond is now in Europe. We talked it over and decided this would be the best thing for you,� the CNO said.
Jeffers got a disappointed look on his face. He had obviously wanted to remain with Hammond. �I understand, sir. May I ask why the change?�
The CNO smiled and reached behind his desk. He produced a thick three ring binder, filled with paper, with additional sheets stuck in various places throughout the document. Jeffers instantly recognized it as his plan. The CNO placed it on his desk.
�There�s actually a very good reason,� said Hustvedt. �The man who authored the invasion of Russia should be there to see his work implemented,� he said.
Jeffers� eyes widened. He opened his mouth to say something, but couldn�t. His eyes darted between the two men in the room. �Yes, Rod, Admiral Hammond showed us your work. Quite frankly, I have never seen such a plan in all my years in service. We have shared it around Washington and with the military leaders in Europe. These additional pages you see are their notes and suggestions. I hope you noticed that there aren�t that many. Of all the plans available from years of thoughts and ideas for such an event, yours was the one which stood out. And that�s why Roger wanted you to go with Admiral Hustvedt. He will be in command of the Black Sea invasion. You are going to be with him, kind of like a ringside seat,� the CNO said warmly.
�Our job is to take this plan and flesh it out a bit. Go over it in fine detail and gather the resources you said we might need to get the job done,� said Hustvedt from the seat beside him. �We have just one month to smooth this thing out, promulgate it and gather the people and materials we need to make it happen. You ready to take this on with me?� he asked.
Jeffers still looked stunned, but he nodded and said, �Yes sir, I�d be glad to.�
Hustvedt slapped him on the arm. �Good. Now gather your things from your desk and move them down the hall. I have a team standing by to get started. The first meeting is at ten,� he said as he stood. Looking at the CNO, he said, �Thanks Perry.� Then left the room.
The CNO turned to Jeffers. �Rod, I know you wanted to stay with Roger, but he said he had promised to make sure he did nothing to harm your career. This will be considered combat duty. It�s a big job and quite frankly, having seen how you work, I can�t think of anyone better to do it. I�m relying on you and Admiral Hustvedt to get the job done. If this fails, a lot more of us may need to take Russian lessons from you,� he said. He extended his hand. �Good luck.�
Jeffers left the office and quickly gathered the few things he had in his desk, including notes and several flash drives he had in a safe. Saying goodbye to Clarity, he left the office and walked back to the �C� Ring where Hustvedt�s office was. There, he found that not only did he have a desk, but a small office as well. Placing his items on the desk he looked around and took a deep breath. Might as well get started, he thought.
Lodz, Poland
It had been a monumental effort. Moving a thousand men and all their gear several hundred miles and getting it set up within a little over a day had exhausted everyone. But as Master Sergeant Dale Ricks looked around, it appeared to be ready. Because of the fighting, a school had been made available. Now, inside a large gym, was a large electronic command post. Tables were lined up parallel to each other along the gym floor with what looked like gaming consoles side by side along the length of the rows. Wires had been strung along each table to connect the consoles to a master unit and to provide communications via headset for each operator. On several large screens was a digital display of the battle area outlining where units were, both enemy and friendly. Ricks was one of the few who knew that the information was coming from a KH-14 satellite thousands of miles away. It was rude and crude, but he hoped everything would work as planned.
A set of doors opened and the first of the operators began entering the darkened room. Letters and numbers posted at various positions in the room indicated where each unit would be. The men and women began working their way across the rows and gathering in their area. Most looked a little nervous.
Ricks glanced at his watch. It was 0330. It wouldn�t be long now and they would see if this would work. Colonel Sanders walked up next to him.
�I see you didn�t get any beauty sleep,� he joked.
Ricks chuckled. �Hadn�t had any of that for years. Besides, I need to have my scary face on before going into battle,� he said.
Sanders looked around. �Good job getting this set up. You think they�re ready?�
�They better be. I didn�t come all this way for nothing. You brief your people?� Ricks asked.
Sanders nodded. The officers had a separate briefing this first time. From here on, everything would be done together. �Finished up about ten minutes ago. They should get here any minute. I�ll sit everyone down for a final brief when everyone s here. Where are you placing yourself?�
�Right beside you, Colonel. I�ll personally go between the squads as this thing progresses, but I can help by pointing things out as we go along. We�re lucky the Russians like their sleep. Them stopping their advance at night gives us just the right chance to get in there and get the job done. If they were still moving, this would be a royal pain,� said Ricks.
�I agree. So let�s count our blessings.� The Colonel looked around the room. Everyone appeared to be there. �Let�s get this started,� he said.
Moving toward the front of the room, someone called everyone to attention. Sanders had them take their seats, and then addressed the crowd.
�Ladies and gentlemen, today we are going to make some history. This is a new technology and a new kind of warfare. More importantly, we are going to do what we can to stop, or at least hinder the advance of our enemy. But what we do today is no different than what an army has done since the beginning. We go in, destroy an enemy, and go home. Only this time, instead of doing it by carrying in a gun, we do it by sending the drones you control. We still destroy and enemy, but in this case, we don�t put you, the people with the weapon, at risk.
�But like any soldier, you follow the directions of your sergeants and the officers over you. You all know where you are going to go. You have all been assigned a sector. Do everything you can to eliminate every threat in that sector. You must make sure you don�t double hit any target. If you can�t get them all in the first go round, get them in the second. Remember, you have limited time on station. Remember you only have five rounds. Once you are empty, hit the return button and get these things back home. Once they�re back, we go out again with a second batch. The idea is to keep hitting them until they don�t want to advance. It�s a big job.�
�Your workday begins in ten minutes. It goes on until dawn. Then we will come back together and assess what we�ve done. We will do this every night beginning tonight. So get used to sleeping during the day. One thing to remember though. We are very close to the front. If you don�t stop these guys, you won�t get sleep, because they will be on top of us before you can wake up. So make all this work. Now man your stations.�
The men and women began sitting down at their consoles. Each group checked in with their sergeant and platoon leaders. On the large screen indicators for all of the drones were clumped together at a point just over a mile from their targets. Lines, delineating the different sectors were already drawn on the screen for people to reference if they needed. Each drone had a number and letter. On signal, the Colonel watched as the large clump of drones began separating and moving towards the enemy.
***
It was not enough sleep, but Nicolai Sokovsky was ready for another day of operations. Things so far had gone very well. The few tanks and troops they had encountered had been no match for the firepower of his tank. He had spent part of the night making sure a faulty train switch had been repaired so that he didn�t have to train the heavy turret by hand. His crew was standing beside the tank, talking. Two of the men were still munching on their morning biscuit. He was about to order his men into the tank when a strange buzzing sound seemed to grow around them. It sounded a lot like a swarm of bees. �What is that?� he asked.
It was the last thing he uttered as a series of shots rang out, dropping him and one other in his crew. As the others reached out to help their comrades, they too were shot. All across the compound shots rang out. In a panic, some of the guards thought that an enemy force had infiltrated the area and opened fire with their machine gun. They were still firing when two shots rang out nearby, killing the gunners and silencing the machine gun.
The sound of the bees moved away, further back behind the lines. More shots rang out around the mess tent where men had been eating. Three men were shot while using a latrine.
General Andre Kamerovic heard the shots and stepped out of his command tent. �What is going on here?� he shouted. All around him men were running back and forth trying to get to where the shots were being fired. He quickly began running toward the sound.
***
�Look at that fat one,� said one of the drone operators.
�Nail his ass,� said the sergeant.
***
As the general stopped to try and get a perspective on what was going on, another shot rang out. He fell to the ground with a bullet in his head.
***
�I�m out,� said the operator.
�Then bring it back home,� said the sergeant.
The operator pressed the return button and watched as the drone lifted itself up to a height of about 500 feet and begin moving back toward friendly lines.
In the back of the room, Colonel Sanders watched in amazement. �Son of a bitch,� he exclaimed under his breath. �Get them all back and go for a second round. Call in to headquarters. Tell them it worked and I recommend we plow the field,� he said.
In a headquarters back in Germany, Roger Hammond watched as almost the entire Russian line was attacked by the drones. When the report came in from Sanders, he turned to Dortmund and Pol. �It�s time, gentlemen. Do your worst,� he said.
***
In an old abandoned coal mine near the border with Ukraine, the sound of engines starting pierced the pre-dawn morning. Huge steel doors suddenly swung open and German Leopard tanks began sprinting out of the deep shafts and making their way northward. Completely bypassed by the Russians, who had no interest in old mines, the older shafts contained nearly two hundred of the tanks, along with trucks and infantry. All of them sprinted north.
The same thing happened along the Russian border near the Baltic Sea. These tanks and infantry began sprinting south. This was repeated in three additional areas with the primary objective of closing in behind the Russian assault and cutting it off.
USS Michigan
They were late. For some reason, the targeting computer began giving fits just one hour before launch. The entire fire control team dove into it, only to find a cold solder joint in one of the circuits. Captain Gary Frye was already upset that this had caused the ship to miss their launch window, but the missiles would fly no matter what.
�How long before we get everything loaded,� he asked calmly.
�Five minutes, Captain,� said the Chief Fire Controlman.
The captain turned to the other side of the room. �Contacts?�
�Five contacts, Captain. All of them are way beyond reach. Closest is forty miles away.�
The Captain looked at his XO. �Still a little too close for me, but looks like we are stuck with it.� He turned back to his men. �Any coming this way?�
�None, Captain,� said the sonar watch.
�Looks like it won�t get any better than this,� he said to the men in general. �Ready all launch tubes. Set general quarters.�
The muted claxon sounded and everyone aboard the giant missile submarine ran to their general quarters stations. The Michigan had been a ballistic missile submarine, but at the end of the cold war, she had been modified to carry only cruise missiles and torpedoes. Only once before had Michigan launched all her missiles. That had been six years earlier during the Korean War. Now she would do so again, except this time it would be against a nation she had been designed to go up against in the first place.
�All stations manned and ready,� the XO said.
�Very well. Fire control, what�s your status?�
�Manned and ready, Captain. The computer is functioning normally and we have solutions entered. We can commence fire when ready,� said the chief.
�Open the missile hatches.�
Outside the ship, the first missile hatch opened. The ship was submerged and only the protective coverings were keeping the seawater out.
�Missile door open. Request batteries released,� said the operations officer.
The Captain looked around and nodded. �Very well. Batteries released.�
On the fire control console, a crewman flipped a protective cover and pressed the button. The first of nearly 150 Tomahawk cruise missiles erupted out of its cell and rushed to the surface. Once hitting air, the rocket motor fired, pressing the missile quickly to its flying speed. The wings and tail extended and the turbojet engine ignited, powering the missile along at over 550 miles per hour. There were no nuclear missiles aboard. Instead, all were land attack variants. This morning, they would leave the ship and head toward a variety of targets, mostly at near their maximum range. The targets included several dams, electric generation facilities, some major switching yards and the main refineries located in the Urals.
The missiles hugged the surface of the sea, only 100 feet up. Over land, they would increase their altitude to 500 feet. Each could maneuver independently to avoid obstacles. Their built in GPS systems and radar guidance would guarantee hitting within ten feet of their target.
As the last missile left its tube, Captain Frye ordered his ship as deep as she could go. They would be going back to Holy Locke, where additional missiles were waiting. Only one silo had missiles. Those were to be used as needed against ships.
Michigan was not alone. There were three additional SSGNs launching, along with launches from the Royal Navy. In all, there were over 800 cruise missiles on their way to targets well inside Russia.
Poland
General Moynahan was waiting. First Armored and the First Cav were straining to get moving. They had been moved into heavy tree cover two days before, just to be ready. Everything had been done to conceal their position from prying eyes. It must have worked, because in the airstrikes the previous day, none had come near their units. The move had been lightning fast. When they reached Brest, they had been loaded onto trains and transported across Germany and into Poland by night. Hidden under tents and inside large hangars at an airport, the men had been told to check their gear and rest during the day. That night they had been moved again to their current position. They had expected some rest, but the Russian attack had come quicker than expected. Now they all waited for the word to move.
The phone started everyone in the operations tent. It was answered, then the officer handed the receiver to Moynahan. �Moynahan,� he announced.
�Chuck, Roger Hammond. Your guys ready?� he asked.
�Just waiting for you to say go, boss. Everyone is fully briefed and all communications are well established. Once you say go, everything moves out. My artillery has its positions assigned and they will get there first and start their operations, followed by the tanks and infantry. My air units will pop up once we hit the line,� he reported. �Just like old times,� he added with a smile.
�General, the trap is sprung. You know the plan. Hit �em hard,� Hammond said.
�Aye, aye, sir,� said Moynahan. �We take off in less than five.�
�Good luck, Chuck,� Hammond said.
�We�ll take care of business, Roger.�
Moynahan hung up the phone and turned to his staff. �Get this show on the road. The Germans and Poles are waiting on us. Commence operations,� he ordered.
Outside the tent, tanks were started and began moving forward. Trucks were filled with troops and began moving out. They had one hour of night left, and they were going to use every minute of it.
***
Sergeant Mike Provo and his tank crew were seated in their Abrams tank waiting for the orders to move. The engine was off and only the Link 16 was up and running for the moment. The men had been in the tank for three hours. After checking the systems, the men had shut down and waited for something his lieutenant had called a special operation. He had no idea what it was, but if it would help them gain ground, he was all for it.
The alert appeared as a message on the link and Provo kicked his dozing crew back to life. Within seconds, the turbine was back online and all the systems switched on. A minute later and Provo found himself dashing through the trees and undergrowth toward the front. The link gave him an assignment of a tank just on the other side of a clearing showing up ahead. As the Abrams burst out of the tree cover like a charging horse, he could see a number of images on his scope. Not to mention what appeared to be hundreds of tanks making the same dash along a general line.
His thermal imager picked up his target. �Target, tank. Heat,� he almost screamed. The loader selected the round and shoved it into the breach of the cannon. �Ready!� shouted the loader.
The gun was already on its target and Provo pressed the trigger. The cannon roared and Provo watched as it struck its target with a bright explosion. Another target was assigned and Provo instantly saw it as well. The second shot took the turret off the second tank in a devastating roar. A third was assigned. �Train left, target tank, fifteen hundred,� Provo called out. Again the target was destroyed with the first round. What the hell is going on here, Provo wondered. Why aren�t they shooting back? Machine gun rounds began peppering the side of his tank. His gunner saw the source and began returning fire. It only took a few seconds.
By mid-morning Provo and his tank had advanced over five miles. He still had nearly half of his main gun ammunition, but they had completely run out of machine gun ammo. As he turned his tank back to refuel and reload, more tanks took his place. All together they had wiped out fifteen tanks, four armored vehicles and three personnel carriers, not to mention hundreds of troops who simply had no way to defend themselves. He could tell his people were getting tired of just killing. Without people shooting back, the tenseness just wasn�t there. The tanks he had encountered simply sat there. Maybe he would find out more when they got back.
Moscow
President Borodin had enjoyed a good night�s sleep, only to have it interrupted by an aide who came rushing into his room.
�Sir, you have an urgent call from the Defense Ministry,� the man practically yelled.
Borodin sat up in his bed and reached over for his bedside phone. That was when he noticed that the lights weren�t coming on. What�s going on with the power?� he asked.
�It went off just a few minutes ago. We have someone working on getting the generator started. It should be back on momentarily,� the aide said.
Borodin grunted and returned to the phone. �Borodin,� he said into the receiver.
�Comrade President, this is General Aledrovy. The Americans have begun a widespread attack against our front line. I must report we have had to fall back to secondary positions temporarily. Our losses have been almost catastrophic,� the general said. You could tell in his voice he was very agitated.
Borodin became angry. �How can this be? We have ten divisions of front line troops there. Up until now we have met only weak resistance. What does the commander say?� he demanded.
�That is part of the problem. He has been killed in some sort of assault. The reports coming in say that the troops were attacked with pistol fire at close range before the American tanks came in. Our initial estimates say we have lost nearly six thousand troops from that alone, mostly our tank crews. Our tanks can�t move because their crews have been decimated. Now the Americans are coming through destroying everything. The deputy commander is getting things reorganized and we are sending up fresh troops and tanks. As soon as he can get things back together, we can get a better assessment,� said the general.
�He had better get things back quickly. We have a schedule to keep. I know that the Allies will put up resistance, but we are expending everything to get through to the English Channel. Tell that commander to get the job done or I will get someone in there who can,� Borodin demanded as he slammed down the phone.
Flinging the covers to his bed back, he got up and rushed to his shower. The water came out as a trickle instead of a steady stream. Cursing under his breath, he splashed some of the water on his face and toweled it off. He then went to his room and began putting on his suit. He noticed that it was getting colder. Finally, the lights flickered back on. Looking out the window he saw that the rest of the city was dark. As he pulled his suit coat on, he walked to his door and called for the guard. �What is going on with the electricity? They know I have given strict orders that electricity must be maintained. Have you heard anything?� he asked.
The guard shook his head. �Nothing, really, Mister President. I heard they were calling, but no answer as yet. They had some trouble with the generator, but they got it running. Is there something else I can do for you?� he asked.
Borodin waved him off. �Let�s go down to the briefing room. We can find some answers there,� he said.
The two men walked down the corridor and into an elevator. They went down three floors to another heavily paneled hallway. Turning left, the men walked to the end of the hall and entered another guarded doorway. Inside was a table where men were seated, talking on phones to their counterparts in the Defense Ministry. Video monitors filled the far wall and several younger officers rushed back and forth doing various tasks for the men at the table. Everyone stopped and stood when Borodin entered the room.
�Alright, I am here. What is going on?� Borodin asked brusquely.
General Aledrovy walked back to one of the large screen monitors. He pointed to a line that bowed across Poland. The line of advance has been pushed back about five miles and is firming up. The reserve tanks have come forward to hold the line. But now we are getting some reports of activity near the former border. I doubt it is serious, but we have called for the Second Army to send an additional division from the Ukraine to bolster the lines and continue the advance. They are on the way now,� he reported.
�What about those casualty figures? Have we gotten any more information?� Borodin asked.
Aledrovy looked almost stricken. �The casualties are rising. Our initial estimates were nowhere close to accurate. Our troops are still being lost behind the lines. There are reports of what sounds like a swarm of bees just before the attacks. Then pistol shots and men begin dropping. It looks like they are targeting tank crews specifically. The latest figure, including those lost to direct enemy action is over twenty thousand,� he said. But something else has happened,� he said as he nodded to the Air Force general across from the President.
�Sir, we are getting reports from across the country that there are explosions at a number of sites. Fourteen of our hydroelectric dams have been struck. A number of the oil refineries from the Urals back to the Baltic were hit. There are massive fires. Another thirty seven of our electric generating plants are also inoperative due to explosions. The large electrical distribution yard outside Moscow has been hit and is inoperative. Several natural gas yards have been destroyed. There were also hits on a number of key bridges across the country. Right now, there is practically no electricity flowing anywhere in Russia. It appears this is due to a low level cruise missile attack. As you know, Comrade President, there is very little chance of such an attack being detected. The missiles could have come from anywhere, including launch from submarines. We stepped up anti-submarine patrols and have placed more aircraft in the air. We also stepped up manned stations along the coasts so that any future attacks will be detected,� the general reported.
�This is unacceptable. We have entered the winter. Our people are going to get cold. Divert what we need to get the electricity back on,� Borodin ordered.
�That will be a problem, Comrade President,� said the Energy Minister. �It will take months to achieve this. The only thing we can do for now is bring in portable units that can supply at least some power. But there are not enough to even help the major cities, much less the countryside. Most of the major manufacturers have their own units, but they won�t last forever. The only thing we can do is supplement with coal and oil fired units that have been shut down.�
�That won�t work when our refineries are destroyed and our bridges are down,� cried another minister. �Remember we are at war! Our armies have first priority for our resources.�
The arguments spread like a wildfire. No one had expected such a devastating blow this early on. This was supposed to be a rapid thrust to the Channel, then spreading out for all of Europe. Until today, everything had worked perfectly. Finally, Borodin held up his hand to quell the bickering. �You were supposed to have things ready to prevent such things as this from happening. Nothing should have reached Russian soil. Now I see that your efforts have fallen short. I must question your leadership on other matters as well.� His words slapped everyone in the room. Suddenly they realized how vulnerable their positions were.
Borodin continued, �We must do what we can for our people, but the main goal is to continue our thrust into Europe. Draw forces from the east to supplement our troops. Issue some of our small coal burning units to people in the rural areas and get some electricity to the cities. The people will just have to suffer through this. We have done this in the past, and the people can do it again,� he said. Glancing back at the screen, he asked, �What are the red areas on the map in the Atlantic?�
Admiral Metzik stood. �They are submarines that have been lost so far. Most were tracking American ships coming out of port. Several of our commanders report they have sunk American subs as well. We do not have firm numbers yet,� he said.
Borodin looked slightly stricken. There were well over thirty spots on the display. �How can this be? According to your intelligence, most of their submarines were still in port,� he said.
Metzik nodded slightly. �This is true. Our people on the ground have reported that the mining of the ports has worked well. Several of their ships were struck and few ships can get to sea, however, it appears there were still a fairly large number of submarines and ships that are at sea. They may have left port just before operations began.� He pulled up an image of USS Gettysburg broken in two and sitting in the channel of the St. John�s River. �Here is an example of what our mines have done,� the admiral said with glee.
Borodin smiled. �At least something has worked well. Are we still blockading the air traffic?�
�Yes, Comrade President. No aircraft have challenged us and no aircraft have crossed this line,� he said. He didn�t tell the President that there were other ways to get across the Atlantic.
Borodin sat back in his seat. It would be foolish to think the Allies would not put up some resistance. Everything they had done had worked well to this point. He resigned himself to let the people at home suffer for a while. The main goal was to win this war.
CIA
The Joint Chiefs stared at the three dimensional display with unbelieving eyes. There in the room was what looked like a model of the battlefield in Poland. They could see the differences in the terrain, the trees and brush, and the individual tanks and soldiers as they moved along the battlefield. The display was the size of a basketball court. What was even more amazing was when aircraft appeared on the scene. They could clearly be seen above the ground as they attacked the troops on the ground. Even the explosions could be seen flying into the miniaturized air.
�How the hell are you able to do this?� asked General Foote.
Josh Mayfield relished the moment. It was not very often that the CIA had the respect of the Joint Chiefs. �The system is called Eyeball. It is a series of satellites that are up there in pairs. These pairs are linked together so that any time we want to look at an area it�s like seeing things with your own eyes. We get back this 3-D image. It can be zoomed in and out to regulate the size of the area we want to see. But more importantly, there are eight sets of cameras on the satellites to do this, allowing seven different groups to watch specific areas. The eighth is a fixed set, linked to a computer, so that any movements are detected and immediately relayed back to us here or to any other people on the net,� he said. Mayfield motioned for the operator to go to the fixed image. The ground before them suddenly expanded to the entire continent of Europe and much of Russia. Looking closely, the men could still see things on the ground and in the air.
�This is amazing,� said Black, still staring at the display. �I thought the KH-14s were beyond compare, but this puts them to shame. What kinds of things have you been able to do so far?�
Mayfield turned to one of the men. �You want to give them what we found from this morning�s efforts?� he asked.
The younger man returned the view to the battlefield image, expanded to cover Poland and about 400 miles into Russia. He looked at his screen. �The American and French units destroyed 847 armored units and killed approximately 17,000 troops. We have at least temporarily gained air superiority over the battlefield and the German and Polish units are now closing in behind the Russians and are turning back to the west. The Russians are sending a large force of tanks up this road. There is also a large formation of planes joining up to make more strikes. I believe you call this situation, �fluid.��
�My god, we can see every move. How can I get this information to the local commanders?� Foote asked.
�That�s the best part,� said Mayfield. �My people can integrate our signal into your Link 16 data system. With your okay, that can happen tonight. We have also manufactured seven more sets of displays just like this. If you have a space for it, we can begin transporting the equipment tomorrow. Once we take care of this line of death the Russians have set up along the mid-Atlantic, I can have another sent to Germany for the Allied Supreme Commander. Then it�s a matter of where else you feel you need a unit,� he said.
�Is there a way to warn them about what�s happening now?� asked Admiral Johnson.
Mayfield grinned. �What�s the number to your operations center. If you can call them, and set up a line, we can talk them through it for now,� Mayfield said.
The White House
The President looked over the initial report from the FBI. Former CIA Director Harmon had made several phone calls the morning of the attack to Senator Clark, who was not only on the Senate Armed Services Committee, but also on the Senate Intelligence Committee. One call, coincided with the time the attack commenced. A further look at Clark�s calls included other members of the minority party both on the committee and off. Now there was general concern that Eyeball had been leaked.
The President looked up at Director Phelps. �What�s the next move?� he asked.
�Sir, the Bureau will now look into each of those senators to try and ascertain if they leaked information to other members of the senate who are not cleared for such information. It�s going to get sticky. You need to know that once this gets going, the media is bound to find out. You will not receive any further information from us. The Attorney General has convened a special prosecutor to look into this.�
O�Bannon handed the papers back to the Director. �One thing we don�t need is a scandal right now. With the elections coming up it could mean chaos. How many of those senators are up for reelection?� he asked.
�All but one, Mister President.�
The President closed his eyes and hung his head. This was beyond party politics. For years he had watched both parties gnaw at each other. Nothing of substance could get passed, including a budget. The bickering, accusations, recriminations and general hatred going back and forth was ruining the nation. The American people were fed up, but because many key senators and congressmen held sway in Washington, real reform was impossible. Now, during a war, it threatened everyone in uniform. He would have liked to use his position to make sure the media was gagged, but he knew if he did it, he would never have their trust again. He looked up at Phelps. �What a mess.�
Phelps nodded. �Yes sir. At one time I might recommend getting hold of the committee chairs and getting things taken care of behind the scenes, but not this time. Plus, if we did, this whole thing would get blown out of proportion and into the general public�s eyes. There�s no way to win.�
The President let out a sigh. �Then just do your job. Gather everything you need and hope the special prosecutor can keep a lid on things. If it does look like something will come out, then maybe you both will need to come see me. With the war on, we just can�t afford something like this,� he said.
Phelps placed the document in his briefcase. �We�ll do our best,� he said.
�Thanks, Director,� said the President.
Phelps left the office and O�Bannon stared at the wall. Any minute he expected it to come crashing down around him.


Chapter 9 
First strikes

USS John F. Kennedy
COMUSFF, Vice Admiral Josh Lineman had flown aboard almost immediately after the fighting began. The carrier�s COD had touched down, disengaged her tailhook, and taxied next to the island. The rear of the plane opened and Lineman quickly stepped out the back. He was met by Captain Rick Toland, the Kennedy�s commanding officer.
�Welcome aboard, Admiral. Word of your coming got to us just a little over an hour ago. Your quarters are ready,� he said while shaking the admiral�s hand.
Lineman waved him off. �No time, Captain. You are within 500 miles of a Russian aircraft carrier. We�re going to take it out and open the skies again. Let�s head to your combat information center,� he said as he breezed past Toland into the island. Toland watched as the rest of Lineman�s staff dragged in behind him.
Captain Mack Haines, the admiral�s Chief of Staff, gave Toland a sorrowful look. �Better keep up with him or there�ll be hell to pay,� he said in a moan. �I�ll sit down with you later.�
The men made their way into the ship�s island and up the ladders to the ship�s combat information center. Walking over to the chart, Lineman measured off the latitude and longitude of where the Russian carrier was positioned. He pointed to the spot. �According to intelligence, this is where they are. I need to be within three hundred miles in the next four hours. How fast do we need to go?� he asked.
The quartermaster took his dividers and measured off a 300 mile radius of the position, then measured a course to intercept the line. �Assuming they are maintaining a position, we would need to make 27 knots to be at this position within four hours. That would be a course of 037, speed 27, sir� he said.
Lineman nodded. �Make it so, Captain.�
Toland look at the admiral with slight surprise. �Just reminding you there may still be submarines out there. At 27 knots we will be making a lot of noise to home in on,� he said.
�That�s what the submarine is there for, Captain. Send the escorts ahead to scout for subs as well. I want that carrier and nothing is going to get in our way,� Lineman said with a swagger. �Besides, every reward has a little risk,� he grinned. �Now let�s get this force moving,� he demanded.
Toland turned to his watch officer. �Until the admiral�s staff comes in, we need to get the word out. Send to all stations the new course and speed. More instructions to follow,� he said. There was a note of caution in his voice.
�Aye, Captain,� the watch officer said. Pulling open the ATP-1, he quickly pulled out the correct message and picked up the secure satellite circuit. Within a minute, the entire force had changed course and sped up to 27 knots.
USS Texas
Captain Jacobs had just gone to his cabin to do some paperwork when he heard a rumbling coming through the skin of the ship. He rushed to the ship�s control room in time to hear the report from sonar.
�The whole task group has suddenly sped up. We�re listening to multiple blade counts turning at least 25 or more knots. They have also changed direction, sir,� said the sonar operator.
�Very well,� said the OOD. He turned to the Captain. �Sounds like the whole group just changed course and sped up. Beats me what they�re up to,� he said.
�I could hear it in my cabin. For a minute I thought we might have caught something. Any idea of a course yet?� Jacobs asked.
The OOD called to sonar. �Sonar, bridge, any idea of a course yet?�
�Looks like around 035 or so, bridge. I�ll have a firm one for you in a couple minutes,� he said.
�Let�s not get left behind. Take her down to 800 feet and increase speed to 27. At least there we won�t be cavitating,� said Jacobs.
The OOD gave the order and the ship tipped down slightly as she sank deeper into the ocean.
Jacobs walked to the sonar shack. �Can you hear anything in all this noise?� he asked. �I can still hear that rumble through the hull.�
The sonar watch shook his head. �Not much, Captain. I�m trying to filter out as much as I can, but with that much noise, we won�t be able to pick up shit. Us going to a higher speed isn�t helping much either,� he complained.
Jacobs nodded. �I know, but at the rate they are going we will get left far behind and we can�t do that either,� he said. �I wish I knew who the lunatic is that gave this order. Every Russian submarine in the Atlantic can hear them now. It�s just the invitation they are looking for.� He turned to the petty officer at the console and placed his hand on his shoulder. �Just do as best you can, Faris. If you hear anything new, just holler. I�m afraid this is going to be a hairy trip,� Jacobs said.
Petty Officer Faris grinned back at his captain. �I have a few tricks. If I hear anything, I�ll sing out,� he said confidently.
Jacobs grinned and nodded. �That�s just what I need to hear,� he said as he turned and went back to the control room.
Norfolk, Virginia
�What do you mean he�s gone to sea?� asked Admiral Griffin.
�Just that, boss. I just got word he took off four hours ago and headed toward the Kennedy. He dragged his staff along with him. Just before he left, he sent out special instructions to the Kennedy task group to prepare for his arrival. Nobody checked with us about it. He just left,� his Chief of Staff said.
Griffin threw his pen on the desk. Lineman had not been his pick for COMUSFF, but the Pentagon had insisted. Now the hothead was going out on his own. �You don�t think he is going to try and go after that carrier, do you?� he asked.
The Chief of Staff shrugged his shoulders. �He may just want to make sure his carrier gets back in one piece,� he said.
�Well, get the word out to him that the Air Force is sending out a force to take care of that carrier. Make sure he stays out of the way. When he gets back here, let him know I want to see him. He can�t just go running around without letting people know what he�s up to,� Griffin said.
�Will do, sir,� the Chief of Staff said. He quickly drafted an immediate message to COMUSFF and sent it to the communications center. Unfortunately, because Lineman had left in such a hurry, his communications staff had been left behind and the switch from Norfolk to USS Kennedy had not yet been made.
USS Kennedy
�We have an EW bearing line of 040 for several radars. I have an E-band air and surface target acquisition radar, an F-band surface search radar, G-band flight control radar, I-band navigation radar on that bearing. They match with the Admiral Kuznetsov. I also have a top pair and top plate radar, that match a Slava Class cruiser on the same bearing. There are some other navigational radars as well,� shouted the electronic warfare technician from behind his enclosed curtain. Suddenly a bearing line appeared on the weapons coordinator�s console matching the report.
Lineman looked up from his reading with a look of glee. �Get me a triangulation from the other ships, ASAP!� he demanded. Within a few minutes a second and then a third line crossed the scope from other ships. They pinpointed a position 320 miles away. Lineman slapped the Captain on the shoulder. �There he is, Captain. At this range, we can launch anytime,� he said.
Captain Toland looked over at the chart. �That�s not where we expected to see them, Admiral. I thought they were supposed to be over here somewhere,� he said pointing toward another position on the chart.
�That was hours ago, Captain. You don�t expect them to sit at all stop, do you?� Lineman demanded. �Now let�s get some birds in the air and take care of business. I want those fighters up within twenty minutes,� he ordered.
�Yes, sir,� said Toland. He turned and walked to the back of the room where his intelligence officer was standing. He had just entered the room with a message. The man looked very concerned. �You heard him,� Toland said.
�Yes, Captain, but I don�t think that�s them. It would have meant them steaming at flank speed for hours to get that far away. Besides, I have a message here saying for us to expect a large number of Air Force planes in the next couple of hours. They have been ordered to take out the carrier,� he said handing over the message.
Toland took a moment and read the message. �Okay, look. Let�s brief the crews and get these guys in the air. Tell the CAG (carrier air group commander) I want to double our CAP (combat air patrol), then get these guys off toward this target. At the same time, tell them there might be another force at the first position and that if we take out the first, then go for the second. Get two tankers up as well. That ought to cover the bases. I�ll mention this to the Admiral.�
The intelligence officer nodded and quickly left the room. Toland went back to Admiral Lineman and handed him the message. �Admiral, my intel guy just handed me this. It seems the Air Force has been handed this one,� he said.
Lineman got visibly angry. �No Air Force pilots are going to do what I consider the Navy�s job. I want those planes in the air now! Is it happening?� he nearly shouted.
�Yes, Admiral. The crews are being briefed now and I am getting everything in the air to support the mission. I also doubled the CAP just in case,� Toland reported.
The lines on Lineman�s face eased. �Very good, Captain. We are getting ready to sink the Russian�s only aircraft carrier in the Atlantic and open up the skies again. If the Air Force wants to do some cleaning up after that, then be my guest. We in EMCON (emission control)?�
�Yes sir. No emissions except for Link 16 until they begin their attack or you say go.�
�Good. Let their first indication we are here come from a bomb blast. Now get on this, Captain. No slip ups,� Lineman demanded.
***
Because they had all been waiting for three hours, the pilots were ready and anxious to get going. The thought that they might actually sink ships like the old days had them all eager to go. The crews had already loaded the weapons on the planes in anticipation of the attack. As a result, the additional CAP took off just twenty minutes after the order was given. The mixture of older F-18s and the newer F-35s began launching from each of the three catapults on the ship. Because of their stealth capabilities, the F-35s went high, while the 18s stayed low to the water. Not a radio was keyed. Each pilot lined up with their squadron leader and turned toward the target 300 miles away. Flying at around 500 miles an hour, it wouldn�t take long.
Leading the Lightnings, Commander Jake McClusky had told his people to spread out, but maintain visual contact with the others. If there was a problem, they were to follow him wherever he went. He had taken the squadrons up to 20,000 feet. Although his receivers were seeing the same emissions they had seen on the ship, he was confident that the F-35 Lightnings would remain undetected. From up that high, he could see out a long way.
The McClusky name was well known in naval aviation. His great grandfather, Wade McClusky had led the squadrons from USS Enterprise against the Japanese at the Battle for Midway. His father had told him stories about what his great grandfather had done and when McClusky had earned his wings at Pensacola, the whole family was there to see him follow in his footsteps.
In a way, what they were about to do was very much like Midway. The lower squadrons were going in like the torpedo planes had done. He and his fighters were up high to attack from above and hopefully draw off any fighters. With the way the Russians were using their radars, he was surprised they hadn�t already run into them.
After only ten minutes of flying, McClusky was getting concerned. From this altitude, they should have seen any large formations of ships by now. Most people didn�t know that it was the white wake that aviators could see before anything else. All he could see was open sea. True, there were some spotty clouds, but not enough to hide under. Still under radio silence, he couldn�t voice those concerns. Instead, he and his squadrons continued on course. If the enemy was steaming slowly, there would be no wake to give them away.
Ten minutes more and McClusky�s concerns were growing. He looked over at his wingman, who was showing some concern of his own. Surely, this could not be a dry run. McClusky threw up both hands to signal his frustration. They continued on.
Commander Dick Reiner was leading the F-18s down below. At his altitude, he had no expectations of seeing the enemy ships until within twenty miles of them. That would change in just five minutes when he would switch on his radar to guide them in the rest of the way. Their task was to fire off Harpoons first, then follow them in for low level bomb runs. Two in the squadron were carrying anti-radiation missiles in case the Russians locked on. Three had been ordered to jettison their bombs and switch to fighter mode if Russian fighters came in. No matter what, they would get through.
Watching his clock, when the time came, he switched on his radar only to find two ships ahead of them. �This ain�t right,� he said to himself. Using the voice recognition software in the Link 16, he said, �This isn�t right. There�s only two ships out here. Group two, break left and form up with four. One and three join up with me. We�re going to see what we�re up against,� he ordered. His words were printed on each screen in the force.
While most of the squadron pulled away to the left, Reiner and his two wingmen went on in. At fifty miles he toggled off his Harpoon and watched it fly ahead. His section sent their missiles ahead as well. They watched two distant spots on the horizon begin to grow before them. �They are an old Kashin class destroyer and a Nanutchka corvette. Both seemed to be brimming with antennas,� Reiner sent on the link. Reiner watched as the ships launched missiles to try and intercept the Harpoons. One Harpoon exploded midair, but the others continued on, striking the ships several times, and sending flames and debris high into the air. Two more missiles were fired just before the Harpoons hit and both flew straight for Reiner and his wingmen. �Missiles, break!� he shouted into the radio as he switched on his countermeasures. The three planes broke away with flares popping out behind them. At first, the missiles seemed to follow, but Reiner noticed that the one following him was veering away. Obviously the countermeasures were working. The missile streaked past over 200 yards away without going off.
It didn�t work as well for one of his wingmen. The second missile exploded within twenty feet of her F-18, sending fragments into her port engine and setting the fuel alight. He could see her struggling to get control of the aircraft, but within seconds, it exploded around her. She hadn�t had time to eject.
Angry at what had happened, Reiner turned his aircraft back toward the Russian ships. He was gratified that his other wingman had kept up. He gave up on the link and keyed the radio again. �Zero one to zero three, follow me in,� he said.
The two F-18s banked back toward the destroyer burning fiercely in the distance. The Nanutchka was gone. The destroyer was listing to starboard with four gaping holes in her side. The crew was scampering all along her deck trying to put out fires. He saw one of the gun mounts turn. Signaling his wingman, he selected two of the guided bombs he had aboard. When close enough he let them go. The munitions did as they were designed, plowing straight toward the helpless destroyer. Both of Reiner�s bombs hit their target. He flew over the ship and banked hard to starboard, then watched pieces of the ship fly upwards from his two bombs and again as his wingman�s weapons struck. The old Kashin rolled over. Reiner and his wingman circled twice, but the last they saw was the stern tilting up in the sky before the final plunge.
McClusky watched from his vantage point and cussed. This was about as screwed up as Hogan�s goat. Somebody would pay for this screw up. Remembering what the intel officer had said, he keyed his link access. �All flights, follow me,� he ordered, turning his aircraft to the northwest. Somewhere out there was an enemy carrier. He was going to find it.
***
Aboard the Kennedy, Lineman and Toland listened to what had come out over the radio and on Link 16. Lineman reached up and keyed a radio to talk to the airmen. Toland watched in horror as the red transmit light came on. He instinctively knocked the microphone out of Lineman�s hand. �What the hell do you think you are doing, Admiral!� he demanded.
�Watch yourself, Captain, I need to talk to those pilots,� Lineman said.
�Well, you just gave away where we are by keying that mike. And for what? A Kashin,� Toland exclaimed. �A godamned Kashin! One of the oldest ships in their fleet. You better hope those people find that carrier or you may find out we are the target instead of them!� Toland said in disgust. He punched the bitch box. �Pri Fly, Strike. Launch the Hawkeye.�
On the flight deck, the E-2 Hawkeye began turning over its turboprop engines. Within a minute it was launched and making its way toward the last known position of the Russian carrier. It took fifteen minutes to reach its position and turn on its radar. In the back of the aircraft the operators gasped at what they saw.
�Alpha Alpha, this is Hawk One. Multiple inbounds zero two zero, seventy five miles. I say again, multiple inbounds zero two zero, seventy five miles. CAP one, break left. Target at your three five zero, range twenty,� he began. Within another minute the fighters protecting the carrier were engaged, but there were too many enemy aircraft and way too late to stop them all.
***
McClushy heard the call, but they were too far away to do anything about it. Once again, all he saw was empty ocean until he noticed a telltale wake below him. It was a small corvette going somewhere in a hurry. Matching its course, he signaled the others to keep up. Glancing at his fuel gage, he had some wiggle room and decided to use it. Ten minutes turned to twenty. As the gages moved slowly towards empty, McClusky hoped the two tankers were out there somewhere waiting for them. In a few minutes they would be beyond their reserves to get back safely.
Ten minutes later he heard a pop from beside him. His wingman had let off a round to get his attention. His wingman was pointing to something. There, on the horizon, were ships. Signaling to the others, he began a slow descent.
***
Upon receiving the warning from the Hawkeye, every ship in the Kennedy battle group lit off their radars and prepared for battle. There were a number of targets already in range of their missiles. The first to launch was USS Anzio, an AEGIS cruiser. First one, then two missiles leapt from their boxes and streaked toward their enemy. Two miles away, the Arleigh Burke, a newer DDG, began firing her missiles.
The Russian pilots made their way in a tight formation at five thousand feet. There were four SU-25 Frogfoot attack aircraft in the first wave. Sixteen SU-33 Flankers were above and behind them in two sections. Once the carrier had signaled where the American�s were, they had changed course towards them. No radars were turned on. Like the Americans, they were relying on eyesight to get them where they needed to go. The first indication of trouble was when one of the Flankers exploded in midair. With threat receivers screaming, the first Flanker formation began to scatter as three air-to-air missiles from the F-35s slammed into the first three aircraft. The second turned to try and intercept the Americans, but by then a second volley of missiles had taken out three more of their number. Dropping their bombs and anti-ship missiles, the Flankers tried to engage the three Lightnings, only to find that three additional Lightnings had maneuvered behind them. The sky was filled with aircraft trying to get into position to attack another. Six more Flankers fell from the sky before the Lightnings broke off and zoomed away.
Wondering what had happened, the Russians turned back toward the American carrier only to see the four Frogfoot attack aircraft be wiped out of the sky by the Standard Missiles from the ships below. With the threat receivers indicating more missiles were on the way, the rest of the planes turned and made their way home. Not before four more had been destroyed. Out of the twenty aircraft sent out, only six would return.
***
As McClusky came closer he was impressed by the sight below him. The Russian formation was laid out in concentric circles around the carrier in the center. Above and to the right was a three plane CAP. A second three plane formation was on the carrier�s starboard quarter. He noticed the forward CAP suddenly turn toward the formation. He keyed his mike. �Okay, they�ve seen us. Group one break to starboard, group two break to port. Begin attack plan alpha.�
The formation of Lightnings separated into three segments. Two went toward either side of the Russian formation while a third continued on to take on the fighters. When in range, the fighter group launched their AGM-158 Joint Air to Surface Missiles attached to pylons on the wings. Stealthy both in flight and while attached to the aircraft, they dropped free then sped toward the formation in the far distance. Once free of the missiles, the fighters jettisoned the pylons, readying the aircraft for their fighter roles. The pylons began tumbling earthward and immediately the Russian ships could see them on their radar sets. Within seconds, missiles were on their way to the targets.
The Russian pilots had split their forces to go after the aircraft they could see turning towards either side of the formations. They could not see the fighters coming straight at them. As they settled on an intercept course, the pilots were amazed that their onboard radars still could not see what their eyes beheld. No matter, each of the Flankers carried heat seeking missiles. Once they got behind one of these aircraft, the missile would do the rest.
The Russian surface to air missiles continued to make their way to the falling pylons. When within parameters, the warheads exploded, flinging their deadly shrapnel through the sky to strike the falling empty pylons, which continued to fall into the sea. No other aircraft were near them.
The lead Russian pilot focused his attention on one of the planes in the American formation. In a few seconds he expected to hear the signal that his heat seekers had locked on. He heard something loud to his right, and turned to see his wingman disintegrate in a ball of fire. Quickly scanning the skies, he caught a glimpse of something coming up on his left. The American Sidewinder literally tore the rear of his plane off. Missile fragments penetrated the fuel tanks and the pilot watched flames pour from behind him. He was reaching down to pull his ejector seat lanyard when the plane exploded.
On the opposite side, one of the Russian pilots heard his signal and loosed his own missiles just before his own plane was struck. Banking away, he maintained control of the aircraft despite seeing that one of his rudders was completely shot away. Fighting the controls, he finally wrestled control of the machine and steadied it towards his carrier when he saw the aircraft he had shot at began launching flairs behind itself. Willing the missiles on, he watched as one by one they were drawn away and flew on. Cursing, he wanted to turn back in, but his aircraft simply didn�t have the ability. He was barely able to keep it flying. His anger turned to joy when the missiles locked in on another American and flew in, blowing the F-35 out of the sky.
He didn�t have time to celebrate. Looking to his left, and American had flown up next to his aircraft. The pilot was looking directly at him. Using hand signals, he indicated for him to eject. Shaking his head furiously, the American threw up his hands and the aircraft suddenly pulled up and moved in behind him. Now he knew what was about to happen. There was nothing else to do. He pulled the ejection handles and blew himself out of the plane just before a missile finished the job the first one had started.
***
There was panic on the Admiral Kuznetsov. One by one their aircraft had been shot out of the sky and now the ships could see other aircraft visually. Their radars had been worthless, yet, when they picked up one section of planes they had successfully launched their missiles and achieved hits. They could see the explosions high in the sky. But the Americans were still coming up on their position. Without their radar and without air cover, there was not much the ships could do. Gun systems were brought to bear, but it would be a while before the aircraft would be in range. It would be a visual fight.
The Joint Air to Surface Missiles streamed in. No one saw them until it was too late. Using Link 16, each missile had been programmed to attack a specific ship. Four went toward the Kuznetzov. Two each went to the Sovremennyy class destroyers on either beam of the carrier and one each toward the Udaloy destroyers ahead and astern. The rest of the ships were frigates and corvettes, which were no real threat to the Americans.
Aboard the Gremyashchiy, the Sovremannyy on the carrier�s port side, Captain Monyetin had his guns turned towards the aircraft he could see on the horizon. The first missile struck just above the bridge of his ship, killing him and knocking out all the ship�s command and control functions. The second struck aft, just in front of the helicopter hanger, sending fragments down into the engine room. Within minutes, the ship was dead in the water.
The other ships met the same fate. The smart missiles simply didn�t miss. In most cases, the superstructures of each ship were a shambles, knocking out the ship�s weapons systems.
The Admiral Kuznetsov caught four of the missiles. Two struck the ship�s island structure while a third struck the flight deck. The fourth actually struck a hangar door on the starboard side, penetrating it before exploding inside the hangar bay. The exposed fuel lines running the length of the hangar were penetrated and the jet fuel began gushing out of the pipes, only to be ignited by the fires from the missile. The Admiral Kuznetsov began to burn fiercely.
The two formations bored in from either beam. First one, then the other dropped their guided bombs onto the stricken carrier. Several penetrated the flight deck down into the burning hangar below, allowing air to fan the flames. Two more bombs dropped through the open holes in the deck and penetrated through the hangar deck, and three decks below into one of the magazines. The ball of flame soared skyward with a shattering blast that sent pieces of the ship out onto some of her escorts.
The Kuznetsov slowed and stopped. The pilots watched as men began jumping from the ship�s decks into the sea. Another explosion blew gaping holes into another section of the flight deck, flinging men high into the air. It was the third explosion that sealed the ship�s fate. The great ship appeared to lift from the water and resettle. She immediately began listing to port. Deck gear began sliding either into the burning holes in the deck or over the side along with many of the crewmen desperately trying to get off the sinking ship.
The list increased steadily. Soon the angled deck was awash. Steam began shooting out of the upper side as water came in contact with white hot metal. Fuel had begun pouring out from the ship, only to be ignited by her own fires. Now the water around the ship began to burn. What few men who had escaped were caught in the floating pyre. Suddenly, the ship lurched and began to roll over. On the way, the sea entered the holes in her flight deck, putting out the fires within, but it was no use. The island structure sat for a moment against the sea it was never meant to touch. It lay there almost as if the ship was taking a final look, then continued its roll until under the waves. The last thing McClusky saw as she sank was a gaping hole in the ship�s bottom where an explosion had ripped it apart.
For many it was a sad sight. Men could be seen desperately trying to stay alive in the water. No other ships tried to go in and pick them up. They had their own troubles. McClusky keyed his microphone, �Zero one to base, scratch one flattop,� he announced to whoever would hear. He then watched as Commander Dick Reiner�s F-18s swooped in from below. Their missiles and bombs finished all but two of the escorts. Those two limped slowly to the east.
***
Aboard the Kennedy, Lineman leapt with joy. �See, Captain! We got the job done. Those people were excellent. Washington will never forget what we did today,� he exclaimed. Captain Toland shook his head. �I need to slow down and get these people back home,� he said. The formation was still doing 27 knots.
The explosion shook the ship violently. It was followed by a second. They threw the men in the carrier�s combat information center off their feet and onto the deck. Toland was struggling to his feet when the third explosion hit. He was flung backward over a console where he heard an audible snap.
USS Texas
�Torpedoes in the water, same bearing as the carrier!� shouted the sonar watch.
�That does it,� the diving officer swore.
The Captain shouted out, �What�s the bearing.�
�Two eight five degrees, Captain. It�s coming from the other side of the carrier.�
�Come left to two eight five. Diving officer, make your depth one thousand feet. Ahead flank, give me twenty five knots,� ordered Jacobs. �Sonar, any chance the carrier hears them?�
�Not a chance, Captain. They are still doing twenty seven knots,� the sonar operator reported.
�Stupid son of a bitch,� Jacobs muttered.
The three explosions were heard by everyone as it sounded through the submarine�s hull. Suddenly, most of the sound of racing screws ceased.
�At least we can have some quiet. Sonar, I need you to find these guys.�
�Will do, sir,� came the reply.
�Level at a thousand feet, Captain,� said the diving officer.
�Very well. Get us on the other side of the Kennedy so we can do some hunting,� Jacobs said.
USS Kennedy
Toland stirred from his position on the deck. He tried to lift himself up but his arm didn�t want to support him. He staggered to the bitch box and was about to call out when the lights flickered out. �Damn it,� he swore. He moved to the sound powered phone talker. �Get me a damage control report,� he said.
�Sir, Damage Control reports three torpedo hits beginning at about frame 100 and running to frame 350 all on the port side. A number of tanks appear to be open to the sea,� he paused as he listened. �There is flooding in number two and number four engine rooms. They are counter flooding to try and keep the ship level. The DCA says it�s too early to tell if she will float, sir,� the talker said. The last part of the message caught in the boy�s throat.
Toland smiled weakly and placed his hand on the boy�s shoulder. �That�s okay, son, we�ll get her home,� he said trying to reassure the boy.
In the dim light of the emergency lighting he saw the young man nod. �Yes, sir,� he said.
Toland turned to try and head up to the bridge when Lineman stopped him. �That damned submarine didn�t do its job. What are you going to do about getting those planes back aboard?� he nearly shouted.
Toland glared at the man. �Admiral, we tried to tell you that going around at flank speed was an open invitation to a submarine, but no, you didn�t listen. Well look around you. This is the result of your efforts. I have no power and my ship may be sinking. Right now I have to try and make sure they have something to land on. Their best bet will be to bingo to the nearest allied airbase, but until I get power back, I can�t tell them much. So unless you have any suggestions, I am going to save my ship,� he scolded. Then he turned away and left the space, leaving Lineman to simmer.
The climb to the bridge was exhausting. With only emergency lights, people were only dim shapes as they moved about. The pain in his arm was growing steadily and somehow he was feeling more and more exhausted. When he finally got to the door to the bridge the Boatswain�s Mate rushed over and grabbed him. Slowly, he helped the captain to his seat and eased him into it. �Don�t move, Captain. You look like death warmed over,� the man said as he leaned the seat back and placed Toland�s broken arm across his chest. One of the men called for a medic. Toland was taking some deep breaths. He finally looked over at his XO who was just putting down a sound powered phone. �What�s the latest?� Toland asked.
The XO gave a sigh, �Well, we�ve taken on a ten degree list and it is holding at present. All the fuel we can transfer is now on the starboard side. I ordered the fresh water tanks on the port side emptied. There are fires in several of the maintenance spaces on the port side, but damage control is taking care of it. Water is up twenty feet deep in the number two engine room, but the damage control teams are shoring up the hole in number four. The forward reactor scrammed, but the after plant is intact. The engineers are inspecting it now. That hole in number two shorted out the main electrical switchboard. It will be a few, but we will be able to get power back to CIC and the forward part of the hangar. I was talking to the Chief Engineer. Once we have everything assessed, he can give us some speed, but wants to stay around ten knots so we don�t make the damage worse,� he reported. �We were lucky,� he said.
Toland laid his head back on the seat. At least the ship wasn�t sinking. �What�s the chance of getting the planes back?�
�Pretty fair for the Lightnings, but rough for the Hornets. We might manage twenty knots over the deck with the present wind. I�m not sure we can take off the angle,� the XO said.
Toland nodded. �Just do as best you can, XO. Any idea of casualties?�
�Not yet. Right now we�re concentrating on keeping her afloat. The rest can come later. What�s the Admiral doing?� the XO asked.
Toland chuckled. �He�s upset that the submarine didn�t do its job. God help me, I was ready to strangle him.�
A Chief Corpsman appeared with his gear and rushed over. After a quick exam, he told them it was a simple fracture. He gave Toland a shot to ease the pain, then set the arm. He then put it in a temporary inflatable cast and told him to report to sick bay when he could.
Aboard the Yasen Class Submarine Kazan
After launching three torpedoes, Captain Dobrinin played it safe and moved away. They had been tracking the carrier and when she sailed right into his lap, he sent in his torpedoes. He and his crew were rewarded with three loud explosions on the bearing. The propeller noises ceased and they were certain they had sunk an American nuclear powered aircraft carrier. Heading away at a rapid pace, he stopped after a half hour to see if they could hear something. His sonar operators reported metallic noises, but except for some escorts, he didn�t hear any heavy screws.
�You are sure there are no sounds from that carrier?� Dobrinin asked.
�None, Captain. I can hear some destroyers, and frigates but nothing heavy,� he said.
Dobrinin nodded his head. �And no one following us?�
�We are well clear of any contacts, Captain.�
Dobrinin clapped his hands together. �Good. Then we wait for a while and see what else comes along. If the American ships hang around, we may hunt us another target,� he said. Already Dobrinin was seeing a medal being placed on his chest. To be a hero of the nation would suit him just fine.
USS Texas
�I�m picking up some steam plant noises bearing 297,� reported the sonar watch. �They are distant, but there.�
�Any idea who yet?� asked Jacobs.
�Not yet, Captain. The sound is intermittent, but there. It�s almost like somebody decided to speed up a bit. No screw noises, but a steady frequency. The computer is crunching the noise now. Give me a few and I�ll be able to give you a possible course and speed,� said Petty Officer Faris. Inside the sonar compartment, not much bigger than a closet, he sat with his headphones clamped tightly over his head. Periodically, he would reach up and adjust a knob to filter out some sounds. Initially the computer could not match the sound with any previously recorded submarine sounds, but the sounds were very weak and there was some interference. As they got closer, this would be cleared up.
Faris had come in the Navy straight out of high school. His parents had constantly urged him to get out and get a job just like his father had. The last of three boys, he had done as his family wished, except that he had gone into the Navy. They had expected him to work construction like his siblings, but he was different. He wanted a college degree and since his father wouldn�t send him, he would make it happen himself. He also had an acute sense of hearing. In some ways he could hear things far better than anyone where he had grown up. Rock music had never been for him. His music library consisted of orchestral music from classics to modern motion picture themes. In his sonarman �A� school, he took great pleasure in finding and identifying sounds way before his peers. Aboard the Texas, his Chief had made sure to put him on the watch opposite himself just so he could be sure the captain had the best team on duty.
Ten minutes later, the computer printed out a report. His contact was the Yasen Class submarine named Kazan. It was one of the newer submarines in the Russian service. The first recording of it had been made just a year before. This was one of their elite. �Conn, sonar, contact verified as Yasen class submarine Kazan. Distance thirty eight thousand, course 117, speed fifteen,� Faris reported.
�Headed back toward us, huh?� replied the Captain from behind him.
Faris turned to see that his captain was standing behind him in the small room. He had been so intent on his contact that he hadn�t noticed him. He gave the captain a smile. �Yes, sir, that might be why she sped up. I figure she shagged after her first shot and is coming back to pick off the remnants,� he said.
�I believe you�re right. No trouble picking him up?�
Faris shook his head. �No sir, since our guys stopped running all over the Atlantic, I have been able to pick up a lot. Most notably, I have been able to tell that the carrier didn�t sink. There�s a lot of work going on over there, but she�s still afloat. I can also hear helicopters working nearby, but nothing close. They might get a hit on this guy, but I doubt it. He�s below the layer,� he said confidently.
�Well, I don�t have time to go up and talk to them, so that just leaves it to us, doesn�t it?� the Captain said with a grin. �Keep on him Faris, he can�t bloody our nose and get away with it, now can he?� Jacobs said.
�I�ve got him, Captain. We�ll track him all the way in.�
�Good man,� said Jacobs, patting the man on the shoulder. He then left the compartment and stepped back into the control room. �Set everything up on contact alpha charlie. I think he�s on his way back to us. Make sure to stay deep and quiet. Are the tubes still ready?� he asked.
�Loaded and ready. I also have two decoys ready, just in case he tries to take a poke at us. We can shoot anytime once we flood the tubes,� said Lieutenant Larson, the diving officer.
�Good. Let�s maintain this heading but slow to ten. Take our time on this and we�ll bag this guy,� Jacobs said.
�Conn, sonar, the carrier has just started moving.�
USS Kennedy
After a few minutes, the color had returned to Toland�s face. Although his arm ached, the pain killers had taken a lot of the edge off. He was now sitting upright in his seat.
�Bridge, DC Central,� came the voice over the bitch box. It was the Damage Control Assistant. Toland hit the switch. �Captain here. What�s the status?�
�She�ll float, Captain. Fires are out and the reflash watches are set. I got the leak stopped in number four engine room. The flooding is now confined mostly in voids and fuel tanks. We may have lost about four hundred thousand gallons of jet fuel, but at least it didn�t ignite. We�ve started looking for casualties. I expect we may have lost a couple hundred guys in all those working spaces. We better start getting a head count to make sure. I won�t be able to get into some of the spaces until we drydock,� he reported.
Toland looked at his watch. It had been an hour since the explosions. In the excitement and constant reports the time had seemed to take only seconds. �Good work. Keep at it and make sure we are covering the bases. We came too close for comfort and I don�t want to get that close again,� he said.
�Don�t worry, Captain. I have put watches at all the compartments that are flooded. If anything leaks, they�ll sing out,� the DCA said.
�Come fill me in when you have something,� Toland said. He pressed the button for Main Control in engineering. �Chief Engineer, this is the Captain.�
�CHENG here, Captain.�
�Tom, can we make some speed?�
�I got three shafts. After talking to my people, we can give you about fifteen,� the Chief Engineer said.
�Thanks, CHENG. Keep me posted,� Toland said. He turned toward the XO. �XO, let�s get this show on the road. Turn her into the wind and order up fifteen knots. That should give us about twenty five knots over the deck. Then set flight quarters,� he ordered.
Aboard the Kasan
�Captain, I hear heavy screws from the direction of the American carrier, reported the sonar watch.
The captain looked with surprise at his XO. �How could something like that survive three torpedo hits?� he wondered. He took a breath. �Well, he won�t get away that easy. Increase speed to twenty knots. Let�s go in and finish him off,� he said with confidence.
USS Texas
�Conn, sonar, the target has sped up. I estimate around twenty knots,� Faris reported.
The diving officer looked at his captain. �Pretty sure of himself. He must think he�s all alone out here.�
�Not my problem,� said Jacobs. He hit the bitch box. �Sonar, what would you say his depth is?�
�Captain, making this kind of noise, he�s probably around five hundred feet or less,� said Faris.
�Conn aye.� Jacobs turned to the others. �And I thought our side was dumb. This guy is just as bad.� He hit the bitch box again. �Sonar, when should he be within range?�
�Should be in range in about thirty minutes, Captain.�
�I need to know every move, sonar,� said Jacobs.
�Sonar, aye.�
USS Kennedy
There was still a ten degree list on the deck, but it made no difference. The aircraft were coming in and there was no other place to go. The Hornets would come in first, followed by the Lightnings. Despite their best efforts, there was still only twenty two knots of wind over the deck. It would just have to do.
The Landing Signal Officer was in position and everything was set. Commander Reiner lined up his aircraft to land. Wheels down, hook extended, flaps full, he slowed the plane as much as he could without losing control. Watching the line of lights to the left of the deck, he called the �ball� and saw he was on track and had a green light. He could tell the ship was much lower in the water than usual. The light remained green. He could see the figures near the lights. One had his hand raised. Reiner was sweating. Landings were harder than sinking ships. No changes. The deck rose to meet him. In an instant, he felt his landing gear slam against the deck and he applied full throttle in case the hook didn�t catch. He was relieved to feet his aircraft jerk to a sudden stop just a few feet from the end of the angled deck. He reduced throttle and the wire was released. Following the instructions from the deck handler, he eased his aircraft to the starboard side and was stopped near the forward part of the island. It was interesting that his aircraft had to taxi uphill, but they had all heard about the torpedo attack. Reaching his spot, he shut of his engines with only about 100 gallons of fuel in his tanks. He popped his canopy as the second from his group came aboard. Thank god for those tankers. They had waited for a while for the ship to get back up to speed and now they were starting to get thirsty again. He shakily unstrapped and heaved himself out of his cockpit. A few steps later and he was on the deck. Unfortunately, debriefing would take a while, but at least he had a carrier to come home to.
Warsaw, Poland
Bugayev was crudely shoved into the back of a police van. His hands and feet were in manacles and he was wearing a green prison uniform with no name, only a number. Sliding across the dirty floor of the van, he was followed in by a police guard. The guard locked him onto a ring welded to the side of the van. The doors were slammed shut. Within a few minutes the van and an escort were swiftly making their way out of the city toward Germany.
The decision had been made that Bugayev was too valuable to the allied cause to be left in the Polish capital. He was proof of the Russian efforts to undermine the government and stage riots giving an illusion that ethnic Russians were being harassed. Until the war was over, he was to be a tool of the allied public relations efforts, and then a tool in the war crimes trials that would follow. The chance that the Russians would overrun Warsaw was too great. Bugayev was heading to Berlin.
There were two benches along the sides of the inside of the van. Bugayev eventually got comfortable on his bare metal seat. The guard sat opposite on a cushion. No words were spoken by either man, but both were amazed at the speed the van seemed to be traveling. The road noise echoed through the hollow chamber and the curves tended to sling the men around. Bugayev thought through his predicament. Someone had to have alerted the authorities, but all the men he worked with were there in the room when they had been captured. Somehow, he had to find out what had happened to each man. That would tell him who was responsible. The one or two still free would be the ones he would deal with.
In the air above them, a two plane Russian fighter unit was looking for targets of opportunity. One of the men saw the rapidly moving van with an escort. They even had flashing lights on. Turning towards his wingman, the pilot pointed toward the vehicles and motioned for the other pilot to follow him.
The explosion of the rocket flung the van sideways off the road and it began to tumble through a grain field. The pilot watched in satisfaction as the van seemed to disintegrate. First the hood came off, then the doors. Finally the back doors flew off and the panels of the van separated from the chassis and flopped over, flattening on the ground. Three bodies were seen, unmoving, on the ground near the wreckage. Looking over, he saw that his wingman had neatly dispatched the escort. He chuckled in his mask and motioned for the wingman to form up and follow. There would be more targets.
Bugayev slowly realized that the van was not moving. He felt a breeze on his face. Forcing his eyes open, he saw that one side of the van had covered him. He was lying on the other side. He tried to move and felt the ring he had been chained to had worked loose. A few bends later and it popped from the remains of the van�s body. Bugayev eased his way toward the light. Just a few yards away, the remains of the van were still burning. Looking around, he saw one of the drivers lying motionless in the grass. Moving closer, he saw there was nothing to fear. The man was dead. Rummaging through his pockets, he found the manacle keys. A few minutes later and he was free. He quickly began removing the clothing of a guard roughly his height and weight. People would know the uniform of a prisoner, so the exchange would guarantee him a margin of safety.
Ten minutes later, Bugayev was making his way through the field toward a house in the distance. With luck, he would convince the owner to let the police officer use his car. From there, he would continue his assigned mission. He would also seek his revenge.
USS Texas
�The target has slowed, Captain,� said Faris, making his report to the bridge.
Captain Jacobs looked at his XO. �You think he heard something?� he wondered out loud.
�Assume the worst,� the XO said.
�Diving Officer, slow to five knots. Let�s see if he changes his tactics,� Jacobs said.
The orders were given and carried out. Slowly, the Texas eased to five knots as the men inside listened intently to see of their target was changing course to approach them. After ten minutes Faris made his report. �Sir, it appears the target is still making an approach on the carrier. Listening to the tail, I�m not picking up anything from us,� he said.
�Conn, aye. Keep after him, sonar,� said Jacobs. He looked around the small compartment. �Maybe the captain realized he was making noise. I know I wouldn�t make a mistake like that.� He pushed the button on the bitch box again. �Sonar, how much noise is the guy putting out now?�
�Practically none, Captain. The steam noises were intermittent at best. When she sped up I caught the screw noises, but now, it�s just the steam plant. It almost sounds like somebody took off some insulation somewhere and the sound is a little un-muffled. The closer she gets, the more I can make it out,� said Faris from his seat.
�Con aye,� said Jacobs. �The Yasen class are some of their quietest subs yet. We�re probably lucky to hear her. Let�s put the ship directly between the carrier and them,� Jacobs said to the Diving Officer. �Might as well let them do all the work,� he said.
�Makes sense. He�s letting the carrier come to him. In about half an hour he will be within torpedo range for us. That will still leave him a good twenty miles from the carrier,� said the XO.
�Concur. I don�t want him to get any closer either,� said Jacobs. �Have the torpedo room ready a decoy to go along with the torpedo. I want to send it off to port and turn in. The decoy can make some noises on that bearing. If we miss, I want him to think we are over there. That gives me another good shot if I need it. This is one we have to get,� he said.
�I�ll go down and see to it,� said the XO as he left the control room and went below.
Aboard USS Clancy
The antisubmarine LAMPS helicopter spooled up and lifted off the deck of the guided missile destroyer. In the ship�s combat information center, the ASW coordinator looked at his chart. The men were extremely frustrated that the carrier had taken three torpedoes and they had not been able to find the shooter. The chart was a maze of lines indicating where sonobuoys had been laid, so far to no result. Now the LAMPS pilot, a fairly green kid who had to learn quickly, was asking for a vector.
�Tell him to vector 117. That area hasn�t been looked at yet,� said the coordinator.
The helicopter moved to a new course of 117 degrees. After about 20 miles, he began dropping the passive sonobuoys in a long line across the sea.
USS Texas
�I hear a helo somewhere astern of us,� said Faris.
�Never mind him, it�s a friendly. Keep sending me bearings and ranges to the target,� said Jacobs. The minutes had passed quickly and now their target was within range.
�Target bearing 120, 18,000 yards. Course and speed unchanged,� Faris reported.
�Has the offset been programmed into the torpedo and the decoy?� Jacobs asked.
�Program is set, Captain. Ready to shoot,� said the weapons control officer.
�Fire one,� said the Captain. A few seconds later he ordered, �Fire two.�
Both the torpedo and then the decoy swam from their tubes and followed a course 90 degrees to port of the Texas� position. They traveled for several thousand yards at low speed until the computer told them to turn towards the target. While the decoy began to circle and emit noises, the torpedo sped up to 50 knots and headed straight toward the target.
Aboard the Kazan
�Torpedo in the water, bearing 320 degrees!� screamed the sonar operator.
�Engine ahead flank. Turn starboard to 140! Quickly!� the Captain ordered.
The Kazan responded immediately to the order as the engineers raced to bring the propulsion plant up to full power. On the starboard side of the engine room, a valve had been giving the engineers some trouble earlier and had been left uncovered when the sub began making her way back to the carrier. As the pressures increased in the lines, the flaw, which had been causing the valve to stick, ruptured. Superheated steam at 900 psi suddenly poured into the cramped space from the crack. Men rushed to the area only to be scalded by the hot steam. Within seconds, the compartment was unlivable. The last act of the engineer was to crack the throttles wide open and hope the ship survived.
�Sir, there is a steam leak in the engine room. They are abandoning the compartment!� a young seaman nearly screamed in his report.
Captain Dobrinin jerked around to look at the young man. �How bad?�
�He said they were getting out. The place is killing the men,� he said.
�How is our speed?
�Passing twenty five knots. Still climbing, Captain,� said the petty officer on the enunciator.
�The torpedo is pinging us. He has us for sure!� came a report from sonar.
�Hard dive on the planes. Hard left rudder!� Dobrinin ordered. He began the tactic of moving the ship back and forth to try and fool the torpedo.
All the hatches were closed to engineering. Slowly the pressure built up in the compartment. The interior bulkheads began to press outward. Engine room personnel were lying on the deck receiving care from the sub�s lone corpsman. The drastic movement of the submarine heightened the fear showing on everyone�s faces.
The MK-48 ADCAP torpedo saw the target movements and compensated. It tracked steadily toward the target it could plainly see.
In a last ditch effort, Dobrinin launched a torpedo toward the incoming MK-48. In the end, it made no difference. The torpedo shot past the American weapon and sped out to sea.
Inside the now empty engine room, the pressure built to match the steam pressure. Along the interior bulkheads, steam began seeping into the next compartments.
The MK-48 exploded just five yards from the Kazan, just aft of the sail. The explosion ripped through the pressure hull penetrating the control room bulkhead. In an instant, the forward part of the sub imploded. The pressurized engine room withstood the blast for a few minutes. The Kazan, with its engines still running at flank speed, dove for the bottom under its own power.
***
The sonar operator aboard the helo heard the noises and informed the pilot. In a minute, the helo was laying a new line of sonobuoys, listening for any sounds. He immediately heard the sounds being given off by the decoy. As instructed, the pilot dashed toward the line of buoys. As he made his run, the operator picked up a twitch on his MAD gear. Designed to pick up a magnetic disturbance made by a submarine, the pilot quickly turned to make another run over the position. When he passed over and the gear went off again, he announced over the radio, �Mad man, mad man, weapon away!� The MK-46 torpedo carried by the helicopter dropped into the water before the destroyer could remind the young pilot that there were friendlies in the area.
USS Texas
In the midst of celebration, Faris yelled out of his compartment, �Torpedo in the water bearing 210, close by! It�s a 46!�
�Shit!� shouted Jacobs, who immediately turned the submarine away and began to dive the ship. Like the Russian, he tried maneuvering the ship to try and get the torpedo to miss. A knuckle was put in the water with a noisemaker just inside. The MK-46 began its search and quickly heard the submarine speeding away. It turned toward its target. Slower than a MK-48, the small weapon still closed the gap on its prey. Using every skill he had acquired in his twenty years of service, Jacobs made another hard turn and began heading the ship toward the surface. For a second, the torpedo lost contact, but upon turning around saw the submarine again. This time, it came in from dead astern.
The explosion was heard on the line of sonobuoys and a rush of water could be seen bubbling to the surface. After a few minutes, no sounds could be heard in the water. The young pilot was ordered back to the ship. When they heard why, the mood in the helo became somber indeed.


Chapter 10 
Corrections

Berlin, Germany
�We cannot afford to do as we have this first day. Our efforts appear uncoordinated and we are wasting both our time and resources simply because some of us either cannot or will not conform to our plans,� said Hammond to the assembled generals. �For example, our drones were able to open large holes in the enemy front lines, but some units were as much as two hours late moving in to take advantage of this. As a result, the Russians were able to reinforce their units and successfully counter our efforts. In two cases, the delay caused our air assets to attack our own units. This is unacceptable,� he said forcefully. �We have neither the personnel nor the material to waste them against our enemy. They have much more to expend than we do. That being said, the German and Polish forces have been able to close in behind the Russian lines. Our Predator drones are playing havoc all along the front and we have been able to consolidate our gains. We need to use these things to our advantage as long as we can.� He turned to the intelligence officer. �I understand they are sending in more units?�
Colonel Franks nodded his head. �Yes sir, there is another whole division making its way to the Polish border. They should arrive later this afternoon along this road here,� he said pointing to a highway in southeastern Poland.
�We won�t have the units to stop them,� said General Pol. �Our lines are pretty thin. The idea was to surround them and simply cut off their supplies. Taking on a division of tanks might jeopardize that mission,� he said.
�I agree, but what if we pulled back and just let them come through?� asked Hammond.
�This is insanity,� proclaimed General Eves LeMonde, leading the French forces. �Then what good have we done to push around them in the first place. You wish to talk about being wasteful,� he exclaimed.
�Actually, I am thinking about controlling the situation,� said Hammond calmly. �We pull back and let them through. All the way we pound them with our Predators, then close back in once they have passed. We still cut them off, but now there are more to feed and equip. If we can continue to cut out their supplies, pretty soon they will start getting pretty hungry,� he explained.
Dortmund nodded his head. �That makes sense. The more they pour in, they might be good for a few days, but it just means they run out of things faster. I like it,� he said with a wink. �They have concentrated their supply caravans down these major roads,� he said pointing to several highways on the map. �If they keep it up, it will be much easier to get our planes and drones in to stop them.�
General Pol pointed to some highlands along the route. �What if we drop in artillery along these hills? We could rake any convoy coming through and still be mobile enough to move them out of range if the Russians get wise. With our intelligence and satellites, we can surround any small forces sent in to take them out and cut them up. It would also serve to keep the Russians guessing and constantly having to react instead of concentrate their forces. It could work to our advantage,� he pointed out.
�Why don�t you and General Dortmund work this out and we�ll try and make it work. In the meantime, our drones will be operating all of tonight and every night. We must all be ready to press forward just before dawn to take advantage of it. That means the American, British and French forces all go at once. We made ten miles today. I want double that tomorrow if we can,� Hammond said. �Remember, we are all working together on this. The better we coordinate, the fewer we lose.�
After a few minutes the meeting came to a close. Everyone filed out of the room, but Hammond stopped LeMonde.
�General, can you help me understand why your forces were late this morning? If there are reasons, it will help me know our limitations,� Hammond said.
LeMonde shrugged. �I cannot put my forces in jeopardy until we are totally ready. I refuse to sacrifice my people for the sake of scheduling. I am responsible for my people,� he said.
�I understand, but you should realize that yes, they are your people, but these are all my people. Your delays cost lives in other areas. It slowed the advance. Then your pilots, who were also late, bombed British soldiers who had advanced beyond where you thought they were. I must insist that when we make these plans, they be carried out on time, otherwise, there will be more losses and more delays. You know we cannot afford these things,� said Hammond firmly. �I am relying on you to make this happen. If you can�t, let me know so we can make other arrangements,� he said. The insinuation was clear.
LeMonde looked him square in the eyes. �You do not have the authority to relieve me. That comes only from my head of government,� he said with a swagger.
�General, I do not wish to relieve anyone, however, either you become a member of this team or you don�t,� Hammond said calmly.
LeMonde shrugged. �It is for you to say,� he said. �I shall prepare my troops,� he said dismissively, then turned and left the room. He passed Sir Richard Thomas on the way out without even acknowledging he was there.
�You ready to shoot the bugger yet?� Thomas asked.
�He does have a way of making things difficult. I wish I knew why he was so defiant,� Hammond sighed.
�Part of it is he is one of their aristocrats. He thinks France is everything and we are nothing. It�s a part of the old European order. Even I thought people like him were long dead,� said Thomas. �But he is right. Only his government can remove him. I believe the next move will be to make a trip to Paris. I have met the President and he�s nothing like LeMonde. I have also been talking to LeMonde�s second in command, General Gagne. He�s as frustrated as we are. I mentioned to him that others might need to know. Gagne�s a loyal guy, but he doesn�t like incompetence. Let�s see what settles and go from there,� Thomas assured him.
Hammond let out a breath. �Well, tomorrow will tell,� he said as the two left the room.
Krakow
Petyr came back late from school. The pharmacy had been stocked back up with what they could get, but with the windows boarded up and people running back and forth scared to death, there were few customers after the initial rush. The air raids had been reduced to twice a day, yet school had met and children told what to expect and do when the air raid alarms sounded. But that wasn�t why Petyr was late. He had made a stop on the way home. Just as he entered the store, the air raid alarm sounded again and everyone rushed to the basement. As the families huddled in the dark under the one dim light, Petyr handed his father a paper.
�What is this?� Mister Kursov asked.
�It is permission for me to enter the army at seventeen,� Petyr said calmly. He heard Anna gasp in the corner.
Kursov grunted and tried to hand it back. �You aren�t going anywhere.�
�I didn�t ask you, Father. I need you to sign it,� Petyr said firmly.
Kursov became angry. �You do not tell me. I will decide what happens in this family.�
Now Petyr became angry. �Just like you decided to become a traitor to our country?� he asked.
Anton Kursov stood up. �I am no traitor,� he nearly shouted.
�Oh no? Then why did I see you at that last demonstration? Freda and I were there and I saw you running in and out of the crowd doing the bidding of our tenant. I saw you carrying things into the crowd while your leader sat back and watched from a safe distance. You were responsible for people getting killed. It made me wonder how many other demonstrations you were a part of,� Petyr cried out.
�Petyr, what are you saying?� his mother asked.
He turned to face her. �I am saying father has been a part of this. Remember all those evenings he was away? Shortly afterward was a demonstration somewhere. I finally saw him!� Petyr exclaimed. He turned back to his father who looked stricken. �You always told me to be proud of our Russian heritage. But how can I be now. You forget, I was born here. I was raised here. My friends and family are here and I consider myself a Pole, and as a Pole, it is my duty to serve my country,� Petyr said proudly.
�You won�t do any such thing,� Kursov said.
�Oh yes I will. Up until now I was proud of my family. I was proud of my father. Now I am so ashamed I cannot face my friends anymore. I cannot tell Freda how much I love her because of all the shame that would come with that love. So I will do the only thing I can do. I will join the army and defend my country. Only then will I be able to hold my head up again,� he stammered. �Now sign it,� he demanded.
The quiet of the basement was deafening. Only the sound of distant bombs broke it. Mrs. Kursov broke the silence. �You sign it or I will,� she said in disgust.
Kursov was shaken to his core. His sins had indeed come back to haunt him and his family. Too late did he realize what he had caused. Now his own son hated him. That had to be fixed. He slowly pulled out a pen and signed the form. He handed it to his son, standing before him. Petyr turned and walked to Mr. Polski. �Mr. Polski, when this is all over, I want to marry your daughter. I don�t know how long it will take, but once I have brought honor to our name, I want to share my life with her,� he said firmly.
Mr. Polski smiled and indicated for Petyr to sit beside him. �Petyr, you are not responsible for what your father did. I know you are a good and honorable young man. I will be proud to have you in the family,� he said in a low voice, placing his arm around the boy�s shoulders. He noticed they were shaking slightly and he began to realize what it was taking from the boy. �Don�t be so hard on your father. Remember, he grew up in a different system at a different time. Your roots are here in Poland, but his are still in Russia. That can do a lot to a man,� he said.
Petyr looked at him. �I can�t right now. It is eating away at me from the inside. I don�t hate my father, but right now, I can�t respect him anymore,� he said sadly.
Polski nodded. �I understand that. Over time, things tend to heal. I believe your father will do the right things. We just need to give him the chance. Now go to Freda. I believe you have frightened her with your decision,� he said.
The realization changed the look on Petyr�s face. He quickly got up and went to the far corner of the room where they usually sat. Polski watched as he sat down and pulled her to his shoulder.
Across the basement Mrs. Kursov quietly scolded her husband. �I cannot believe you could do such a thing. Don�t you remember why we left Russia? We wanted a better life and we found it. Now you are trying to drag Poland back into the dark ages. I don�t blame Petyr. Did you see the look of shame on his face? Now look at Sasha. You see how he turns away? Even Camille has moved over to where Petyr and Freda are seated. I cannot believe you could do this to our family,� she said. The tears in her eyes could be seen in the dim light.
�There is nothing to say,� said Anton to his wife. He turned away.
�Yes, there is nothing you could ever say,� she said. Mrs. Kursov got up and walked over to talk to Sasha.
Anton Kursov had never felt so alone, or ashamed.
The Pentagon
�Sir, Admiral Hammond is on the secure satellite phone,� an aide told the CNO.
Admiral Johnson reached behind the desk and picked up the receiver. �What�s up. Roger?� he asked pleasantly.
�Perry, how the hell am I expected to win a war if we keep losing carriers,� Hammond asked sharply.
Admiral Johnson had expected this to come. �Hang on, Roger, I�m as pissed about this as you are. Lineman went rogue on me and thought he would be the next Halsey. We�re lucky the Kennedy didn�t sink. I plan on sending Tim Reardon a case of Scotch for all the good work his people did building her. The carrier and her escorts are on their way back even now. The bad part is they lost the Texas. One of the LAMPS pilots got a little too enthusiastic and dropped a weapon on her. We haven�t heard from her since.�
�Damn!� came the reply from the other end of the line. �This has to stop, Perry. These guys have to knock off the peacetime �anything goes� attitude and realize we cannot waste assets. I�m telling my unit commanders the very same thing. We just can�t afford it anymore,� Hammond said.
�I agree. Lineman and a few others we are hearing about are out. We�re replacing them with good operators who can get the job done. Let�s face it, Roger, we have to transition to a war footing almost overnight. There are going to be some rough spots,� Johnson asked. �I know you were counting on the Kennedy, but I sent Mike Shransky back to Newport News. He says Reardon has a plan to maybe get the Lincoln back on line. I don�t know the details yet, but Mike said he would come and brief me. I�ll keep you informed. Now, how are things over there?�
�It�s a little rough,� said Hammond. �I have a French commander who thinks he�s in charge and the Italians and Spanish are still getting things ready. In the meantime, I am fighting a war and so far, we are just holding our own. As you can imagine, it�s a little tense around here.�
Johnson chuckled. �Better you than me. On a positive note, Chris is almost ready. Next week he will go down to Norfolk. They will leave the week after Christmas. Lousy timing, but can�t be helped,� he said.
�At least you have some good news. I�ve got Russia cold and dark like the Boss wanted. If we follow the plan, things should get interesting quickly. By the way, how is Rod Jeffers doing?� Hammond asked.
�Busier than a one armed paper hanger. Roger, the kid is brilliant. He�s also showing some amazing leadership abilities. I just got word the Senate passed the list. He may hear by tonight,� Johnson said with a smile.
�I may give him a call. Just remember I promised him we would make sure he stayed in his pipeline. He needs his department head tour and schools,� Hammond reminded him.
�After this, we may not need to send him to so much. He�s making a good name for himself. But I�m with you. He needs to hit all the right spots. He�s going to be an admiral someday,� the CNO proclaimed.
�Let�s not get ahead of ourselves. I�ll be happy to get this phase of the operation going. Once we win the war, we can take care of Jeffers. Now if I can get the French on my side, things might look a little better,� said Hammond.
�Good luck with that. Want me to let the Boss know what�s up?�
�Wouldn�t hurt. He played his �you can�t do anything to me� card when we talked today. At the same time, when you see Lineman, give him a kick in the ass for me,� said Hammond.
�Will do. Now get back to fighting your war. I have some people to dog on my end,� Johnson said.
�Take care Perry,� said Hammond ending the conversation.
Norfolk, Virginia
�What the hell are you putting on my ship?� Captain Gene Donner asked. The plain gray sheets were rough around the edges and looked like something thrown together. USS America was the first of only two special LHAs built for the navy. As an amphibious assault ship, she was different from the other LHAs simply because she didn�t have a well deck. Instead, she had room for a hangar deck and additional aviation stores. As a result, she could carry up to twenty of the F-35 Lightnings. Preparations were already being made to increase that number along with some MV-22 Ospreys. The technicians from the Naval Sea Systems Command were swarming all over the ship providing additional modifications to prepare her for war. Captain Donner didn�t like change. It had taken him a year to get used to the ship and her characteristics. These new things would have to be learned quickly. They would get underway within the next thirty days and steam into a war zone. This latest installation had him cranky.
This was just the third of over thirty ships Bill Small would have to install this modification to. He didn�t have time to debate his mission. �The latest and greatest, Captain,� he said as cheerfully as he could. �The manual is only twenty pages thick so it�s easy to learn. Basically, when you throw the switch, it will make your ship invisible to enemy radars. Unfortunately, at the same time it will silence your own communications except for satellite. With this thing on, there�s not a missile that can attack you,� he said.
�You�ve got to be kidding me. How much power does it use?� Donner asked.
�Absolutely none. It�s totally passive. I understand it has only come out this past month, but we are putting these things on every ship in the fleet,� said Smalls
�Well, maybe it will look better with a coat of paint,� said Donner, warming up to the idea.
�Oh no sir. You can�t paint it. You leave it exactly as it is when we leave it. Painting will negate its effectiveness. I know it doesn�t look like much, but those are the orders. Any painting will be classified as a SHIPALT. You can�t even tighten the bolts or take it down. Sorry, but that�s the word we got from on high. You�re getting one on the bow, one astern and two on each side. There will be one switch in CIC and another on the bridge to turn it on and off. The instructions will explain the rest,� Smalls said.
It was hard to imagine just a few plates would do what they said, but he actually had no choice. �It�s still damned ugly. It�s not even the right shade of gray,� Donner said.
Smalls chuckled. �They all say that. My understanding is that this is the way it comes out of the oven. I guess we�re just stuck with it,� he said.
Donner nodded. �How long will it take?�
�We�ll be done later today. I�ll test it before I leave,� Smalls said.
That surprised Donner. Test it? He just threw up his hands and gave in to the inevitable. He never understood the techno geeks at NAVSEA anyway.
USS Iowa
Captain Doug Rhodes was up to his ears in paperwork just getting all the people aboard the ship. USS Iowa had recently been used as an emergency platform during the earthquakes and the systems were all up and ready to go. As before, when he commanded the ship during the kidnapping in Venezuela, the veterans had returned. They were bolstered by additional newer faces from when the ship had been in commission just six years before. Many were still there from the earthquake, but some of the vets were getting much older. It would be his duty to ask some of them not to make the trip. At the same time, ten busses of active duty crewmen had arrived to begin their duty aboard, along with another ten of reservists. The Administrative Officer was pulling his hair out.
Commander Russ Sampson was already getting drills set up to get the crewmembers acquainted with the ship and its operation. He had been aboard when the ship was in Korea � the second time. Placing veterans in each division had helped out. Like before, they helped make sure each crewman knew exactly how the ship ran. The publication �Battleship Standards� had already been reprinted and issued.
There was a knock at the cabin door and the Marine stuck his head in and announced the XO. Sampson came through the door. �Fueling will commence tomorrow morning at 0800. I got the Chief Engineer on it. We�ll take on about a million gallons,� he announced.
�Good. I understand we won�t need a weapons onload,� Rhodes said.
�No sir. We have a full complement of five inch and sixteen inch. The only thing we will take on is small arms and the .50 caliber. Seal Beach will bring that by truck. I have ordered the Phalanx to be loaded and brought up to a ready status. If they shoot at us again, we�ll be ready,� Sampson said. He held out a sheet of paper. �Did you see this?�
Rhodes scanned the sheet and his eyebrows flew up. �Transferring to Norfolk. Well, that�s interesting. I thought we would be staying on this coast.�
�I did too, but since we�re in a shooting war, you never can tell. I heard through the grapevine that something is brewing over there. Maybe they want us in on it,� Sampson said.
Rhodes glanced at the door to make sure it was closed. �I actually talked to a friend of mine in the Pentagon. There�s a special force being put together. You know who�s heading it up?�
�Who?�
�Chris Hustvedt.�
�From the Sea of Japan?�
�None other.�
�Oh hell! I want in on that one,� exclaimed Sampson.
�Oh yea. So we need to be ready as we can be. I also got a call from NAVSEA. They are coming out to install new equipment beginning tomorrow. Make sure we are set to help them out. SURFPAC wants us ready to get underway in fifteen days,� said Rhodes.
�Fifteen days! That�s pushing it, but if we can get in on this new thing it will be worth it. I�ll tell the wardroom to plan on some 12 hour days for a while. Duty sections will be at it all night. We�ll get underway on time, Captain,� said Sampson with a grin.
�We better. I�d hate to have to break in a new XO,� Rhodes grinned back.
�That�s why they pay me the big bucks. I�ll set up a stores onload two days before we get underway so we will be full up. You need anything?� asked Sampson.
Rhodes shook his head. �I�ll take care of all I need. Let me know when you have the fueling brief.�
�Will do, Captain. I need to get that set up. I�ll let you know if I hear anything more,� Sampson said getting out of his seat.
�I appreciate it,� said Rhodes as he watched the XO leave the cabin. He had actually heard more, but couldn�t share it yet. The plan was for Iowa to be in Norfolk for only three days to refuel, and provision. Then she would be underway to join one of the largest fleets ever assembled and head for the Mediterranean.
The Pentagon
Lt. Rod Jeffers was bone tired. In the three weeks since the war began, he and Hustvedt�s staff had worked mercilessly trying to not only get the final plan complete, but to also assemble the assets to make it work. True, Jeffers couldn�t give those kinds of orders, but working with the staff, the fleet and air units were being brought together and the troops assembled to make it all work. Every day the message center buzzed with new requests for information and to detail orders.
The results were impressive. It involved three carriers, two LHAs, four LHDs, six LPDs, eight LSDs and twenty other transport ships, along with three battleships, four cruisers, fifteen destroyers, six frigates and several submarines. In all there were over 120 ships being assembled � and that was just in the Atlantic and from the American side. Another two carriers, an LHA, two LHDs, four LSDs, a battleship, six more cruisers, ten destroyers five frigates and other support ships were being assembled on the west coast. This would be a two ocean war. With the Kennedy being damaged, it had made the effort much more difficult. Everything was hinged on getting one of the carriers back online. Newport News was doing just that.
Jeffers sat back at his desk and read the latest message traffic that had come into the office just a few minutes before. It was 2010 hours � late in the evening, and he anticipated going home, maybe by 2200. There was a knock at his door. Jeffers looked up to see Vice Admiral Hustvedt standing there with a smile on his face.
�You look like shit,� said Hustvedt.
Jeffers� face broke into a grin. �Only because I�m up to my ears in it,� he said as he stood.
Hustvedt motioned for him to sit down. He took a seat next to the desk. �Rod, you need to put all this down. For the last three weeks you have been getting home between ten and eleven at night and being back here by six. The Chief of Staff says you have put in the work of ten people. You can�t help me if you kill yourself,� he said.
�I�m okay, Admiral. I just want to make sure this all gets together right. We can�t afford to be left in the lurch once this thing starts,� said Jeffers.
�I know, but this is going very well � largely because of you. I signed the final plan today. Today is Wednesday. I want you to go home and not come back until Monday. Get a little Christmas time with your family,� Hustvedt said. Before Jeffers could object he raised his hand. �I know, there is still a lot to do, but the plan is sound. We need to move on. I do have others on the staff to get last minute things done, and even I have been known to get a few things done in my career. Rod, take a short break. When you get back we need to get ready to move to Norfolk. By Wednesday we will be aboard the America. In two weeks we will be underway. You have been my right hand man in all of this and I appreciate what you�ve done. You�re going to help me win this war. Then, once this is over, I am going to see to it that you get back to sea like a regular surface line officer. Who knows? Before this war is over, you may have a command of your own.�
Hustvedt reached into his back pocket and pulled out a small box. He stood up. Jeffers stood as well, thinking Hustvedt was about to leave. Instead, Hustvedt reached over to Jeffers and pulled off the lieutenant insignia attached on his working uniform. The box contained the insignia of a lieutenant commander. He placed the insignia on the young man�s collars.
�Rod, everyone from the top on down has been impressed with your work. I sent a special evaluation to the selection board last week. You�ve been deep selected. Now maybe you won�t have so much trouble getting things done,� Hustvedt said with a grin. �Rod, I can see why Roger placed so much faith in you. I�m proud to have you with me.� The look of surprise on Jeffers� face was gratifying to Hustvedt.
�But I wasn�t due to be up for this for another two years,� Jeffers stammered.
Hustvedt let out a laugh. �Of all the young officers I have served with, you more than deserved it. Rod, just take it and keep going. I�ll see you on Monday,� the Admiral said shaking his hand. As he left the room, the phone on Jeffers� desk rang. He picked up the receiver.
�Congratulations Rod! I hope when you get over here you can come by and see me,� said Hammond on the other end of the line.
�Admiral Hustvedt just put them on my collars. How did you know?�
�Hey, in my job, I�m supposed to know everything. Didn�t you know that?� joked Hammond.
�Maybe, but I bet you had something to do with this,� Jeffers said.
�Maybe, but it still wouldn�t have happened if you hadn�t done your part. You are one hell of an officer, Rod. Keep up the good work,� said Hammond.
�Thanks Roger.�
�Don�t thank me. You deserve it. And when you get over this way, please come see me. It would be nice to sit back and talk a while.�
�Thanks. Thanks for everything,� said Jeffers.
�Take care of yourself, Rod,� said Hammond. There was sincere feeling behind the voice.
�You do the same. I�ll stop by.�
�Good. See you soon then.�
�Good bye Admiral, and thanks again,� said Jeffers.
Jeffers put the receiver down and thought a moment about what was happening. This wasn�t normal. He was just a regular guy trying to do his job. He placed the messages back on the duty officer�s desk and grabbed his coat. As he was about to leave the office and go home, the phone rang again. This time it was another new friend � someone much higher up in government.
Paris
The �lys�e Palace was far grander than almost anything Hammond had ever seen. The residence of the President of the French Republic dated back to the early 1700s and had once been the residence of the mistress of King Louis XV. Since that time, it had housed Napoleon and several other aristocrats, finally becoming the presidential residence in the mid-1800s. Valuable paintings and tapestries adorned the walls and rich carpets covered the floors. The ceilings were covered in frescoes and enhanced with gold filigree. The furniture was of a classical design and seemed to glitter in the lights. The chandeliers took your breath away. Unfortunately these things could not be savored simply because of the grave issue Hammond was coming to speak about.
The escort stopped him at two huge gold encrusted doors while he knocked gently and entered the room, announcing the Supreme Allied Commander. Henri Bayard came from his desk in the elegantly appointed Salon Dore and took Hammond�s hand. �Welcome Admiral Hammond. It is good to see you once again,� Bayard said in English.
�Thank you for receiving me,� said Hammond in almost perfect French. Bayard escorted him into the office.
�I was not under the impression you spoke our language,� Bayard said in astonishment.
�I studied it in school when I was young and found I had a passion for it. In my Navy career I was able to visit France on several occasions. It helped me retain it as a second language,� said Hammond.
�Ahh. I understand. It sometimes makes it easier to understand a nation when you can speak the language. Shall we continue in French?� Bayard asked.
Hammond grinned. �If you would like. I will try to keep up. When you don�t use a language every day, it can be difficult,� he said.
Bayard laughed. �Yes, I have the same problem with English,� he said. �Actually, the more I hear of your ideas and your methods, the more I am impressed. I have been looking forward to speaking with you for some time. Yours is a job I would not wish to undertake,� he said. Motioning toward a chair he continued, �I understand you are having some difficulties with General LeMonde,� he said, getting right to the point as he sat down.
Hammond shifted in his seat. He hadn�t expected things to move this quickly. �Mister President, as you said, we have a very difficult task. There is no doubt General LeMonde is loyal and very talented. He works very hard each day to make sure his troops are well prepared and ready for battle. His dedication is totally for France and the French people. I, on the other hand, am trying to oversee the forces of over ten nations. You and the other allied leaders have asked me to bring this group into a cohesive fighting force to defeat a common enemy. To do that, I need everyone to pull together as one. I especially need the help of the French forces to do just that,� Hammond said. His French was slow, but intense.
�And you feel General LeMonde is not measuring up,� Bayard said. He didn�t wait for a reply. �You know that General LeMond is one of France�s most capable generals. We are not in the habit of recalling one of our leaders simply because someone does not agree with them,� he admonished, �however, there is more to this than you may realize. In the months prior to the outbreak of hostilities, General LeMonde was one of the members of my staff trying to seek reconciliation with the Russians. On behalf of our government, he accepted their explanations and their assurances that there was nothing to fear. He personally trusted them. As a matter of fact, so did I. As you know, France had maintained cordial relations with the Russians and Soviets since the war with Germany. We have even had socialist governments along the way,� Bayern lectured. �When the Russians began these hostilities, we both felt total betrayal. We had assumed the Russians would bluster and then back away. This was not the case. It was personally most embarrassing. I must shoulder some of the blame for this. General LeMonde took it as a personal slap. He does not like being proved wrong and sometimes can be somewhat � how do you say, stiff. I, on the other hand must be flexible. One cannot be a politician and not be so,� he chuckled.
�I was not aware of how personally involved you were in all this,� said Hammond, somewhat surprised at the revelation.
Bayard held up his hand. �I know. But now it seems there is more to his situation than mere chance,� he said with a sigh. Bayern leaned forward. �I have heard some things from the front. You are right in one aspect, LeMonde�s dedication to France is unquestionable, but as such, he often forgets that France does not necessarily have to be in charge. We chose you for a reason. Part of that is that we all know that placing someone from Europe in command would bring up old rivalries � some centuries old � which we do not need. His attitude is an example of that. Quite frankly, we wondered who might take the job until you came along. The fact that we are not speaking from England or the United States is a testament to your abilities to fight this war. As I see it, the Russians have not moved forward very much since you got here. For someone to take command and get things going that quickly is simply amazing.�
�I appreciate that, Mister President,� said Hammond humbly.
�You also do not need the extra burden of having to deal with people who seem to have difficulties understanding what you need. I recalled General LeMonde last night and placed another general in command of French forces,� said Bayard calmly as he reached to the desk and pressed a button.
�I hope the general is not disgraced by this,� said Hammond.
�No, he will have a job in our defense ministry which he has been wanting for a while. I have replaced him with someone you have worked with,� Bayard said as the door opened and someone entered the room.
Hammond immediately recognized General Gagne, LeMonde�s deputy, resplendent in his formal uniform. He stood and greeted him. �Paul, you are taking over?� he asked. The smile on Hammond�s face told Bayard all he needed to know.
�Yes, Roger. I will step up. You also should know that I am not like LeMonde. I fully understand what you are doing and will do my part,� Gagne said with a grin.
�Good. I can see things have improved already,� said Bayard. �Is there anything else France can do for the Supreme Commander?� he asked with a grin.
Hammond turned to Bayard. �No, Mister President. You have been most kind.�
�Nonsense. We are all in this war together. It should never be said that France was not a full participant. Now if you gentlemen will excuse me, I have another appointment,� Bayard said dismissing the men.
Both saluted and left the room. As they left, Gagne asked, �You speak French?�
Powell, Tennessee
It was Friday evening before Rod Jeffers felt the tension and stress slough off. Whether it was his Mom�s cooking or just getting out into the clean mountain air, he could feel his shoulders lifting and a smile returning to his face. There had been all the questions about what he was doing and where he might be going. Unfortunately, he couldn�t really tell them anything. He did say that he would probably be going to sea within the next month. That had upset his mother terribly. The naval losses had led the news reports for a while and the thought of her boy being on one of those ships was almost unbearable. It was his father who had calmed her and set things straight.
Now it was Saturday evening. Since Rod would be leaving the next day and wouldn�t be home for Christmas, the whole family came to share a meal and spend time together. It was almost like Christmas. There was a turkey, ham, squash casserole, rice and gravy, green beans, fresh roles and several other side dishes. A fire was in the fireplace. Not one of those gas log things, but a real wood burning fire. The rooms filled with warmth, laughter and good natured kidding.
After the meal, Rod and his brother Jason gathered the dishes and began cleaning them off and placing them in the dishwasher. It was a job he had grown up with and felt like he needed to do. They were about finished when they began to hear people tuning up instruments in the large family den. Rod got a big smile on his face and quickly placed the last dish in the machine and turned it on. He made his way to his room and pulled out a case, then making his way back down to the den. He was halfway there when he heard the group break out into the old gospel song, �In the Sweet Bye and Bye.�
They were all there. His Dad, Uncle Jennings and Uncle Wilfred were playing guitars. Grandma Ruby had brought out her autoharp. Cousin Caleb was picking his bass fiddle and Cousin Josh had his mandolin. Mom even brought out an old washboard she had kept from Great Grandma Hattie. She might be tone deaf, but she had a rhythm that you could set a watch to. Aunt Janice had even pulled out her old fiddle. The rest of the family was gathered around the room, some sitting on pillows and others in chairs brought in from the dining room. As the group played, the rest joined in with the singing. Rod was the last to sit down. He opened the case and pulled out his five string banjo. He had tuned it earlier and hopped right in with the rest.
It was something the family did every so often during the year. Yes, the Jeffers family was what people called �well to do,� but none of them ever forgot where they had come from. The hills of Tennessee were imbedded deep in their souls and despite the college educations and acquired sophistication, this was where they felt at home. Song after song drifted from the house into the surrounding countryside. It was almost like a healing balm for everyone there � a natural part of home. In between each song the family members would show their approval, praising one family member or another and the talent they displayed.
A few songs in, Rod�s father quieted everyone. �Okay, hold on. Now tonight we wanted to get the family together because Rod, here, is getting ready to go be a part of this war. Our family has proudly served from the revolution up through this latest in Korea. Rod is the first one who is serving as an officer. Rod, the family is proud of you and we wanted to get together this one last time before you left. When you get back we�ll do it again to celebrate. So tonight is yours, son, what would you like to do?� he father asked.
Rod was blushing slightly. �I�m enjoying all of it. Grandma, what would you like to do tonight?� he asked.
Grandma Ruby broke into a wide grin. �Let me sing �Sunny Side� to you,� she said. Rod�s father gave her a wink. �Jennings, lead this off.�
Uncle Jennings began strumming the melody on his guitar and Grandma Ruby began strumming her autoharp. She sang the stanzas and the family joined in on the chorus.
Keep on the sunny side, always on the sunny side,
Keep on the sunny side of life.
It will help us every day, it will brighten all the way,
If we keep on the sunny side of life�.


Everyone sat back and let the music flow from them. Rod could tell that the song was Grandma�s way of telling him to be careful and stay upright. That alone touched him more than anything. When the song ended, Rod almost immediately broke into the �Foggy Mountain Breakdown.� He knew it was one of her favorites ever since he learned to play it. His fingers seemed to fly across the strings and the others were letting out whoops as he led the way. On occasion, he would nod to one of the others and they would pick it up, adding spice to the mix and exciting the others in the room. In the end, Rod took off with it again and wrapped it up. On the last note several of the family jumped out of their seats, calling out their approval.
�Boy, you sure do know how to pick that thing,� exclaimed his Uncle Wilfred.
�Best Christmas present we ever got him,� laughed his father. He turned to Janice. �Sister, you get better with that thing every day,� he shouted.
By now, everyone was talking and laughing. It only stopped when Janice started playing an old song called �Down Yonder.� After a few measures, the rest joined in. As before everyone seemed to have an instinct of when to take the lead and when to step back. Song after song filled the house with the sweet country sounds until finally Rod�s Mom announced that the cake and coffee were ready and everyone broke up. They all got their dessert and sat around in small groups around the room, talking quietly. Rod found himself beside Grandma Hattie.
�Do you know how long you will be away?� she asked in a cracking voice.
He shook his head. �No, Grandma, they may keep me busy for a while. You know this is going to be going on for some time. But I�ll get back,� he reassured her.
She took a breath. �Well, were you planning on getting married to that girl you were dating? Nancy was her name, wasn�t it?� Grandma asked.
Rod grinned at her. Grandma had a touch of Alzheimer�s and had forgotten that the two hadn�t been together for at least five years. �No, Grandma, she�s gone her separate ways. I�m still on the lookout, though. One of these days I�m going to find someone that meets my criteria. When that happens, I�ll bring her home to you,� he reassured her.
�Just make sure your standards aren�t too high. I�m not going to be around forever, you know.�
Rod chuckled. �Not so high. I just want someone that is as smart as I am so that we talk about things instead of just talking at each other. I need somebody to be able to accompany me on my banjo, and to do things with me instead of around me. Of course, I�d like her to be just as pretty as you were in your day,� he said with a twinkle in his eye.
Grandma Hattie laughed. �I�m still a good catch you little imp,� she said with a wink. �You just take your time. That girl will be out there waiting for you. And if she can�t cook, I�ll teach her everything I know,� she promised. She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. �I�m awful proud of you Roderick. Just come home when this is over,� she said softly.
Rod smiled at his grandmother and took her hands. �I promise, Grandma.�
The Vatican
The meeting had been hastily arranged away from the prying eyes of the media that seemed to be everywhere. Pope Gregory XVII welcomed Chancellor Vogel in his private chambers. As Vogel entered, he bowed and kissed the Pope�s ring before being offered a seat beside the Pontiff.
�Thank you for receiving me under these circumstances, Your Holiness,� said Vogel.
The Pope waived it off. �With all the troubles of the world at the present time, I hope the Church can be of service. What can we do to serve our brothers and sisters in Germany?� he asked.
�Actually, I am coming representing all of the Allied nations, Your Holiness,� Vogel said.
The Pope�s eyes opened wider. �Ahh, it must be important then,� he offered with a smile.
�We feel it is, Your Holiness. We are asking if you would speak with the Patriarch of Moscow and all Rus� asking him to speak out against this war,� said Vogel.
The Pope smiled and sat back slightly. �Chancellor, you know the Church has adopted a policy where we cannot interfere in the affairs of government. We offer our opinions and hope people will listen, but we are here for the spiritual wellbeing of all God�s children,� he lectured.
The Chancellor nodded. �I understand, Your Holiness, however Germany, in particular, would urge you to do so. You see, when Hitler came to power, the church decided to turn a blind eye to his government. It didn�t interfere when such interference might have changed a great deal. Imagine if the Holy Church had spoken out against his government. Yes, some of our priests might have been imprisoned, but the people might have had second thoughts about his leadership long before he consolidated his power. The people of the church may have won out. It may have kept him from starting a war. Of course, this isn�t criticism of the Church, but it gives us an example of how the moral spirit, which is a part of the Church, was not awakened. We in Germany suffered because of it, and would wish others could avoid it. Your Holiness, you and the other church leaders are the great conscience of the people of the world. We are simply asking that our spiritual leaders exercise that conscience. Help the people think about what is being done and let their moral obligations to others lead them. We may be at war, but I believe people are basically good and that if we ask them to decide on right and wrong, they will chose the right. That is why I humbly ask you intercession,� Vogel pleaded.
The Pope�s face was a mask of concern. What Vogel said was correct. The Church had regretted its decisions regarding Germany when they might have helped. He was also correct about the spiritual mission of the church and what it teaches its people. Could something like this help? Would the Patriarch be willing to do this? He could use the same arguments with him. On the other hand, should he consider it at all? The troubled look on his face was evident to Vogel. �I see your points and I will take them into consideration. What you ask is difficult, but I can see why you ask and I know it is because you feel it may serve the better good.� He reached over and placed his hand on Vogel�s arm. �You have given me something to pray about,� he said with a smile.
Vornovo, Russia
�General Pusko, for the last weeks we have lost ground in Poland. Why is that?� asked President Borodin in front of the general staff.
Pusko knew this was coming and unfortunately, he had not been able to come up with an acceptable answer. �It is difficult to say, Mister President. The allied tactics are still befuddling to us. They seem to be able to attack our soldiers at night as we rest or try to perform maintenance duties. No one has been able to sleep for days unless we pull our men and equipment far behind the lines. Even then, the troops left to hold the front are attacked. We do not even know what is attacking us. Then in the early dawn, their tanks appear and take the lightly defended ground before we can send up the necessary reinforcements,� Pusko explained. Borodin could tell by his voice the man was frustrated.
�Continue,� Borodin ordered sternly.
�The night skies are also filled with their Predator drones. They sweep farther back into our positions and go after the supply trains. As you recall, we sent in another five divisions. They found the door open to them all the way to our lines, but then the supplies and replacements were stopped by both air and armor. We found ourselves almost surrounded. We send more in, then everything is cut off. Now we are concentrating on making sure the supply lines are well protected all the way. During the day, our fighters fill the skies, but at night, the Allies control everything. We send in fighters and our radars can�t see anything. Suddenly our fighters are blown from the sky. The Allied stealth technology is much more effective than we expected,� Pusko said. The other generals in the room were nodding their heads.
Borodin saw defeat in their eyes. He had to get control. �That is enough! You offer excuses, but we need answers. You say our men are attacked in the open. Then from here on, the tank crews live and sleep in their tanks. They can�t get shot through all that armor. Send the food and supplied in armored vehicles, anything you need, but our push forward must resume at once!� he demanded. �I believe we need to set the example. Order the commanding general back to Moskow. Place him under arrest for dereliction of duty. Then send in someone who can make things happen,� Borodin ordered.
Pusko blanched at the thought. It was like the stories of the purges under Marshal Stalin. �You realize that the man has only been in command for five days. All of the former commanders were killed.�
Borodin turned in a wrath. �Do not argue with me! Bring him here at once!� he shouted.
Pusko nodded. �It will be done,� he said.
�Good. What other measures need to be taken?� asked Borodin.
Pusko gave a sigh. �It also appears the Allies are able to see our troop movements. Our intelligence people have identified one of their newer spy satellites in a stationary orbit over Europe. If it is true that they have real-time image capability, they will be able to see everything we do.�
Borodin rubbed his chin. This was a real threat and would explain everything that had been going on. He looked at the others. �Perhaps we need to do something about that. Are you sure this is the only one up there?� he asked.
Pusko nodded. �There are others, but the other two are not giving off any electromagnetic signals. We assume they are relays for other satellites since no signals are being beamed back to earth. If the one spy satellite is removed, we get an advantage. Most of our satellites are not in orbit. We send them over twice a day and they return the images. The two we have to send photos in a stationary orbit send in their images three times a day. That is enough to know where they are,� Pusko reassured him.
�Then it is time we took our war to space,� said Borodin. �Destroy the spy satellite. Once that is done, take out the other two as well. Let them know we mean business.�
�It will violate the treaty,� reminded Pusko.
Borodin chuckled. �War is a violation of treaty, General. Send the satellite killers up.�
CIA Headquarters
�We have a launch,� reported one of the operators at her console. �Single launch. Following the trajectory,� she announced.
After a few minutes she began to breathe a little easier. �It appears to be a satellite launch. It looks like to may come near our KH-14 over Europe,� she said.
The supervisor was now looking over her shoulder at her console. �I hate it when they launch things. You almost can�t be sure it�s not aimed for us,� he said. He saw her nod without taking her eyes off her instruments.
�I agree. But at least this one will stay in orbit for a while. It has a trajectory taking it within about 100 kilometers of the KH-14,� she said.
�Can�t expect them not to try and gather intelligence during a war. Unfortunately we signed a treaty keeping us from shooting those things down,� he mentioned.
The satellite began slowing and coming to the same altitude of the American spy satellite. Suddenly the Russian changed course and sped up. This time it was aimed directly at the large KH-14 over Europe.
�Get it out of the way!� screamed the supervisor. At one of the consoles an older man began issuing orders to the satellite. But it was too late. The Russian exploded not 100 meters from the KH-14 sending its shrapnel to shred the American to bits. The input from the KH-14 abruptly ended.
In a corner of the room a lone figure sat back in his seat. �Ladies and gentlemen it appears the Russians have taken the next step. I have already spoken to the President. If this happened, he authorized �Wet Blanket.� Initiate the Star Wars system and fully protect our space assets,� he said.
One of the operators turned to his console and engaged an older start up code. It had begun in the Reagan Administration and had been updated periodically, but until now, no one had realized that the much touted �Star Wars� system had actually been deployed. Within seconds, a code was sent to the satellites. Huge solar arrays began to open up to give the onboard weapons their power. In a little over fifteen minutes, a signal appeared on the operator�s screen. The system was up and running.
Thirty minutes later two more rockets lifted off from Yasny Cosmodrome. Their trajectories showed them headed toward the Eyeball satellites over Europe. The information was automatically passed to the Brilliant Pebbles satellite nearby. Its laser slewed toward the incoming targets. For the first time in nearly twenty years, the laser powered up. When within 1000 miles, it fired. The Russian intercept missile began glowing red hot. Its outer casing began flaking away until the inner workings were exposed, then they too began to melt away. The warhead didn�t detonate. Instead, the now inert projectile sped past Eyeball some 100 miles away and began its slow decay back to earth. The second missile was just three minutes behind the first. Once again, the laser fired. This time, the laser burned away the outer skin further back along the projectile. The vessel containing the warhead melted away as well. The laser detonated the explosives within, sending shrapnel out into space nowhere near the Americans, but striking a Korean communications satellite some five hundred miles away. With no other targets, Brilliant Pebbles reset itself to standby and waited as it had for over twenty years.
The Bay of Naples
USS Lincoln sat in the middle of the bay like some beached whale. There were lights around the ship, but she was sitting at an unnatural angle and low in the water. From the day she had been sunk there had been barges and teams of people diving around the ship, but nothing had changed.
Late in the evening three weeks later a barge was towed into the bay. It looked like one of the oil exploration barges commonly seen in the Persian Gulf. There was a crane, some sort of gantry along one side and other structures. The tug eased the barge up against the side of the stricken carrier and tied it off. No one on shore even noticed as the lights suddenly came on aboard the barge and people seemed to appear all along its decks. The gantry eased out until it almost touched the side of the carrier. On the carrier men and women began coming out to see what was going on. The one thing they noticed was a small weathered sign along one of the steel bulkheads that read �Newport News Shipbuilding and Drydock Company.� The other thing they noticed was a stack of steel plate neatly placed on her deck along with a long row of diving helmets.


Chapter 11 
Change of Direction

Vornovo, Russia
�We must do something they do not expect,� insisted General Ivan Morchenko, the new leader of the Russian attack force. �We made the mistake of allowing our lines to become static. We must do like the American General Patton and make sweeping movements which keep our enemy off balance and allow maximum advances. This means we must utilize our mechanization to the fullest. Our troops don�t walk, they ride. Our tanks continue moving all the time, only stopping when a replacement unit relieves the first. Once relieved, they return to an area nearby to refuel and rest before going back to the front. This also means our air forces must continually support our tanks and troops. There will be none of the daylight only efforts. We must all be available twenty four hours a day. We will need this since I propose we sweep down through Slovakia to this point and then continue westward. They will not be expecting this. It means traveling rapidly through these mountains, but if we do this right, we can come up here and completely surprise our enemy by attacking his flank. This will allow the forces along the front to renew their advance, join up and then sweep west. The allies will not be able to counter this kind of move. They are too heavily concentrated along the current front. With your approval, I begin moving men and equipment under cover of darkness tomorrow night. The trains and trucks are ready to move,� Morchenko concluded.
�What do you think?� asked Borodin as he turned toward Pusko.
Pusko was nodding his head. It was a daring plan, and if it worked, they would be able to move even more rapidly across the continent. The schedule could be reestablished and time made up. �I recommend approval, Comrade President. General Morchenko has thought this through well. It will allow us to make up for a number of things including the shortages of materials inflicted on us by the American missiles. More importantly, we will return to our planned timetable for the completion of the operation,� he said emphatically.
Borodin nodded. �Then it is approved. It is vitally important that you are successful, General. To fail might mean ruin for us all,� he said.
�The tanks and people will begin almost immediately, Mister President,� he said as he saluted and began gathering his briefing papers.
Borodin took Pusko�s arm and led him out of the room. �What of the protests we have begun to see?� he asked in a low voice.
�They have been dealt with,� Pusko said. �They were crowds of only about one hundred or so and the troops were able to round them up before they got too active. They are being held in the Lubkaya Prison for now. We can decide on their fate when our operations are over,� said Pusko.
�Good. I don�t have time for protesters. They will think better once the power comes back on. It has already taken too long, but that is not a priority for now. I am assured things will be back up in a week or two,� Borodin said. The electricity had already been off for a month in the dead of the Russian winter. �Just keep an eye on Morchenko. He had better get results quickly or we may have to make additional changes,� he said as they exited the grand hall.
Vednoye, Russia
The day before Christmas dawned cold and miserable. Many of the older families had been able to resurrect old wood and coal burning stoves they had from many years past. As many of the older residents remembered, during the Stalin era, this was the only source of heat many ever knew. Families sat huddled in a single room around the old stoves bundled in all the clothing they could carry. Some of the older men chuckled that they had it far better than the people in the cities. None of them had these kinds of stoves.
The austerity measures imposed upon them by the government were indeed, like the old Soviet days. Meats, cheese, canned goods, bread, all were severely rationed. Fuel for automobiles was not available. The only house in the village with lights was the government building, which had a generator to run the center as well as the phone service. Many in the town grumbled that while the people froze, the government officials still sat in shirt sleeves and watched television. The only benefit had been that the mayor of the town allowed the people to charge their cell phones in an outdoor kiosk each day. After the fall of the old Soviet government, the cell phone had become a staple in most people�s lives. The mayor found that with those, at least the grumbling fell mostly silent.
Despite the fact that there was no electricity across Russia, the mail service continued on. Yevgeny Kolchin got in his official vehicle and began making his rounds. Kolchin was the friend of nearly everyone in the town and today he was dreading his job. It wasn�t most of the mail, but specific pieces. There were over three hundred people in the small village, and there were fifty of the letters. He had seen them before. They were all in much finer envelopes than the normal mails. All were from the Military Headquarters in Moscow. Unless he was mistaken, they announced the death of someone in each family. One by one, he made the deliveries. They all knew something was wrong when he came to the door. His normally cheerful face was glum and somber. He made sure to hand this envelope to them separate from the others.
Some cried, some fought back the tears. The worst was with the Namirov family. They received three � one for each of the three sons the mother had borne. By the time he made the final delivery, he almost swore he could hear the whole town weeping from the streets. Only after the last delivery did he break down himself. His beloved Vednoye had sent fifty one young men to the services. He had delivered fifty letters. He sat down on the fender of his truck and wept openly.
Berlin, Germany
�Admiral, there�s a Colonel Sanders and Master Sergeant Ricks to see you,� announced an aide.
Hammond was sitting behind his desk going over a mound of reports and requests that he had to weed through each day. It was the worst part of his job and he often longed for the day when he could go back to sea and leave the command to someone else. The second worst job was the train of people wishing to seek an �audience� with the Supreme Commander about some something or another. It was endless. At least this was a welcome visit. �Send them in,� he said as he looked up from his desk. Sanders he hadn�t met before, but Ricks was a sight for sore eyes. He quickly got up and came around his desk to meet them.
The two men came in and saluted stiffly. Sanders extended his hand. �Colonel Harland Sanders. Good to meet you Admiral,� he said. �I believe you two have met.�
Hammond slapped Ricks on the arm. �Good to see you again Master Sergeant,� he said with a grin.
�Same here Admiral. When the Colonel said he was coming over, I couldn�t pass up the chance. How�s the family?� asked Ricks
�Just fine. Tough being away, but I�ll manage. What�s this I hear that you and Su Lynn are expecting again?� Hammond asked.
Ricks was beaming. �Yep. We just found out a couple weeks before this all started. She�s fine and the boys are doing well. One of these days we will need to get the families together so the boys can get acquainted.�
�That would be nice. Now what brings you two over here from Poland?� asked Hammond.
�Sir, the enemy is changing a few things and we need your permission to change along with them,� said Sanders.
Hammond sat back down and leaned back in his chair. �Alright, shoot.�
�Admiral, up until just a few days ago we were tearing them up. Every night we could go in and find all kinds of targets, but I think they are wising up on us,� said Ricks. �We have noticed that now the tankers are sleeping in their tanks. They don�t get out even to go to the bathroom. The rest of the ground troops are covering their positions so that we aren�t getting a good infra-red image. The rear positions are now over five miles from the front. They are bringing meals up to the tankers during the day, and we might get some there, but it looks like they are taking all kinds of precautions against us getting in a good shot. We want to make some changes,� Ricks said firmly.
�What kinds of changes?� asked Hammond.
Ricks grinned. �You�re gonna like it,� he said. �I want to modify some of the drones. We take off that plastic pistol and replace it with this,� he said while producing a small Styrofoam mount with four screws. �With this, we can let the solenoid that pulls the trigger instead pull the pin on a grenade. The spring pops the grenade out of the holder and it falls directly into a position. You see, we can dimly make out some of the foxholes those guys have dug into. I can�t see the person, but the position gives off a faint change in color. I fly over and position the drone right over the hole and just drop it. There�s a good chance the grenade will land on top of whatever covering they have and just go off. Ought to scare the hell out of them. We also noticed that the tanks are left running for the heat. In a lot of cases, they leave the top hatch open for some ventilation. Same idea. We drop the grenade right down the hole. We get the same results, a lot of dead enemy, but we only make one trip. It will mean we can�t hit as many targets, but we might just kill a few more of them,� Ricks said with a knowing look.
�You agree, Colonel?�
�Yes, sir. They might think they are getting away with something, but we have a few tricks up our sleeves. This grenade thing is the first, but I am also looking into dispersing some small mines the same way. There�s one that we can drop and even if they try and move it, the slightest movement will set the damn thing off. My armorer says it might just be enough to take the track off one of their tanks. They usually try to move out just before dawn. If we drop a bunch around each tank, they won�t go far. We can even get some of the people trying to bring in the food. That will mean that their only option is to change out tanks and crews during the day by rotating the tanks every couple of days for refueling and refit. That costs time, people and fuel,� said Sanders.
�What about our people when we go through the area? They will be stepping on these same mines,� said Hammond with concern.
�Not a problem, Admiral. These things can be set to go inert or just explode at a predetermined time. We drop them, wait till their tanks move over them or until about mid-morning then they either all go off or go inert, then we move in. We can rotate positions and times to keep them guessing and to coordinate our own attacks. We�ll know where they are. There will be a busted tank or a bunch of dead guys,� said Ricks.
Hammond nodded thoughtfully. �I like it. Let�s try it out in your sector. If it works, get the word to the others and take it across the whole line. Start with the grenades, then talk to me when you have the mine thing ready to test. My only concern is that our own people might step on one of these things in the tall grass. I trust you have written all this down,� said Hammond.
�Yes, sir, even the plans for whittling out this foam. It�s the only thing we could come up with and keep us in the running,� said Sanders.
An officer came into the room and saluted. Hammond looked up from the others. �Sir, it looks like something is getting ready to happen down south. You may want to come see in the planning room,� the officer said.
Hammond nodded and got up. He looked over at Ricks and Sanders. �I have to go.
Guys, keep doing the best you can do,� he said with a weak smile.
Ricks had already noticed that his friend was starting to look tired and haggard. He could not imagine trying to do his job. He took Hammond�s hand and leaned forward. Hammond turned his head to listen.
�Roger, take care of yourself. Don�t forget to take time out to shake some of this off. It�s what I would tell my people,� he said. He felt the handshake tighten.
�Thanks Dale. You do the same. One of these days maybe we can just sit back and swap stories like regular people.� Hammond stood back and slapped him on the shoulder with a wink and a smile.
Ricks grinned. �Aye, aye, sir,� he said.
After bidding the two goodbye, Hammond left the room and headed down the hallway to a guarded door. He looked at the soldiers guarding the door and showed them his identification and security cards.
The guards stood back and Hammond went through the doors and down a hall into a darkened room. In the center of the room was a huge square table. On it was a three dimensional image of the entire battle front. Consoles lined the walls manned by intelligence personnel and a number of high ranking officers were around the table. Hammond turned to the watch officer. �Okay, what�s the new development?�
The watch officer shifted the image to just inside Slovakia. Just east of the city of Presov, four military trains were traveling not two miles apart to the west. Although covered with netting and tarps, there was no mistaking the large outline of tanks and trucks. This was made even more evident when the image zoomed in and followed one of the trains. It looked for the world like a model train Hammond had played with as a boy.
�Admiral, it looks like this is just the first shot. Just south of Lviv, there are two more groups just like this one on the way. By my count, that makes three whole divisions of tanks, artillery, and personnel. In Smolensk, there are even more trains being set up. We know they aren�t coming to the front since they have taken the train lines headed southwest across the border into Slovakia. In Smolensk, there is a big stockpile of equipment and supplies. We first thought it was headed this way, but a lot of it was loaded on these trains. The question now is, where are they going?� the officer said.
�How much equipment is still to be loaded?� asked Hammond.
�They have only loaded about half of it so far,� reported one of the intelligence officers. �Since they started this move, nothing has gone across the Polish border. I believe this is an effort to get at our flanks,� he said.
�I believe they will push on through Bratislava and toward Vienna,� said General Keuster, the German intelligence liaison. �It�s a straight shot to Vienna. Keep on going and they achieve the same results, just going a more southern route. With their army holding our nose up here, we just don�t have the forces to stop them,� he said.
Hammond looked at the area. �How fast are they going?�
�These are moving about 80 miles an hour. It looks like they have cleared the rails all the way,� said the watch officer.
�Yes, but all the way to where? There are rail lines going up into Poland and the Czech Republic as well. If they head upward through Prague, they can achieve even more. What are you seeing?� asked Hammond.
�Sir, there is not a train on the line between where they are and the Austrian border. The rest have freight traffic,� he said.
�So it looks like they have cleared the lines so they can get there as fast as they can,� questioned Hammond.
�That�s the way it looks to me,� said Keuster.
�Okay, we go on that assumption. Where are the Italian and Spanish divisions now?� asked Hammond.
�The Italians are in Graz, in Austria, and the Spanish are near Munich. They sent two divisions each, including one armored division each. The rest are not on the way as yet,� the General said.
�At that pace, the Russians could be in Vienna within three hours. Get those Spanish and Italian troops to the Austrian border as fast as you can. �I doubt the Russians will come across the border by train, but somewhere in there they will disembark and head west. That will give us a little time. Contact General Matthews and have him try and sortie some bombers to try and break up their party. Then call the staff together. We�ll need to take care of this new threat,� ordered Hammond.
Washington, DC
President O�Bannon sat is his chair in the briefing room and listened to the members of the Joint Chiefs as they laid out things that had happened the day before and the plans for the day. It was starting to sound the same as every other day. There wasn�t much progress in Europe. The Allies had been able to push the Russians back and to frustrate any temporary gains, but until the main push began, there wasn�t much anyone could do but watch. One good note had been that because of the use of the technology Hammond brought into play, casualties were light on the Allied side. People and equipment were being used sparingly so that when needed, everything would go at once.
As the last of the briefers finished, O�Bannon began his usual questions. �Carrier status?�
�The Kennedy made it back and is in drydock as we speak. Initial estimates are that she will be out for at least three months. Stennis is almost finished along with the Washington. The rest are down hard,� said the CNO.
�What about Lincoln?�
�Newport News sent a team and they are working day and night to get her off the bottom. It�s still up in the air,� the CNO said.
�The invasion is just a month away. So you�re telling me we won�t be able to support those landings and a crossing?� the President asked.
The CNO gave a smile. �Actually, we can. Our submarine assets have been whittled down by about ten, but they are still sinking ships. On the aviation side we will have the Nimitz, Roosevelt, Washington, Stennis, Truman and the Enterprise. In addition, we are presently turning our amphibious assault ships into carriers. They are smaller, but can add a little more weight. On that side we have the Wasp, Essex, Kearsarge, Boxer, Bataan, Bonhomme Richard, Makin Island, the America and Tripoli. As you recall, the Iwo Jima was sunk in Norfolk. She�s a total write off.�
�So we have six front line carriers and nine LHAs. With the scope of this operation is that going to be enough?� asked O�Bannon.
�I�m hoping the Lincoln will be ready, but that should be enough to cover the bases. Of course, we are supplementing with the battleships. They will be ready on time,� said the CNO. �They will be supplemented by the British carriers Queen Elizabeth and Prince of Wales plus an assortment of cruisers, destroyers and frigates. The French fleet will be available for sorties into the Baltic as weather permits. The other Allies are providing ships, but that is the bulk of our naval assets,� he concluded.
�What about the Air Force?�
General Foote nodded. �All in place and ready. We have lost about thirty of our front line aircraft since this started. I called up the Warthogs and a few others, but most of our operations are currently being accomplished by the Predators and other drones. They are stealthy and can get in a little more effectively than using manned aircraft. The Supreme Commander just asked for an all-out effort against a column ducking down through Slovakia. They will be on it within an hour. They are on trains and running through mountains so they won�t be the easiest to hit, but we�ll take care of it. According to the current plan, we will begin going in and striking targets just before D-Day. It will be an all-out effort. We will punch holes in the lines along with the Army�s localized drones and the armored spearheads will follow. Just keep in mind, because of the wide area of effort in the planning, we will be spread pretty thin. I won�t be able to hit all the targets, but between all of us, we should keep things pretty much covered. The only thing we have to worry about is their fighters. They have a ton of them and could overwhelm us. I am placing our hopes on our stealth capabilities and the new panels being set into the skin of our aircraft. We�ll keep our fingers crossed,� he said.
�How is that working out, by the way?� the President asked.
Foote chuckled. �My guys are having wet dreams with the idea they can�t be seen. From what I understand the Navy is going all out too.�
�He�s right. I�ll have those panels on my ships by the time they sail next week. Admiral Hustvedt himself flew out in one of the trackers and tried to find one of the equipped ships. They never found a thing on radar. He only found the ships when his pilot visually saw the wakes. That would put him well within a missile envelope. That young friend of Hammond has made a lot of friends in the Navy,� said Johnson.
�Mister President, we are all ready for the kick off. You and I discussed a few other things the other day and I�m glad the NSA and CIA are here to maybe cover this,� Black said.
�Yes, I talked over a few things with our intelligence people and they can now brief on their plans,� said the President turning to look at a couple of people at the end of the table.
Patricia Reed had been with the NSA for nearly twenty years. Starting as an analyst, she had worked her way to a Deputy Director position. She looked forward to sharing her part. �Mister President, Joint Chiefs, most people don�t know that since this started, the United States has been under a cyber-attack as well. We have been getting a lot of stuff coming in from Russian sources. Luckily, we have so far been able to prevent hacks and viruses. The latest was directed at the Pentagon internet and computer systems which would allow a dump of military data to a place in St. Petersburg. I won�t go into details, but right now they think they have successfully hacked into the system and are retrieving data. In reality, we are controlling the data they receive. The same is going on in one of the Navy systems. On a more positive side, our people are now into their military hardware programs. It seems that once a week each command�s computer systems call into the central computer system to receive any updates in programming for their onboard computers. We also are locked into their central command headquarters where they issue command orders for each commander down to the unit level. It�s like a central messaging system. Right now, we are doing nothing. But twenty four hours prior to D-Day, we will be taking over those systems and recalibrating their computers and command orders. The nice thing is, they will be able to send out orders and changes, but we will be intercepting them and making small changes to throw them off. We are hoping they will think it is a human error on their part. Our work will not happen all the time and things should appear as normal,� she said. �Since they started this mess, they will get to feel the pain of what we can do to them.�
�Are you limited to these two areas?� asked General Foote.
Reed grinned. �No, sir, there are others, but you know we aren�t supposed to share everything we can do,� she said with a wink. The people in the room chuckled.
�Now how about the CIA?� asked the President.
Todd Graham stood. �As many of you know, last week, the Russians shot down the KH-14 over that part of Europe. They also tried to intercept our Eyeball system in place. We were successful in stopping that intercept. Under the President�s orders, beginning one day before the kickoff, we will target and destroy every Russian satellite over the Earth. This means their communications, weather, tracking, spy satellites and any other piece of hardware in space will be destroyed. That alone should give the Russians a few things to think about. We estimate it will reduce their communications effectiveness by about eighty percent. It will also piggyback onto the NSA efforts, because we will hit the communications satellites after the updates and orders have been transmitted. This will force them to transmit updates via high frequency radio or single side band. That will be much more difficult for them to do and will make it easier for us to disrupt,� he said.
�Isn�t this a violation of treaty?� asked one of the men.
�We are in a war. Treaties don�t mean much when people are pulling triggers. If someone pushes the point, we have all the data that shows the Russians violated it first, and that we are justified in our actions,� said Graham.
The president held up his hand. �I do have a finding. My decision. It�s my hope that these two efforts will be beneficial to our forces over there. These agencies are also conducting operations on their own, but the commanders in Europe are aware of their efforts. You need to know about these two in your planning. Now, are there any questions?�
�What about the extra fallout and space debris all these hits will make?� asked General Black.
�Without going into details, we shouldn�t have any. There should be no bits and pieces flailing around that might hit our own systems,� said Graham. There were nods around the table.
�Quick question about our Link 16. I am relying heavily on its remaining operational. Are we prepared to protect those assets?� asked the CNO.
�We have a special team of people watching for any incursions into that system in particular,� said Reed. �Now that the patch has been issued to convert the Eyeball data into the military data systems at the fleet level, we should be able to keep it running indefinitely.�
�On our side, the Eyeballs are protected and we have systems to protect the other military satellites. The data is transmitted via laser and that should make hacking and interference efforts almost impossible,� said Graham.
�Famous last words,� said Black.
Graham smiled and nodded. �Yea, I almost hated to say that, but in this case, we have been working to protect our systems against such things for years. I have people on the consoles who can make changes in a moment�s notice. If something does get through, we will be there to stop it,� he reassured the group.
Additional questions were asked around the group, but the general consensus was that the United States would be ready. The President looked around the table one last time. �Very well. The operational plans are a go. Everything is being turned over to the Supreme Commander. It will be his decision on when to ultimately kick this thing off. I continue to urge everyone to put all your efforts into supporting the Supreme Commander. He needs all the help he can get. Our job is to see that he has what he needs. Thank you all for your hard work,� he said as he rose from the table. O�Bannon went around the table and thanked everyone there.
Norfolk, VA
It looked almost like wrinkled turd floating on the water. In this case, the turd was going about ten knots and there was a wake behind it. The patrolling frigate hadn�t even noticed it until the lookout sighted what looked like an American flag flying over a blank sea. A helicopter was sent to investigate. Sure enough, the pilot radioed back that something with an American flag was making its way toward the entrance to Hampton Roads. There appeared to be some sort of railing with a single human being on the top of the wrinkled mass in front of the flag. As the helicopter flew over, the figure, dressed in blue camo, waved up at them. As the helo got closer, another figure came out of a hatch behind the flag and ran forward on the rolling deck. They unfolded a small banner. It read �USS Texas.�
Norfolk exploded with the news. Immediately tugs were dispatched and an admiral�s barge got underway. As the submarine rounded the point, cars and trucks stopped along the shoreline drive to see the ship everyone had been told was at the bottom of the sea. She sailed slowly past the battered Eisenhower and past the hulk of the Iwo Jima. Media helicopters swarmed overhead. By now the tugs had been attached and the pilot was standing beside Captain Jacobs. Within 30 minutes, USS Texas was moored port side to pier ten. A brow was placed from the pier to the ship and an army of naval officers descended on the ship. The first was the Commander of Submarines, Atlantic.
Admiral Hendrick practically embraced Jacobs. �My God, Frank, we all thought you were dead,� he exclaimed.
�We almost were, Admiral. Come on down to the wardroom and I�ll fill you in,� Jacobs said as he ushered the Admiral down the hatch.
On the way, Hendrick noticed the damage to the control room, periscopes, shorted equipment and other things not normal on a submarine. Sitting down at the head of the table he looked at Jacobs. �Frank, this is more damage than I have ever seen on a submarine. Fill me in on what happened.�
�Short version, we had just finished sinking the sub after the Kennedy when my sound man heard a torpedo in the water. He said it was a 46. We immediately began maneuvering to get out of the thing�s way, but except for one time, it stayed with us. Even the one time it lost us, it found us again in short order. Just before it looked like the thing would hit us, I ordered the planes full down. It was just enough that the torpedo missed the tail and hit the sail. You see the damage. I lost communications, periscopes, snorkel, just about everything. We were at about 250 feet when it hit. The water coming into the control room was like a waterfall. It seemed to come from everywhere. My damage control team jumped on it. I was afraid somebody up there might drop another one, so I ordered everything to stop and just made like a hole in the ocean. It took us four hours to get all the leaks stopped. When we got underway again the noise of all that damage made a racket in the water, so I had to keep our speed below five knots. I doubt you noticed, but the pressure hull is dented. So I could not go below about 150 feet without leaking again or maybe even breaking apart. By the time I felt like it was okay to surface, there wasn�t anybody who might hurt us or help us.� Jacobs gave out a sigh. �It�s been a long trip home. My people have listed all that needs fixing, but I figure just redoing the hull will take a year.� He chuckled. �At least I brought her home,� he said.
Hendrick sat back and looked at Jacobs. The story was written in the lines of his face. He could tell the man had almost single handedly willed his ship back home when others might have abandoned the vessel and allowed it to sink. He nodded at the man. �Yes, Frank, you brought her home. You need to know that Texas was the first to strike a blow to our enemy. You already have a higher kill ratio than any other sub in the Atlantic. You really did save that carrier, despite the idiot that had her going around at 27 knots. I�ll be sending a team aboard to take statements and debrief. Then as soon as a space becomes available, USS Texas will move into a drydock. This ship needs saving, Commander, and we�re going to do it. Once the team is done, you and your crew will be relieved and sent home on 30 days of leave. Then I want you back with me to get her ready for sea again. I need you and your men out there, Frank. You�re the best team I have,� Hendrick said.
Jacobs brightened at those words. �Thanks, Admiral. I have some recommendations for the crew. They were the ones who saved the ship.�
�I�ll see to it. Now get some rest. From what I see, you more than deserve it,� Hendrick said.
When the admiral left, Jacobs looked around at his command. The ship�s sail was gone with only jagged fragments where it was attached to the hull. All along the top of the hull the plating was dented and scarred. Holes were in several places along the hull where fragments had penetrated the outer hull. In the area where the periscopes had been even the pressure hull was dented so that the openings were at different angles. Rust was everywhere around the small foothold where his hull technicians had welded supports for someone to stand topside without falling overboard. Even the place for the flag had been jury rigged. Jacobs wondered if she could ever be fixed. There was a shout behind him on the pier. He turned to see his wife and two children running toward him along with some other families. He scooped them into his arms and hugged them hard. His wife was crying.
�Are you coming home, Daddy?� asked his young son.
Through tears of his own he said, �Yes, Christopher. Daddy�s home.�
Near Munich, Germany

Dearest Freda,
I have to write quickly. We don�t have much time to ourselves. The training seems to be getting better for me. I�ve lost about ten pounds and it feels like I am moving around quicker. Of course, my sergeant is always keeping us moving. He was very strict with us at first but he is getting a lot easier to understand. He puts on a mean face, but I realize it�s for our own good. He says what we are doing might mean the difference between going home alive catching a bullet. Most of us are doing well, although some of these guys are pretty thick.
It�s hard to believe that my training is being done in Germany. There looks like thousands here. Between the running everywhere we go, the exercises and the training classes, there is no time to really think about much. But when I do have some time I think about you. I miss having you with me. The thought of your smile takes my mind off my sore muscles. It helps me get to sleep at night. This will all be worth it just to be able to come home to you.
In the evenings and during breaks in the day we are told to play these video games. I never really did these before, but it turns out they are quite fun. Just the other day after I finished playing the sergeant told me they are putting me in a special program. I am told that I will be doing something with drones. I understand it�s like the games we�ve been playing. The sergeant says when I finish my training I will have a higher rank than many of the others. That�s fine with me. I�ll leave here in two days for another camp just ten miles from here run by the Americans. I guess it was a good thing I took English in school.
Please keep writing. I keep reading your letters over and over. In my mind I can see you writing them to me. It makes a big difference for me.
Say hello to your family for me. I�m still hoping to get some time to see you before I go out. The thought of being with you again gives me the strength to go on. I�ll write as often as I can.
With all my love,
Petyr

Norfolk, VA
USS America was huge. Just finding his stateroom was a challenge, but eventually Rod Jeffers got all his gear from the car to the small ten by fifteen foot space that held a single bed, desk, sink, bookshelf and closet, all made of metal. A second door led from his stateroom to a shared bath. He was lucky. Most of the officers shared a stateroom with at least one other person, but because he was on the Admiral�s staff and a Lieutenant Commander, he had been given this one.
The drive from Washington had been uneventful. Fewer cars were on the road because of changes the President had made. There wasn�t gas rationing, but the gasoline tax had been tripled. New tolls had been placed on roads so that driving was discouraged and the use of public transportation encouraged, even for the wealthy. Now the Rolls would be used only on a rare occasion. He had already made arrangements for it to be placed in a special parking area where it would be watched after.
When everything had been put away, he decided to look around some before turning in. It was already 2100 hours and except for the constant hum of the blowers circulating the air, the ship seemed quiet. Like most ships, the passageways were clean and neat. All piping was labeled and there were stenciled numbers on the bulkheads indicating compartment and frame numbers so that anyone familiar with a ship�s numbering system would know where they were and what the space was.
Going down some ladders he entered the vast hangar deck where the ship�s aircraft could be kept and maintained. Because of the new blackout regulations, the huge hanger doors were closed so the lights inside were on. People could be seen going back and forth doing some task or another. There were no aircraft aboard. They would come on only after the ship got underway, but pallets of supplies seemed to be everywhere. Some of the bustle in the hangar deck was centered around getting those supplies into their proper spaces.
The wardroom was huge. Tables seemed to cover most of the floor except for a small area where several officers were watching television. Each table was topped with a fitted blue plastic cover adding at least some color to the bright white painted space. Metal side tables were attached periodically along the bulkhead near the wardroom galley. Someone had covered them with a fake wood vinyl coating that barely resembled anything natural. It was pretty sterile.
Making his way back to his stateroom, he entered a passageway and heard the distinct sound of a guitar playing. Stopping for a moment, he could hear the slow delicate melody of Vivaldi�s Guitar Concerto in D Major. A smile came to his face. This was not something the average sailor, or officer, would be playing. He had to meet this person.
Stopping at the door where the music was coming from, he knocked. The music stopped and the door opened.
�Rod!� cried the voice of the man standing in the doorway. Rod felt two hands grab his arms as the young man pulled him into a hug. �My God, where did you come from?�
Evan Chambers had been a fellow officer aboard the USS Kings Mountain. The two had become instant friends when they discovered their common passion for guitars and music. Although Evan had been in another department, they had spent many hours playing together in their off hours. To see him here brightened Jeffers� day.
�You know, there is only one person I know who would be sitting alone playing Vivaldi. I had to see if it was you. I�m on the admiral�s staff. What are you doing aboard?� asked Jeffers.
�I�m a damage control assistant. I had been approved for department head school, but with the war, they decided to send me here,� Chambers said as he ushered Jeffers into his stateroom. The two sat down. It was then that Chambers noticed Jeffers� rank insignia. �Wait a minute. When did you put these on?�
Jeffers grinned. �Got deep selected. I guess they really are hard up on officers. I just got aboard tonight,� he said, changing the subject.
�Well, I hope you brought your stuff. There are a few of us that get together and play every so often. You�d probably enjoy it,� Chambers said. He paused for a minute, then eyed Jeffers seriously. �You know, there is a rumor going around about some hotshot lieutenant up in the Pentagon that�s got all the admirals running around jumping through hoops. I hear he�s responsible for everything we�re doing these days. That wouldn�t be you, would it?� The fact that Rod Jeffers began turning a bright shade of red told him the whole story. Chambers� face changed to one of astonishment. �My God it is you. Damn, Rod, I always knew you were smart, but all this?�
�Look, all I did was rough up a plan for Admiral Hammond. He said it was just a training thing, then all of a sudden it became this monster. I had no idea,� Jeffers said.
�Admiral Hammond. The Supreme Allied Commander in Europe?� Chambers sat back in his chair. �Holy shit.�
�He wasn�t the commander then. That came later. It�s been pretty hectic the last few months,� Jeffers said.
�I can imagine. So you�re getting underway with us. That should be interesting. At least we can entertain ourselves like we did on the Kings Mountain,� said Chambers.
�Yes, we can,� Jeffers said. He was interrupted when a call came over the general announcing system.
�Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, 417.�
Jeffers reached for the telephone in the bulkhead and dialed the number.
�Rod, you better pack a bag for a two day trip. You and I are going to Europe tomorrow morning at 0800 to do some briefings. Dress blues the whole time. I�ll need the finalized plan and that PowerPoint you did up. Place everything in a secure bag. Can you get everything ready?� asked Admiral Hustvedt.
�Yes, Admiral. I�ll get it ready. Do I need to arrange transportation?� asked Jeffers.
�No, it�s all set. Just meet me down on the pier at 0730. The plane is just over at the airfield. If you think of anything else we need to take, bring it along,� said Hustvedt.
�No problem, Admiral. I�ll see to it.�
�Good. See you in the morning,� the admiral said as he hung up the phone.
Jeffers turned to his friend and gave a shrug. �Duty calls. Got to go to Europe to give some sort of briefings. I need to get a few things together,� he said as he turned toward the door. He felt a hand on his shoulder.
�I�m awfully glad you�re here, Rod. Let�s get together when we can,� Chambers said to his friend.
Jeffers gave Chambers a wide grin. �You can count on it,� he said as he squeezed Chambers� arm. As he made his way to the flag offices he realized that going to Europe might mean seeing Hammond again. That would make the next couple of hours spent getting things together would be well worth it.
Moscow
�I need the electricity back on!� demanded Borodin. �It has been two months and nothing appears to be happening. I have people freezing to death and you are giving me excuses!�
�What more can I do, Mister President? Every time I get a plant online, we get hit by one of their smart weapons. If it is not my generating plant, it is the distribution yards. There is not one hydroelectric plant online. The dams are gone, and those can�t be replaced for years. Even our nuclear sites were hit. I dare not try and put those back online for some time. I have gotten some coal plants back online, but the mines are down because we cannot supply power to them,� said Ivan Rosenco, head of Unified Energy Systems, Russia�s dominant energy producer.
�I don�t want to hear of problems, only solutions!� demanded Borodin.
Rosenco knew there was no arguing the point. Borodin was in a rage and not thinking about anything but getting something done. When he and the others had thought the war up, they had not counted on the American weapons to be this effective. He sat back in his ruffled suit and glared at Borodin. �It is obvious that whenever a grid comes up, the lights go on and we get targeted. In order to get around their smart weapons, we are operating what few plants I have without using lighting. No electricity can go to the homes because we won�t have any for industry. So you have a choice, power to keep the people warm or power to run the war. You can�t have both! Right now we are directing power only to essential industries so that war production can continue, but even that is becoming an issue. I just lost one plant even though we were in pitch darkness. So now we are distributing diesel generating units to cities so that we can get some minimal power back on. Our industrial plants have their own generation systems now when the power goes out. There is nothing more that can be done!� he nearly shouted.
Borodin pressed a button on his desk and an armed man entered the office. �It is a shame you are not competent enough to do your job. I consider you have harmed our nation and its people.� He turned to the man with the rifle. �Arrest this man and place him under heavy guard. Get him out of my sight!� he demanded.
Rosenco laughed. �Getting rid of me won�t do you any good. You need me to keep this system going. You will lead us to ruin!� he shouted as the guard poked the gun in his ribs and shoved him out the door.
Borodin watched them leave. Rosenco was only one man. He would find someone who could get the job done.
In the air over Slovakia
The flight of ten B-1 bombers skirted through the hills and valleys in Eastern Slovakia. The course had been planned out and set into the navigation systems, but Captain Jack Pruitt didn�t like being this close to the ground. This was all mountainous terrain and although the plane�s equipment was supposed to easily handle this, it almost always scared the crews to death. The target was the rail lines in a small town of Bzenica almost in the center of Slovakia. To Pruitt, the whole mission was a screwed up mess. There was no fighter cover, no real intelligence on the target and thrown together in the last minute to satisfy some idea that hitting a rail line in a far off town would end the war. The plane took a sickening lurch upward to skim over one of the myriad of mountains ahead. What came next was equally bad, the downward weightless phase as the aircraft dropped back down on the other side. He heard someone in the crew throw up violently behind him.
�Damn!� cried his co-pilot, Jim Springer beside him. �I told that son of a bitch not to eat a big lunch. You have to clean up any mess you make!� he announced.
Behind the two men, the bombardier-navigator lifted his head out of a bag. He looked dreadful as he grabbed a paper towel and wiped his face. �Screw you Springer,� he said with a shaky voice. Glancing at his gages he called out, �Twenty miles to target. We�ll be turning left soon.�
Within a few seconds the aircraft banked to the left sharply following a valley between the mountain peaks. Pruitt looked out of the cockpit to see that the other bombers had also made the turn. At least being the lead aircraft meant he didn�t have to worry about hitting one of the others.
�We follow the river below all the way in. You should be able to see the train tracks below us,� said the navigator.
�Why don�t we just drop the load here and be done with it,� said Springer.
�Patience, my boy. We mustn�t doubt the wisdom of our superiors,� said Pruitt sarcastically.
Now the plane�s movements were left and right as it glided through the valley between the mountain peaks. True to his word, Pruitt could see both the river and the train tracks running beside it. They passed several small villages along the way. There was also what looked like a major highway running along the same path. Maybe they could take out both at the same time, Pruitt thought.
Up ahead of the aircraft, Pruitt saw a sharp bend in the river. There was a small farming town several hundred yards from the tracks. As they got closer, he saw a train traveling at speed along the track coming towards them.
�Target in sight. Ten seconds to drop,� said the navigator.
Inside the bomb bay, the weapons were already targeted. Suddenly the doors opened and the bombs were ejected into the air under the aircraft. Each weapon located its assigned target and maneuvered to hit it.
On the ground, several farmers heard a rumbling from the large bomber�s engines as they came closer. They couldn�t see them yet, but knew something was coming. Suddenly one of the men shouted and pointed down the valley. They watched as the large planes zoomed forward along the valley, seemingly following the river. Since they were not coming directly toward them, the farmers remained in place, simply watching things unfold before them. There was another shout as one of the men noticed something falling from the planes. Several of the men later related that it seemed that each of the small dots they saw seemed to go in different directions. They watched as an entire stretch of earth along the river seemed to erupt before them, throwing the men off their feet as a deafening roar pierced the air. It was followed by the sound of screeching metal and a loud metallic crash.
Getting up from the ground, the men made their way to trucks and tractors so they could see what happened. Minutes later the road they were on abruptly ended. Looking out over what used to be a peaceful green valley, there was no longer any road or train for over a mile. At the head of the destruction, smoke rose from a train that had run off the tracks and piled up along the side of the destruction left by the bombers. The train had been traveling at high speed. It was evidenced by the way the cars had accordioned up into a huge pile of rubble. Most intriguing was the fact that piled high along the rubble were what looked like wooden tanks, now crushed, splintered and burning. It appeared only a few of the tanker cars in the train had fuel. That was now burning as well. The rest of the cars looked empty. The farmers shrugged their shoulders and made their way toward the train to see if there were any survivors.
After dropping their bombs, the B-1s pulled upwards and reversed course to begin heading home. As his plane turned, Pruitt looked back to see the destruction they had caused. He too noticed the train and now burning tanks. What the hell, he thought.
Langley, VA
�They are fake!� shouted a technician watching the results of the bombing run. The watch supervisor went over to look at the display. �See the way the tanks have broken up? These over here are burning. There�s one on its top. The bottom is hollow and unpainted,� the technician pointed out.
�Oh hell,� expounded the watch supervisor as he grabbed a phone and dialed a number. After two rings there was an answer. �Sir, those tank trains we were watching are fake. They�re carrying wooden dummies,� he said.
�I�ll be right in,� said the man on the other end of the line.
Two minutes later Grant Thompson walked into the watch center and stared down at the laser display. It only took a moment for him to see what had happened. �What would make them put fakes on this train?� he asked out loud.
�It only makes sense it�s a decoy for something,� said the supervisor.
Thompson�s eyes widened. �What other trains are on the tracks right now?� he asked.
�There�s a coal train headed up towards Trencin, an agriculture train headed east from Lucenec, a couple of slow freight trains headed north toward Lubotin. Another slow train headed toward Lipany. This isn�t counting the other faster trains we are watching coming in from Lviv,� the supervisor said.
�You�re sure the ones going up north are freight?�
�Yes. The shape of the cars themselves are telling us along with their slow movement. No tanks on those trains,� he said.
�How fast are they going?� asked Thompson.
�Only about forty five miles an hour,� the supervisor said. He made adjustments to the screen and the imaged changed to a slow moving train heading along a track deep in a mountain valley. The tops of each car had a roof with a walking platform in the center. There was actually a person walking along that platform going between the cars. The men watched the train for a moment.
�That�s a freight alright,� said Thompson. �Take a look all along the tracks and make sure they haven�t stashed some military equipment along the way. We need to find out what�s going on.�
�We�ll find them. May take us a couple of hours,� the supervisor assured him.
�Good. Better let the people know up the line what we found,� said Thompson. �At least the people in Vienna can sleep a little better tonight,� Thompson said.
Over the Atlantic
General Claire Richardson, Hustvedt and Jeffers had gone over the briefing three times since settling aboard the Gulfstream G650 in Norfolk. They only stopped when a crewman brought in a meal. Jeffers got up to move to another part of the plane but Richardson stopped him. �Where are you going?� she asked.
�I thought you and the Admiral would want to eat together,� he said shyly.
Richardson let out a laugh. �No, we�re all working on this thing. Have a seat with us and just talk,� she said as he sat back in his seat across from the two. It was obvious he was a little uncomfortable sitting with the high hitters. �We�ve been working together for a while now and I don�t really know a thing about you, Rod. Tell me a little about yourself,� she said cordially. Hustvedt nodded and sat back chewing on his sandwich.
Jeffers shrugged. �I�m from a small town in Tennessee. My family was farmers until my father started a steel manufacturing company. We make parts and specialized equipment. My brothers all went into the business, but I took a different turn and went to the Academy. I just wanted to go to sea,� he said.
�None of the others in your family ever thought about being in the military?� Richardson asked.
Jeffers shook his head. �No, but we had relatives who fought in all of the wars. I even had one relative who walked from Eastern Tennessee to fight in the Battle for Kings Mountain back in the Revolution. It kind of gave me a kick to be stationed aboard the Kings Mountain as my first ship. Since then I�ve decided to make this my career,� he said.
�You�re like a lot of young men and women coming in right now. It�s almost like they get this urge and act on it,� said Hustvedt between bites. �It hit me the same way,� he offered.
�Me too,� said Richardson. �I started out when women were just getting into the military in a big way, so I knew I had a chance. My family was the same as yours. Most were into a family business. When I told my father I was going to be a Marine he thought I had lost my mind,� she chuckled. �But, he pinned my colonel eagles on my collars before he died. Something like that means a lot.�
�You know, I checked your record before you came onto my staff,� Hustvedt said to Jeffers. �I know Roger Hammond endorsed you, but I even talked a minute to Captain Davis. It seems like you leave a very positive impression with your superiors,� he said in encouragement. �Now what�s this I hear from Davis that you figured out the Venezuelan strategy before anyone else?�
Jeffers was blushing now. �It just seemed to make sense. When you put what happened into a time sequence along with the idea that someone wanted to accomplish a task, then it just made sense. I guess I was just the first one to get it,� he said meekly.
Richardson chuckled again. �When you figure everyone in Washington was running around with their head up their ass, what you came up with was remarkable to say the least,� she said with a smile. �Now tell me how you came up with this plan,� she said.
Jeffers thought for a minute. �Well, I needed a model, so I had them break out the original documents for Overlord. It turns out there are a lot of notes written in the margins. When all that was going on, Stalin was desperately trying to get the Allies to begin a second front so that it would take the pressure off his forces. The idea was to stretch the German military machine too thin. That way it would be much easier to make our advances. If you think about it, that�s what we have now, only the Russians are the aggressors. Look at the mass of the Eurasian continent. There�s a lot of land to fill. Because we are attacking on one front, they can throw everything at us and keep pushing on. So we pull the same thing that was done in 1944. We stretch them out over several fronts so they can�t concentrate forces. We also look at their assets. By attacking where we do, we are cutting off major sources of oil and natural gas. Just like with Hitler, we strangle them until they can�t do much. I was also guided by what Admiral Hammond said. He said we had to use the advanced technologies we have to make a difference in people and materials. He was right. That�s what has kept the Russians at bay so far. I�m not sure that will last forever, but while it does, we use it to our advantage. Once I came to those conclusions, I just replicated the planning of Overlord as it applied to us and added things that came to mind. You gotta remember I was doing this as a project for Admiral Hammond, not for some Allied advance. I just let my ideas fly and wrote it all down. I might have been too scared to come up with all this if it really meant men and women going in harm�s way,� he said.
Richardson sat back and admired the young man. He had used his training and knowledge to put together a masterpiece for a project and was humble enough to let you know that it was just something he dreamed up. She smiled at the man. �Maybe that�s the way we should do things in the future. People get conservative when they think people might die getting the job done. They stop taking chances and as a result, we get the same old thing all the time. Mounting this objective will stretch us as well as the Russians, but with other nations involved, we can make it happen. I understand you thought I was the one to lead the southern incursion. Mind telling me why?� she asked. The smile on her face told Jeffers it was okay.
�Every army needs a Patton,� he said. �In Korea you and the First Marines swept through Korea like spreading butter. Admiral Hammond told me one night he could sit on his ship and see your lines change every day. He told me you were so flexible that it really didn�t matter what the bad guys did, you always got around them. Down south, we need someone who can get around those mountains and move through their oil fields. That�s also their breadbasket. I figure it will be like closing a set of pliers. I don�t know anyone else that we have right now who could do it. And I�m not doing this to suck up,� he emphasized.
Both Hustvedt and Richardson laughed. �Actually, she was the first person I thought about too,� said Hustvedt. �I guess you have to live up to our high expectations,� he said to Richardson.
�Oh you make a woman feel wanted,� she quipped. �But at least you got me out of a desk job and back on the playing field. I guess I really have Hammond to thank for that.�
�Yep. He added his recommendations early on. Nobody else was even considered. I thought Black would shed a tear when he heard it. Of course the President had the final say,� said Hustvedt.
Richardson grinned. �Nice to have friends in high places.�
Hustvedt turned back to Jeffers. �Davis told me about you and a guy named Chambers getting people together to play music. You play a banjo?�
Jeffers� smile broadened. �Yes, sir, been playing since I was about five. My whole family gets together and plays during the year. Lieutenant Chambers plays the guitar. You know, he is the only guy I ever came up against that could pick it like a banjo. Some of the guys on the ship would get together with us and play. Chambers could tear that thing up. When I got aboard the America I was walking down a passageway when I heard a guitar playing a piece he always played. Turns out he was transferred aboard for his second division officer tour. Looks like we will be playing again pretty soon,� he said with some joy.
�I love bluegrass. Let me know and I�ll come up and see just how good you two are,� said Richardson. I may even bring out something I play,� she said.
Jeffers leaned forward. �Don�t tell me you play too. What instrument?�
Richardson smiled. �I used to play the meanest fiddle you ever heard. It�s been a while, but with a little practice I�ll give a hard lick to the old Orange Blossom Special.�
Near Leluch�w, Poland
The small border crossing had been quiet since the borders had been closed. Barricades were up along the highway from Slovakia to Poland ever since the small country had been annexed by Russia. Several cars were parked across the roads and men could be seen in the lit crossing posts casually drinking coffee and smoking. Not far away just before the river was the only set or train tracks from Slovakia to Poland for 100 miles. A small barricade had been set up at an old short steel bridge over a creek. Several railroad ties had been placed between the steel sections of the bridge to derail anything that came along. On occasion, the border guards would patrol the tracks just to make sure everything was in place. In the dead of the winter, the guards almost never ventured out of the crossing post buildings.
Anton Bugayev and three other men made their way along a narrow tree lined road toward the crossing. It was nearly midnight and all the local villagers were staying warm in their beds. An earlier look had told Bugayev that at most there would only be four guards at night. The phone and electric lines had been buried long ago but Bugayev knew which junction boxes to hit in order to cut off the crossing from the outside world. Snow was falling and the four men made their way just behind the tree line so that even if someone came along the road, they could be behind cover. They didn�t have much time.
Upon reaching a spot just under the crossing station, the four men climbed a snow covered embankment until they were at some bushes against the crossing fence. Peering through the bushes, they could see the four guards in the station house. Two were seated in chairs while one perched against a desk and the other stood looking out of the windows toward the highway barriers. The road toward Slovakia was well lit, but there wasn�t as much light on the Polish side. The men were no more than ten feet away. Using silenced pistols, the men pointed them through the brush and took aim. The silenced shots pierced the thin windows and killed all four men in their place. Bugayev bolted over the fence and added another shot at close range to each of the guards before dashing to a small junction box outside the office. He pried off the cover and used his knife to sever the telephone lines inside.
Bounding back over the fence, Bugayev and his men ran toward the train tracks and the small bridge. By the time they reached the old bridge, the others were gasping for air. Bugayev looked at the makeshift crossing barricade. The wooden ties had been stretched between the bridge girders and simply left there. Getting his men together, they began grabbing one end and simply shoving the wooden ties off one side of the bridge. In the distance, Bugayev could hear the rumble of a train approaching. Urging his men forward, they shoved off the last tie and ran back to the other end of the bridge. They stood to the side a little down from the edge and watched as the now fast moving train sped past them in the dark. The lights of the crossing dimly showed the train as it sped past. Onboard were battle tanks covered with some sort of wooden roof. The train seemed to stretch for miles and it took several minutes before the end went past. Bugayev and his men began making their way back to the car they had parked about half a mile up the old road. About half way there they heard a second train speed by. The men reached their car and climbed inside as a third passed. In just a few minutes they were on the main highway headed north. As they drove along, the fourth train seemed to travel with them as the tracks led along the highway. Bugayev stepped on the gas. Despite the snow, he and his men had to reach the outskirts of Krakow to make sure everything was ready.
Berlin
The G650 landed at Tegel Airport and taxied to a small military terminal on the far side of the runways across from the main terminal. A car was waiting for them. Three very tired people entered the car and were driven to the Bundeswehr, the German defense headquarters. It was quite a ride through Berlin. Jeffers looked out of the windows in wonder at the sprawling city. He was particularly impressed at the mixture in architecture from old Germany to new modern glass structures along the way. They passed the Tiergarten, a massive park in the city, where people were walking back and forth almost as if nothing were happening in the world. Upon entering another district, the car turned left and followed a river until they came to a huge stone structure, several stories tall surrounded by a fence. The car pulled in through a gate where they showed their IDs and were checked on a list before the car deposited them at a set of doors. A young German officer met them.
�Welcome to Germany. I have been asked to escort you directly to the Supreme Commander�s office. If you will follow me please,� the young man said with a smile. He gave some orders in German to the driver. �He will be taking your bags to your quarters. If you need anything, please get it.�
Jeffers already had his briefcase and laptop with him. With a wave, the driver drove off. The three followed the officer into the building.
Inside the bustle was almost like it was at the Pentagon. People were going everywhere. Entering an elevator, they were whisked up three levels and entered a paneled area. Two doors down, they entered a set of heavy wooden doors.
�Claire! It is good to see you again,� said General Dortmund standing in the room. He shook her hand and slapped her arm.
�The same here. I was hoping I would see you again, Helmut. Let me introduce you to Admiral Chris Hustvedt and Lieutenant Commander Rod Jeffers,� Richardson said.
Dortmund�s eyes opened wider. �Well! I certainly wanted to meet this young man,� he exclaimed, shaking Jeffers� hand. �This plan of yours has even my people in awe. It is good to meet you.�
�I�m just happy to be helpful, General,� said Jeffers.
�Some of our Kriegsmarine officers have been anxious to meet with you as well, Admiral. We are very glad you have come. I regret that Admiral Hammond isn�t here to greet you, but we have a small crisis going on and he asked me to bring you to the war room. I hope you don�t mind,� said Dortmund.
�Lead the way,� said Richardson.
The four made their way to the war room while Dortmund briefed them. �It seems we had an incursion onto Poland last night that was somewhat unexpected. You are about to see where all the decisions are made, but I must caution you. What you are about to see is highly classified. You all have the clearance to see this, but you cannot discuss what you see with anyone. It is some technology which even I do not believe is real. It must be witchcraft,� he said with a wink.
They were escorted into the darkened room where people were issuing orders and trying to counter the threat. Rod Jeffers could not believe his eyes. The three dimensional images filled the middle of the room. He could see everything, from aircraft making their attack runs to tanks on the ground. Hammond was standing in the far corner surrounded by military men and women. They almost appeared to be talking at once. Seeing the three, Hammond grinned and made his way to them. He gave Richardson a hug. �I am so glad you are here. I need some sane people around me,� he joked as he shook Hustvedt�s hand. Then he turned to Jeffers. �Rod. It sure is good to see you again,� he said, shaking his hand and placing the other on his shoulder.
�Same here, Admiral,� Jeffers said smiling. �Looks like you have a problem.�
Hammond gave a sigh, �Yes, take a look at this,� he said as he led them to where he had been standing. He gave a quick brief of what had happened so far. �They got to the outskirts of Krakow before the train was finally stopped. They disguised it to look like a simple freight train and we bought it. Then when they couldn�t get farther, they simply pulled up to a siding and the tanks and equipment rolled off the damn thing. The first thing they did was scamper into these towns and are now in between the buildings. I�m having a hard time getting at them with air power and most of my armor is over here on the front. We have some light units moving in, but they can�t do very much. My other troops and equipment are down here in Vienna. It�s going to take some time getting them back up here,� he said.
Jeffers was looking at what looked like a mass of tanks and vehicles just outside Vienna near the Slovakian border. �What are your advisors saying?� he asked.
�They want to put them on trains and get them to Krakow. It�s going to take a couple of days,� he said.
An intense look came over Jeffers� face. Richardson noticed it. �Tell us what you�re thinking, Rod,� she said quietly.
�Slovakia was attacked the same time as Poland,� he said.
�That�s right,� said Hammond. �Now the whole country is in the hands of the Russians.�
�Yes, but I�m not seeing any major forces in this area. I see some up here near the Czech border, but this looks a little barren,� Jeffers said.
Dortmund looked along the western border. �You know, he�s right. There is this one brigade down here near Samorin and a few here at the crossing near Bratislava, but the rest are up here mostly near Trencin near the border.�
�If you remember, the Slovaks pulled their troops and remaining equipment into the Czech Republic. It looks like a lot of stuff is up here around Straznice and these other two towns. Do we know how much the Czechs and the Slovakians have?� Jeffers asked.
�Not much. Between them they might come up with a short division. Right now they are trying to be ready if the Russians decide to move on into the Czech Republic,� said Dortmund, warming up to the discussion.
�Then why move the Italians and Spanish at all? Why not coordinate an attack from Vienna and from the Czech Republic at the same time? If they both drive in together, they could then move back up these highways here and retake Slovakia. That would cut off these new troops and make a lot of people very happy. With the supplies cut off, these people near Krakow can�t go far. Then we set up our defenses along the eastern Slovakian border and hold on. Once the main operation gets going we might be able to get through and cut off all this,� Jeffers said, motioning toward the southern countries.
�Bloody hell,� said Sir Reginald Kensington, Commander of British Forces. �We�ve been looking at this for two hours and couldn�t see this thing staring us in the face. Let�s think about this. If we did this, it would be like driving a wedge across to Ukraine. These southern countries like Hungary, Romania and Serbia might give up on their Russian allies and come back to our side. At least that would be one of my worries if I were Russian. It might even mean they have to pull back some troops to reinforce their hold down there. It would go right along with our planning. Not bad, young fellow,� he said.
�How long would it take to get the Spanish and Italians online? If they knew the Czechs and Slovaks would be coming in from up north to join up with them, they might be ready in short order,� said Hammond.
�I�ll contact them and get it set up. You may need to call down to Prague and get things started,� said Dortmund.
�I�ll place the call right now. Get me the facts and figures in two hours. If we can do this, I want to kick off in forty eight hours. Get your staffs to kick this in high gear,� ordered Hammond.
The men started rushing from the room as Richardson looked at Jeffers. �Rod, you are frightening. I thought your plans were amazing, but what I just witnessed is quite unbelievable. There were times when we were hung up for days on a problem. You just found a very viable solution in a matter of minutes.� She turned to Hustvedt, �Chris, would you mind if I had him for a while?� she asked with a grin.
�Not on your life. He�s staying with his own kind. I want him with me when we make those landings,� Hustvedt said slapping Jeffers on the back.
Hammond sat back and looked at Jeffers. Even he had not realized the mind that his friend possessed. �Good job, Rod. I�m proud of you. Now let�s get to the business at hand. This afternoon we brief the NATO commanders. This will include most heads of government and military leaders. Admiral McKennon and General Bryant will be going over the Pacific area and you will go over the Black Sea incursion. My staff will go over the European offensive. I will wrap it all up. I trust you have your presentation ready,� he said.
�All set,� said Hustvedt. �We went over it several times on the way over.�
�Good. I hope you realize you will be playing to only the highest hitters in Europe. Even the King of Great Britain will be there. It won�t do to have you freeze up on me,� said Hammond.
�You know better,� said Richardson. �I just hope he can keep up.�
�Oh, he�ll keep up. You�ll find he will ask the best questions of them all. Now let�s go over it right quick so that we can add or take some things out before the show,� said Hammond getting down to business. Jeffers pulled out the laptop. He had never seen a king before.
Tarnow, Poland
The trains had been forced to stop at a major rail yard in Tarnow. The tracks had been switched for expected incoming trains and they led directly to a large terminal in the heart of the city. There, a large concrete loading dock stood empty. It was the perfect place. The trains pulled up and the tanks simply turned on the cars and drove onto the dock. They were followed by numerous trucks pulling artillery and carloads of troops disgorging from their transportation directly onto the trucks. Once empty, the train pulled away and a second pulled up, disgorging its military cargo in record time. Three trains later and the Russian mechanized divisions began moving down the four lane highway right beside the terminal toward Krakow. Local civilians could only stare as the Russians moved through their streets unopposed. One man tried to block the way with his truck loaded with groceries. The tanks didn�t even slow down. By the end of the day the truck was no more than a crumpled sheet of steel lining the road. In the end, only a small garrison of men remained. They went to the City Hall and took the mayor as prisoner. There had been no troops in the city to protect it.
Munich, Germany
�Pack it up! Training�s over. We have to get all this stuff to Krakow as fast as we can,� ordered Master Sergeant Ricks. �Get everything in the crates and make sure it�s got plenty of padding.�
The men were scampering around the large room, disconnecting equipment and sliding it all into designated spaces in the crates for shipping. Despite the fact these men and women had just completed boot camp, they responded with a sense of urgency that bode well for what was about to come. One of the men came up to Ricks.
�What do you need Private Kursov?� asked Ricks.
�Do we need to pack up all the training manuals? It�s going to take up a lot of room and if we�re going right to work, there might not be much need for them,� Petyr said.
�I agree. Just throw the things in an empty crate. We�ll let these guys here take care of them,� said Ricks. Kursov was one of the better young Polish soldiers of the bunch. He had a quick mind and seemed to grasp what was needed long before the others. He�d go far. �Just make sure the maintenance manuals go along. I�d hate to try to fix one of these things without them,� he said.
Kursov nodded and rushed away to finish packing the equipment. He couldn�t believe they were sending him back home. It might mean seeing more of Freda.
It didn�t take long before all the equipment was crated up and placed in a container. The people grabbed their packs and sprinted out to waiting buses. The trip was going to take a few hours, but the army wanted them there as soon as possible. They had no idea what had happened or why the rush, but they were on their way to war.
The train was being filled rapidly. A crane was placing the containers onto their special cars and there was a long line of passenger cars going along as well. Periodically, there was a car with an antiaircraft gun or portable missile system onboard. You could tell by all the bustle that people were in a hurry.
Colonel Sanders walked up to Ricks, who was supervising the onload. �Ricks, there�s been a change of plan. Now we�re headed to the Czech Republic. You can let the guys know when we get underway, but no one gets off the train between here and some place called Javornik. They�re setting us up in some school just two and a half miles from the border. We have to be there and set up by 0300 tomorrow morning. Get your people and equipment on the train ASAP and hang on. This thing is going to fly over there. We have over 250 miles to go and it�s nonstop. Any questions?� Sanders asked.
Ricks shook his head. �We�ll have everything onboard in about fifteen minutes. Looks like you and I are going to the front of the front this time,� he said.
Sanders smiled. �Wouldn�t have it any other way.�
As promised, the men and equipment were loaded aboard with time to spare. There was an additional delay when parts of a German infantry unit were loaded aboard as well. After an additional thirty minutes, the train began picking up speed along the tracks. True to his word, the thing was going much faster than Ricks had expected.
Surprisingly, the train was quiet. Most of the men and women were simply sitting in their seats and wondering what was going to happen to them. After letting them know there had been a change in destination, Ricks began making his way to his seat in the front of the coach. He stopped for a moment beside Private Kursov. There was something about this young man. He could be intense when doing his job, but eager to help out and very capable in everything Ricks had thrown at him so far. He grinned down at the man. �Sorry about the change. Looks like we won�t be going to your home this time out,� he said quietly.
Petyr shrugged his shoulders. �My sergeant told me a long time ago to never make plans. I�ll get home when this is over,� he said.
Ricks sat down in the empty seat beside him. �Yea, but it would have been nice to see the family and that girl of yours. I remember my first time out. There were times I had wished I could just run away and get back to my family. You live in Krakow long?�
�All my life. My father and mother are both Russian, but I�m from Poland. We�ve lived in the same place this whole time,� he said with a smile. Thinking of home felt good.
Ricks chuckled. �Most Americans move around a lot. It�s not surprising to have someone who has lived two or three places by your age.�
�Did you do that?�
Ricks shook his head. �No, I was a farm boy. We lived on the farm all my life. But some of my friends in school moved around. Many of them were military brats.�
Petyr got a questioning look. �Brats?�
Ricks laughed. �It�s a term a lot of military use for children of military families. It�s not meant as something bad, just a pet name,� he said.
�I still have trouble with some English. I understand,� said Petyr. �Do you have any brats?�
Ricks chuckled again. �Yep. I have two little twin brats with one more on the way. I met my wife during the Korean War and things just happen that way,� he grinned.
�I hope to marry my girl when I get back. Then maybe we can have some brats of our own,� Petyr said. He changed his tone. �Do you mind if I ask a question?�
�Sure.�
�Some of the guys told me you were one of the highest decorated men in the American Army. They also told me you don�t have any legs. Is this so?� Petyr asked.
Ricks could tell by his look that he was a little afraid of the response. He reached down and pulled up his pants leg revealing the titanium prosthetic coming out of his boot. �I lost both of them toward the end of the war. As you can see, it didn�t stop me from doing my job.�
Petyr�s eyes widened. He had no idea. A look of admiration spread across his face. �I always thought something like that would send a person home,� he said.
�Most of the time it does,� said Ricks. �In my case, they made an exception. Of course that doesn�t mean I can�t kick your ass if you screw up,� he said with a grin. He was rewarded with a knowing smile.
�I value my life, Master Sergeant,� Petyr said.
�Good. And as far as the other goes, don�t worry about my decorations. Just do your job and you will be getting some of your own. It never works to think about what you have to do to get them. Just do your job as best you can and they will come,� Ricks said.
Petyr nodded as Ricks began to get up. Ricks turned back to him. �I�ll be counting on you Petyr,� he said softly.
Petyr�s face brightened. He called him by his first name. He looked up. �I won�t let you down,� he said.
Ricks winked and began making his way to the front of the car.
One of Petyr�s friends turned around in his seat. �One of the people looked him up on the internet. He was awarded the American Medal of Honor. It�s the highest award a guy can get!� he said.
The news didn�t surprise Petyr. Being around Ricks made him feel secure. There was something about him that not only got your attention, but commanded respect. He sat back and thought for a moment and decided that he would follow Master Sergeant Ricks wherever he wanted to go.
Berlin
The auditorium was surrounded by security. Fighter aircraft were flying overhead and tanks had perimeters set up several hundred yards from the building. The only way to get in was if you had a special card and had a name on the list. Yet, there were only about twenty five men and women in the auditorium to hear the plans for the operation. The front row was the most telling. Seated were the Chancellor of Germany, Presidents of France and Italy, Prime Ministers of Belgium, Spain, Luxemburg, Poland and finally the United Kingdom. Seated with his Prime Minister was the King of England. Behind them were the military leaders of these countries and a few others.
Hammond had already greeted everyone, and now it was time to begin. He went to the podium at the head of the auditorium and nodded to one of his staff members. Images began coming up on the screens behind him.
�Ladies and gentlemen, it is time to begin. My name is Roger Hammond and I have been tasked with leading the Allied effort to bring victory against the Russian forces. It has been two months since this war began and up until this time, the Allied nations have held back on their front line units as we prepare to strike back at the Russians with a major effort. This effort is called Operation Arctic Wind. I will now ask my military commanders to come up and explain their part in Arctic Wind so that hopefully you will get a full picture of how massive this operation is. We will begin in the European sector with General Dortmund,� he said.
General Dortmund rose and began his portion, followed by General Ames for the air forces. Sir Richard Thomas briefed on the Naval Forces, then handed the podium to Admiral Hustvedt.
�Ladies and gentlemen, my part of this is an amphibious assault in the Black Sea,� he said. There were gasps in the room as he continued. �We will land the First Marine Division, Second Marine Division, and the Fourth Marine Division at a point near Poti in Georgia. The objective is to cut through Georgia to the Caspian Sea, a distance of four hundred miles, then turn north. The fleet units will remain in the Black Sea, to destroy or incapacitate their Black Sea Fleet and prevent further operations along the coasts. To do this we will have the American carriers�.� The brief went on a few minutes until he turned it over to the commander of the ground forces in the Black Sea.
General Claire Richardson stood and went to the podium. �Admiral Hustvedt gave you the general outline, however I hope to fill in some of the blanks. We will not be going in alone. The 101st and 82nd Airborne will be dropped in the plains about here,� she said pointing to a place on the map. �At the same time we land, Turkish forces will begin their own incursion into Georgia. They will push forward with six divisions to link up with the Airborne and Marine units and drive on. Our objective is to move north along the Caspian and secure their oil fields. The Turks will then make sure the mountain passes are not available for the Russians to come south. This will bottle them up and make it easier for us to move. We will drive north as far as we can. It is hoped that this and a second landing will draw Russian troops from the west to coincide with the major effort by General Dortmund. The Marine assets will include��
After her portion of the brief, Admiral McKennon and General Bryant got up. Their portion was a second landing on Sakhalin Island, crossing to the mainland, then driving toward Vladivostok. At the end, Hammond rose again.
�There you have it. Operation Arctic Wind. As someone said to me earlier, this combined effort should draw the Russian forces in three directions, taking pressure off their westward movement and then allowing us the chance to push them out of Poland and back into Russia. It will be up to your leadership to determine how far we eventually go. Now are there any questions?� he asked.
There was silence for a moment which was broken by the King of England. �Admiral Hammond, there is no doubt this is a bold and well thought out move, but I must ask of the cost. We all know the figures of what Russia has against us. I worry of the losses to our young men and women,� he said.
�Your Majesty, I too share that concern. From the beginning I have urged the use of our technological advancements to blunt that tide and so far, this has been successful. Yet every day we must send letters home to a worried family in Great Britain, France, Germany or the States. This is not what these young men and women had hoped when they thought of someday going to Europe. But they know what is at stake. We must end this evil that has befallen us and restore the democracy each of us in Europe and the United States has worked so hard to achieve. Because if we do not win, the outcome will spread. Even the United States and the countries of South America will eventually have to face it. So we take up arms and we do what we must to get the job done now, in this place. Of course, with God�s help, we will do our utmost to make sure our men and women are not wasted. We will use the tools we have to make the difference, so that when this is over, they and their families can live in the freedom they so richly deserve.�
There were nods around the room, then someone began to clap. It was taken up by the rest and lasted several minutes until the briefing ended.
King William came to Hammond and shook his hand. �I would not want your job,� he said. �But I can think of none other to get that job done.�
�Thank you for the confidence, Your Majesty.�
�Quite frankly, I haven�t seen such a complicated strategy before. I take it you are simply stretching their forces to the limits,� the King commented.
�That is correct, Your Majesty. Right now the Russians have a vast superiority in personnel and equipment. But considering the landmass they must protect, our forces have the advantage of making pinpoint strikes and causing a lot of damage and upheaval without fear of meeting those overwhelming odds. If we can pull their forces in three different directions, the odds against us are greatly reduced. This is where our technological superiority can make a huge difference,� Hammond said.
�That makes a lot of sense. How long did it take your staff to come up with this plan?� the King asked.
Hammond chuckled. It wasn�t the first time someone asked the question. �Your Majesty, it was essentially written over a two week period by a single officer. The staffs went through it and made suggestions to flesh it out a bit, but it is basically the same as when I received it.�
�One person did all of this? You must be joking.�
Hammond shook his head. He saw Jeffers putting his laptop away and motioned for him to join them. �Your Majesty, I think you should meet this young man.� Jeffers walked up from behind the King. He nearly had a heart attack when everyone turned to see him. �Your Majesty, I have the honor to present Lieutenant Commander Rod Jeffers, the author of Operation Arctic Wind.�
The King extended his hand. �It is a pleasure to meet you, Commander Jeffers. Your work here is extraordinary,� the King said.
Shaking the King�s hand, Jeffers quickly got control of his feelings. �Thank you, Your Majesty. I�m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I never dreamed I might meet you in my lifetime. I hope I can be of service,� he said.
�You already have, Commander. I am impressed with the depth of your planning and organization. Are you on Admiral Hammond�s staff?�
�No, Your Majesty, I am currently on Admiral Hustvedt�s staff. I actually wrote this before hostilities began,� Jeffers said.
The King�s eves opened wider. �Before the hostilities began? It appears you are somewhat clairvoyant as well,� the King said with a grin.
�As someone who was in the service, you can understand I am trying to make sure his career path is a favorable one, so I asked if he could join Admiral Hustvedt and see his plan through at sea. I understand his service has been exemplary,� Hammond said. Jeffers� face turned a bright red.
The King placed a hand on Jeffers� shoulder. �Yes, I know what it was like as a junior officer. Prince George in now fifteen and has told me he one day wishes to be a part of the naval service. I look forward to that. Just keep doing your job. I expect you will do well in almost anything you try. I also expect you will one day be visiting Buckingham Palace. When you do, you can sit down with the Prince and tell him of some of your experiences. I look forward to that as well,� he said. He took Jeffers� hand again.
�Thank you, Your Majesty,� Jeffers said softly.
�And you, Supreme Commander. If time permits, and you find you need time away from all this, please let us know and we will arrange some time at Balmoral,� the King said to Hammond while taking his hand.
�Thank you, Your Majesty. I appreciate that,� said Hammond.
With a wink, the King turned and moved to some of the others in the room. Hammond turned to Jeffers. �You are stepping up in the world, Rod. You realize he wasn�t kidding when he said to come to the palace.�
�Admiral, you keep surprising me like that and I may not survive long enough to make it there,� Jeffers said with a long breath.
Hammond let out a laugh and slapped Jeffers on the shoulder. �You�re just getting started,� Hammond said as he led Jeffers toward the German Chancellor.
Moscow
Patriarch Gregory was almost shaking. It had been a week since he had met with the Pope for their frank discussion on the war. He had been surprised at the compassion the Pope had expressed on the subject, and especially how he hoped the Russian Orthodox Church would not follow the direction the Catholic Church had gone with Germany during the Second World War. In the end, Gregory had promised to pray about it � something he always said when he wanted to put off a decision. Most times, things were forgotten or just put off indefinitely, but this time it was different. The question stayed with him, haunting his every moment. Even his dreams were about what the Pope had said.
It wasn�t just that. The Patriarch also knew the dangers of going against the government. It was something ground into every Russian, to obey or be crushed. He risked not only himself, but the church as well. Then another thought came to his mind. It was a simple Scripture. �Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall become the children of God.� It caused him to think about the trials his Savior had gone through, even unto the cross. Only then did his strength return to him.
It was a detailed plan. He had sent personal instructions to each of the churches along with a copy of his sermon. He urged his priests not to disobey, but to express dissatisfaction with the decisions of their government in starting this war. He gave the example to give support to each person forced into the war, but not for the ideals of those who sent them. By now, every church had its copy and would be ready when he stepped into the pulpit.
It was unfortunate that there was no power. The use of generators had to be rationed so a radio address was out of the question. The numbing cold of Moscow in winter was also within the walls of the church. People would be huddled closely just to keep out the cold.
His attendants came in the room to escort him out. Clad in his robes, they seemed especially heavy today. The ceremony itself seemed to last forever. The prayers, the incense, the reading of scriptures, were almost unbearable. He wanted to get on with it and have it over with. Then one of the young boys came up holding a candle. He looked so innocent, so frail. The wide eyes looked up at Gregory in awe. We must do this for the children, he thought.
Smiling down at the young boy, a peace came over him. He felt his body soften and his shoulders felt lighter. He walked up to the table and spread his arms.
�These are difficult times. We come together to seek the will of God, but often we do not hear His voice. Around the world, people are crying out in fear and pain, yet we do not hear His voice. A nation�s might has turned against others, yet we do not hear His voice. We see our youth spirited away from us, without our will, yet we do not hear His voice. We watch as the lust for power leads people to do things we would not do ourselves, yet, we do not hear His voice.
�It is time to listen. The voice is there. It is deep within each of us, telling us what is right and what is wrong. It causes us to question and to wonder at what goes on around us. It causes us to rise up in response. Our Lord taught us a great many things, but on that mount, he gave us insight into the rewards that small voice can provide us. In today�s times these simple promises are particularly poignant.
�People who are poor in spirit are becoming all too numerous today, yet, theirs will be the Kingdom. Let that voice be heard.
�All around us are people in mourning, yet, with that voice, they shall be comforted. Let that voice be heard.
�Our meek young men and women are being forced to take up arms in places we do not know and against people we do not hate, and yet, these young men and women shall inherit the earth. This is not their doing, yet within them that voice cries out. Let that voice be heard.
�Across the world there are people who hunger for the righteousness of that voice, to seek the truth and live in His grace. That voice promises satisfaction. Let that voice be heard.
�Even though many of our people cry out for mercy from those who oppress us and hopefully from those fighting in this war, the voice offers that if mercy is offered, it shall be obtained. Let that voice be heard.
�We know that our children are pure in heart. Their innocence is undeniable. Even though they must fight, we know that voice comforts them in time of pain and suffering. They shall see God.
�And now we must listen to that voice and raise it up. We must listen to what the voice says to each of us. We must give it strength. We must rise up, because that voice is one of reason, caring and the love shared with each of us through our risen Lord. Raise up the voice. Let the world hear it. For those who proclaim peace, are truly the children of God.
�Let the voice ring out! Though we may be persecuted, though we may be scorned, that voice must rise. It is the voice of all people seeking righteousness. It is the voice of moral reason. It is the voice of the living God, coming through each of us. Raise up that voice, for ours will be the kingdom of Heaven,� he shouted, ending his sermon. His hands were spread wide as he looked out over the people. �Go now, and let that voice speak to you.�
Murmurs spread through everyone there. Something had changed. Men and women had a new determined look upon their face. Many stood taller. Some cried. The rest of the service passed quickly and people filed out into the bitter cold, but something was different. Only time would tell of Gregory�s talk had any real effect at all.


Chapter 12 
Changes

Over the Atlantic
Jeffers stared at the covered window wishing he could look out and see something outside the aircraft. He had expectations of spending the evening with Hammond and the others, however, with the incursion into southern Poland, Hammond and his staff were going to be busy, so the decision was made to return home that night. Now the G650 was at 35,000 feet and all the shades were down so that there was no light escaping from the aircraft. Just forward from where he was sitting, Admiral Hustvedt and General Richardson were sleeping in their reclined seats.
Jeffers wasn�t that sleepy. The events of the day had him too keyed up. Hammond had taken the time to introduce him to almost every leader of every Allied country. All had commented on his plan, but a little later, the King of Great Britain had pulled him aside to add a few words.
�I remember when I was just starting out in the military,� the King had said. �I know that all this attention can be a little overwhelming at times. I had quite a bit of it myself. But in the end, we get by. The attention I got was because of family. Yours is because of what you have been able to do for yourself. From what Admiral Hammond says of you, I am sure we can expect much more. In some ways I envy you,� he said.
�Envy me?� asked a surprised and still a little overwhelmed Jeffers.
The King nodded. �All the time I was in service I wanted to rise on my own achievements instead of relying on a few hundred years of tradition. In some ways, I was able to do that, but you will be able to go much further than I did. Of course it didn�t hurt having the Admiral as a friend, but I expect your abilities would have come out in the end. Just try to remember that we all are trying our best to serve the people at home. You appear to be what people call a nice guy. I find that the nice guys make more of a difference than some others. So keep being a nice guy,� he said.
Jeffers had already turned a darker shade of red at the compliments. He smiled at the King. �Your Majesty, I�m just a small town guy from Tennessee, but everything I�ve seen about you and your family tell me you must be pretty nice yourself. Otherwise, you wouldn�t have come to say this to me. As Americans, we sometimes don�t know how to really act around royalty, but we do appreciate people who are friendly and supportive. In many ways I wish we had been able to serve together. I�m sure there are experiences we could share,� he said.
The King smiled. �Sea stories amongst friends? I have been known to share experiences such as that. Just survive this war and I have a feeling we shall have such times in the future. Take care of yourself, Commander Jeffers,� he said as he shook his hand once more before turning away.
Jeffers smiled inwardly in his airplane seat. His Mom and Dad would never believe all this. Then he thought about Hammond. Jeffers could tell the job was taking a lot out of his friend. The hair was more gray and the lines in his face more evident. The smile was still there, but it didn�t come out as often as he remembered. It was as if all the strain was killing him slowly. It was too bad they hadn�t had the time just to talk. Jeffers felt it might have helped.
As he walked around that afternoon, many of the others around the room had been expressing their own ideas of what should be done. Some wanted to simply mass all their forces and press deep into Russia. Others had wanted to move inland along a broader front. Jeffers decided not to get involved in the discussion. They were wrong. They were thinking of tactics centuries old, when armies lined up and fired at each other. That was the older European way. Only General Dortmund and General Pol seemed to see what he was thinking. They were more than enthusiastic. Dortmund even asked when Jeffers had studied Rommel�s tactics. Jeffers had an image in his mind of the two of them sitting atop their tanks singing Panzerlied, and rolling across the land toward an enemy. He broke into a smile.
Whether it storms or snows, or the sun smiles on us,
The day burning hot, or icy cold the night.
Dusty are the faces, but our spirits are high, yes, spirits are high.
Then roar our tanks in the storm's wind.


Jeffers decided he liked the Germans and Poles. They too had been nice guys and had welcomed him alongside while the others were more standoffish. Too bad he had served only in the Pacific so far. Germany and Poland were places he wanted to visit.
The thoughts let Jeffers relax. He felt his eyes grow heavy and adjusted his seat into its reclining position. Within a few minutes he too fell asleep.
The White House
Jim Butler knocked on the door then entered the Oval Office. President O�Bannon was making a late night of it. His desk was piled with papers to go through and there was never enough time in the day to get through it. The President looked up at his Chief of Staff. His tired eyes had the look of �not one more thing� in them.
Butler grinned. �I know you didn�t want to be disturbed, but there�s a call you may want to take. It�s on three.�
O�Bannon got a curious look. It wasn�t often his Chief of Staff was so cagy. He picked up the phone. �President O�Bannon.�
�Mr. President, this is Patricia Hammond. Have you got a minute?� she asked.
A smile crept on his face. �Patricia! It�s good to hear from you. How�s Steve?�
�He�s fine and everything here is doing well as can be expected. I just had something handed to me and I wanted to ask your opinion,� she said.
�Okay. I seem to have a few around. What�s troubling you?� the President asked.
�Well, I just had a visit from our party leaders out here. It seems they want me to run as the party�s choice for Governor,� she said.
�Well, now. That�s interesting. I believe your recent leadership got their attention. What did you tell them?�
�I told them I would let them know. I�m just not sure I should.�
�Why not?�
�Well, Steve, I�m happy here. I know my people and they know me. It takes a lot just to run this small city. I�m just not sure I could handle a whole state, especially California. There�s so much more to do. I�m not sure I could serve the people like I can here,� she confessed.
O�Bannon sat back in his seat a smiled. �Patricia, we�ve known each other a while now. I�ve watched you do your job. What�s more, the people of California have seen what you were willing to do to get a job done. They have seen you succeed. Right now, after Yost, they need someone they think will take up the reins and spur things on. They don�t need a politician, they need a leader. I think the party knows that. That�s why they came to you. I personally think you are perfect for the job. I wouldn�t have any reservations throwing in with you,� he said.
�But what about the people of San Pedro? Won�t I be letting them down?�
O�Bannon chuckled. �On the contrary. I would bet they are so proud of you they would parade from San Diego to the Oregon border just to get you elected. And remember, they are in California too. You won�t be letting them down. They will be with you every step of the way. Listen, Patricia. I�ve been in large scale politics a long time. It�s really people like you who get things done the right way. You know your constituents and your know how to work things out with the movers and shakers you always find in the legislature. You will do fine.�
�And Little Steve?�
�Hell, take him with you to work. They probably have a preschool somewhere near the capitol. You�re the Governor. You can set your hours and priorities. You know Roger will support you. Besides, he�s going to be busy for a while, so just keep going. He�ll catch up.�
�You make it sound like a breeze.�
�We both know that�s not the case, but it can be managed. Only don�t try to kick some legislator in the balls when he opposes your wishes.�
Patricia Hammond laughed on the other end of the line. �I�ll keep that in mind, but I�ll also keep them a little worried.�
�That�s the way to do it. Really, Pat. I�d go for it. You can do a lot of good for a lot of people. You could make a lot of people feel a lot better,� he said.
Patricia sighed. �Yea, you�re right. I guess I just needed to hear it from a friend.�
�Call them up and tell them yes, but let them know you�ll have some things in mind to change. That leaves your options open. It will also give them something to prepare for. I�m behind you Patricia.�
�Thanks Steve. Would you mind if I called for advice every so often?�
�Call anytime. If I see something, I�ll give you a buzz as well.�
�Thanks again. Sorry I bothered you.�
�No bother at all. Take care Patricia.�
�Good bye Steve.� She hung up the phone.
O�Bannon looked up at a grinning Chief of Staff. �How about we get hold of some of our friends to give her a hand. Then once she gets things started, we can make a trip to stump for her a bit. I may not be running, but I can help her when the time comes,� he said.
�I already lined up a couple of calls in the morning. I wouldn�t mind a trip to California before leaving this place,� said Butler.
O�Bannon nodded and looked around his desk. �You know, maybe I�ll just leave this for the morning too,� he said. �After that good news, I don�t feel like even looking at it.�
Javornik, Czech Republic
�People, it�s up to us to get this rolling. We have six hours to clear the way for the Czechs and Slovaks. I know this has been thrown together last minute, but we have to make this work,� Colonel Sanders said. �Take over Master Sergeant.�
Ricks stepped up. �Okay people, listen up. You know your assigned sectors. Get in there and clean house. If it has a uniform on, shoot it. If there�s a tank, try to get as many of the crew as you can. Get in there and get back. I want as many sorties as we can tonight. The Czechs and Slovak armies aren�t that big and they are going to need all the help they can get. Once we clear our sectors, we are moving up. If we get lucky, this will only be a small force guarding the border. I�m here to tell you we aren�t the only ones moving. The Spanish and Italians are going in on the Austrian border too. Let�s go make this happen,� he said dismissing the group.
The group turned in their seats and almost immediately, the first drones took off and headed toward the border. The launch point was only a quarter mile from the border and almost immediately targets that initially were only blips on a screen, came into view of the cameras.
Like in Poland, it was a slaughter. The Russians had dug foxholes every twenty yards with two men in each. The drone pilots could see which was on guard and which was trying to sleep in the bitter cold. One by one, the drones lowered toward their prey and the shots rang out. At one point, a group was huddled under a tarp. Corporal Petyr Krusov saw the group. Tonight he had a drone with a grenade. He flew the drone under the tarp and dropped it, then flew out the other side. Once clear of the woods, he pressed the �return� key and sat back to watch his drone automatically fly home. He raised his hand to indicate he needed another drone.
Ricks walked up behind Kursov. �You don�t mess around, do you? Enter in 5014 and let�s see how many more you can get tonight,� he said as he patted his hand on Petyr�s shoulders.
Kursov grinned and entered the code. His image changed to another drone and he took off again. This was another grenade drone. After ten minutes moving into a new area he saw his target. A squad of tanks sat together near a tent. Petyr could tell the tanks were running by the heat bloom at the rear. He saw the tank commander with his head looking out the hatch. Petyr watched as he ducked his head back into the tank. The hatch was left open. Moving the camera controller downward, he stopped only when the camera was pointed straight down. He lined up the center of the hatch in his viewer and dropped the grenade. It fell neatly into the tank. Petyr pulled back on the stick to veer away when he caught the puff of the explosion. Stopping for a moment, he moved the camera back to the tank. Smoke was coming out of the hatch.
�You are evil with that thing,� Ricks said standing behind him.
Giving the command to return, Petyr turned to see the smile on Ricks� face. �I try not to think about it,� he said returning the smile. �You have another?�
�6856. But after that you�ll have to wait for the first one to get back. This one is a pistol. Let�s see if you can shoot as good as you drop.�
Once again, Kursov changed drones and took off. By now the Russians were running all over trying to escape the swarm of �bees� that was after them. Petyr could see the blips on his screen moving rapidly. His sector was almost void of people until he saw someone duck under something. The infra-red camera could be fooled if someone could get behind another object that was as cold as the outdoor area. He eased his drone over to the area where he saw the figure disappear. Moving around to come in from a different direction, he noticed that from the other side he could see some warmth. He fired a round into the warmth.
Suddenly the covering over the trench flew upward and several men desperately tried to get out from under the branches and blankets they had set up to form a makeshift shelter. As they struggled to get clear, Petyr shot each one, emptying the clip from the pistol on the drone. Once again he pressed the return button and watched the drone move up and away from the carnage he had created.
�Damn!� said Sergeant Nizewski, Ricks� counterpart on the mission. �The man has almost a sixth sense.� He turned to Ricks who had joined him at the rear of the room. �You know, Kursov is a little different from the others. I noticed that most have that boyish enthusiasm at first. They look for that excitement not only from doing something grand and heroic, but just being out from their parents� coat tails. But Kursov doesn�t have that. He thinks before he does things, not like these other guys,� he said tapping his temple with his index finger.
Ricks nodded. �I noticed that too. I also noticed that the others follow his example a lot of the time. He�s what we call a natural born leader. They don�t come around very often.� He saw Petyr turn and look back toward them. Ricks motioned for him to come to them.
Petyr got out of his seat, stretched, then made his way to the back of the room. Sergeant Nizewski motioned toward the canteen. �Take a break. It will take time to reload the drones and get them charged up. You�re getting pretty good at this. Just don�t get to liking what you�re doing too much,� he said.
Petyr shrugged. �They invaded my country and hurt my family. Until this is over, I will do what I have to do,� he said. �Tell me. Am I making a difference?�
Ricks looked at the young man with pride. He was on mission and resolved to get the job done at any cost. He remembered when even he needed to learn what that meant. He placed his hand on Petyr�s shoulder. �Corporal, you are more than making a difference. Some of these guys think this is just a game. I can tell you don�t think that way. What you are doing is opening the hole we need to help kick the Russians out of Slovakia. That will mean this little incursion into southern Poland will have to stop. It might even save your family and that young lady you miss from continued harm. Never think what you do is not making a difference to the war or to others. Now get something to eat and drink until I have another drone ready,� he said.
The weary look on Petyr�s face told Ricks and Nizewski the toll that the operations were taking on the 17 year old. He nodded. �I�ll be back in a few minutes,� he said, as he made his way to the small canteen at the back of the room.
�He needs to stay in the army,� said Nizewski. �He would go far.�
Ricks shook his head. �He told me after this is over he was going to the university and get his degree, then marry his girl. I doubt you could change his mind,� he said.
Nizewski gave Ricks a look. �How come he confides in you and not me?� he asked in a grin.
�You are his sergeant. I�m just a curious American sent here to get you guys trained. Besides, I�m the fatherly type,� he said with a sly smile.
Nizewski grunted. He was nearly twice Ricks� age. �I get all the hard work, is that it?�
Ricks shrugged. �I didn�t write the rules.�
***
Right on schedule, the people and equipment began moving through the holes in the lines made by the drone units. They were completely surprised when there was no opposition. The Czech border had been defended by only light forces since most of the efforts were being made to push through Poland. Once past the first five miles, the Slovaks welcomed the units with open arms.
Bratislava took almost an hour to secure. Light Russian forces used snipers to try and pin down the advance, but for the first time, a drone unit was sent out during the day. These drones were colored a light grey and were difficult to see. They easily found the snipers on rooftops and in windows and the advance continued on. By evening the Spanish and Italian advance began to meet up with Czech and Slovak forces. From there, the Spanish and Italians moved around from the south while the Czecks and Slovaks moved toward the northern part of the country. At this rate, within three days, Slovakia would become a nation again.
Norfolk, VA
It was one a.m. when the G650 landed at the naval air station. Three very exhausted people exited the plane and got into a car to head back to USS America. Despite the sleep they got aboard, the jet lag was a killer. No one spoke except to get their things and start heading toward the ship.
Jeffers sat in the front seat with the driver. As they rounded the turn to drive along the head of the finger piers he was surprised at the number of ships in port. Where before, there had been plenty of space on the piers, now the piers were full. In many cases, the ships were parked two or three deep. Although the lights on the base were off, the full moon clearly illuminated the ships in their berths. The America was almost as big as one of the carriers at the far end of the base, but what caught Jeffers� eye were several huge ships sitting low in the water opposite her on the next piers. They had huge turrets and tall towers climbing into the night sky. Each was a little different from the others. Directly opposite the America was one of these ships. Despite the fact that America sat higher in the water, this one looked much more like a warship. The outline looked familiar.
The car checked in through the gate and made its way down the pier. Jeffers stared at the tall bow with what looked like a platform at the tip. A huge anchor sat just beneath it. Just behind that he dimly saw the numeral 61.
A smile appeared on Jeffers� face. The Iowa was here. He remembered her from San Pedro. That had been the first time he had met Hammond. Just having her and her sisters here made him feel better. Things were finally coming together and tomorrow would be the brief for all the captains. Within three days they would be at sea.
The car pulled up to the darkened brow of the America. Because it was such a short trip, there was little to carry aboard. Jeffers grabbed his overnight bag and briefcase. They said farewell to General Richardson who had a room at the senior officers� quarters and made their way aboard. Within minutes, Jeffers was asleep in his bunk.
CNN
�Good morning, ladies and Gentlemen, this is Ann Kendrick with the morning headlines. The capital of Slovakia has been liberated from Russian hands. In a bold sweep early this morning in Europe, as Spanish and Italian forces joined with Czech and Slovak forces to launch an offensive to clear Russian forces from Slovakia. CNN�s Bill Masters has this report.�
The image shifted to people cheering in the streets of Bratislava. �The citizens of Bratislava are celebrating today after a dawn attack liberated the city. The light Russian forces in the city crumbled when heavy mechanized divisions from Spain and Italy moved across the border from Austria. There were few casualties from the military side, however when the Spanish and Italian forces entered the city they found that the local population had been through quite a lot during the occupation.�
The imaged shifted to an older women flagging down some of the forces and pleading with them. A translator spoke. �They are looting our museums and banks. Please hurry. It is the very soul of our country.�
Masters came back on the screen. �The Italian forces we were with immediately went to the national museum in Bratislava only to find that most of the art work was gone.� The scene changed again to one of empty walls, smashed sculptures and broken display cases. �Everywhere we went inside the museum we found someone had either taken or destroyed the exhibits. Even the storage areas had been looted. As we exited the rear of the building a Russian truck was still partially filled with art objects. It was obvious that the Russians had not had the time to finish the job. Shortly after we arrived, we also received news of something found at the city jail complex. Upon arrival, this is what we found,� he said.
The scene shifted, once again, to an inner courtyard littered with bodies. �The inner courtyard of the prison had been turned into a killing ground. Local citizens identified victims as the Mayor of Bratislava, his staff and City Council members along with other locals they say are involved with local resistance activities. The victims are as old as 84 and as young as 14.� The imaged returned to Masters. �It appears the Russians are doing the same thing the Nazis did at the end of World War Two, looting valuables from their occupied lands and killing prisoners. This is Bill Masters, coming to you live from Bratislava.�
Berlin
�My God,� said Hammond after watching the report. �I didn�t think civilized people did such things anymore.�
Sir Richard closed his fingers together in thought. �There�s only two ways to get that stuff out of the country. It will go either by train or by truck. The air is not safe,� he said.
Hammond nodded. �I agree. Get hold of General Armstrong. I want every rail line and every road along the border bombed so that nothing can get out of the country. Notify the Slovak government in exile of what we are doing, then get the word to the troops that these treasures must be returned to the Slovaks. I�m not going to let Russia get away with this. Also let the air services know that the trucks and trains they target may hold the treasures of a nation. Do what we can to stop them, but do your best not to destroy those trucks. Finally, get the legal staffs on line. Begin procedures to identify who gave the orders and who is responsible. Then we catch them and bring them back to that same prison. I�m sure the Slovaks will know what to do with them.�
�I hope you�re right. The government is probably pretty angry right now,� said Sir Richard.
�Not as angry as I am. It�s one thing to make war, but another thing to be a common thief and murderer. I�ll talk to the government to share my thoughts on the matter,� Hammond said tersely. �Let�s also make sure our troops document every instance they find of such things. Call in the media too. It�s one more reason to get this job done,� Hammond said.
�You�re starting to sound like a politician,� Sir Richard chuckled.
�Only because they made me so. Our strike forces begin moving out in two days. Right now all I want to do is break out of this stalemate situation and teach people it is not smart to upset the good guys. Has the weather forecast come in yet?�
�Not yet. I expect it will be here within the hour.�
�That will give me just enough time to get something to eat, if I don�t get sidetracked again. You know, if this ever happens again, I may go hide somewhere,� Hammond said with a grin.
Sir Richard got to his feet. �I may hide with you.�
Moscow
�This places our forces in the south in jeopardy!� screamed Borodin. �How could five divisions launch an attack on our forces from two different locations without intelligence knowing about it?�
�We knew the Spanish and Italian forces were in Vienna, but our sources told us they were on their way to Krakow. The Czech and Slovak forces were a complete surprise. The last we had seen from them was they were dug in along the border and holding their major forces in the rear. By themselves they weren�t a threat. But sending them in with the other forces was a stroke of genius. We had weakened our internal forces to support the incursion into southern Poland. They must have found that out and took advantage of it,� said Marshall Zuikov, Chief of Intelligence. �Either they have spies in our camp or someone made a good guess.�
�No one makes those kinds of guesses,� groused Borodin. He briefly glanced at a noise coming from the window.
�We are in a war, Comrade President,� said General Pusko, reverting to the old Soviet address. �Anything could happen, but we must assume the worst. I suggest we take a good hard look at our security procedures and make some changes. It will not slow us down and might do some good,� he said.
�Do it. I cannot have our operations curtailed because we have a security leak. This may be why our forces have been having difficulty gaining ground. As far as I am concerned, anyone caught can immediately be taken out and shot. We have no time for spies or traitors,� Borodin said. �Now what else do you have for me?�
�The CNN news organization has reported the looting of the Slovak national museum. They also reported the execution of many political prisoners and terrorists in Bratislava,� reported Zuikov.
Borodin laughed. �What does this have to do with the war?�
Zuikov paused a moment. The President�s reaction made him believe the reports he had were true. Borodin was involved with such actions. He continued on. �Only that such reports will stiffen the resolve of our enemy. You remember these same things happened in the Great Patriotic War. Resistance will also arise within our occupied countries if they think we are taking their so called treasures,� he emphasized.
Borodin nodded. �I see your point. We will send out a message that there will be no looting from here on. Anything else?�
Zuikov shook his head. �Nothing further, Mister President.�
�Thank you for your report. Keep me informed on your security measures and results,� Borodin said dismissing the Marshal.
After Zuikov left the room Borodin turned to Pusko. �What happened? No one was supposed to find anything. We were going to say the Allies bombed the museums.�
�It all happened too fast. We got all but the last truck out before tanks swarmed into the front of the building. We will blame the bank operations on looters. As far as the people that were killed, we had no hand in it. The local commander overstepped his bounds simply through frustration with the local underground. Over fifty of our troops were killed over the past two weeks in and around Bratislava,� explained Pusko.
�Then tell the commanders to be more careful about such things. If something like this happens, there can�t be any evidence. Our goal is to win the war. After that, no one will be investigating the victor,� Borodin said with a slight grin.
�I will see to it,� said Pusko.
The noise from the window grew much louder. �What is that?� asked Borodin.
Pusko shook his head. �Another demonstration. They seem to get louder and larger each time they assemble outside the Kremlin walls. I was told this time they are protesting for more food.�
�More food? The rations we have allotted are still more than what it was during the Soviet times. I am weary of all the whining our people seem to do these days. Don�t they know there�s a war on?� Borodin complained.
�It appears our people grew soft in the interim. I�m sure the police will break it up in short order,� Pusko said.
Outside the Kremlin walls, a line of police surrounded the crowd of over 2,000 people chanting and waving banners. They remained at the gates of the Kremlin despite the orders of the police to move on. Several groups on the periphery of the crowd turned and began throwing stones at the police line. A shot rang out. It was followed by many more. The people in the crowd began to run, trampling several of the older participants and a small child. Unfortunately, they were running toward one of the police strongpoints. Tear gas flew into the air and was thrown back by some of the protesters. Suddenly the rapid hammering of submachine guns rang out. When the smoke cleared, more than four hundred people lay dead or seriously wounded in the street. A number of onlookers were carrying cell phones. Because the government had made a point to maintain the telephone system, the images and videos soon spread throughout Russia and across Europe.
Norfolk, VA
The hall was filled with Navy, Marine, Army and Air Force officers. The security to get in had been phenomenal. Two checkpoints, a search for devices, five security sweeps and photographic matches. No one would get in unless they were on one of the ships, in a squadron or commanding troops. The briefing had lasted two hours and each was told to expect a hand delivered message outlining what had been detailed within the next six hours. No one was to see it except the commanding officers, executive officers and operations officers � the very people in the room. After the last briefing was complete, Admiral Hustvedt took the podium.
�That�s the operation. There won�t be any deviations unless I approve them. The biggest part of this is security. Nothing is to get out. As a result, all leave and liberty is now cancelled. No one leaves the ships. No phone calls off the base either. I don�t even want your wives to know. That�s why I warned each of you to tell the families we were going to be busy for the next week. We get underway beginning with the submarines tonight and the escort vessels tomorrow morning at 0730. We will conduct this operation in total EMCON. No emissions except for encrypted satellite. The emissions panels installed on your ships will be operating all the time. You will still be able to receive information since we found that these same panels make superb receiving antennas, but no transmissions. If someone shoots a missile at us, no emissions and no weapons fire until I say so. If someone starts shooting at us, we have optics to target the intruder and will use naval gunfire. Our communications will be via Link 16. It�s all satellite. I believe you will find that we already have all the information we will need on the circuit. Don�t ask me where it comes from, just be glad it�s there,� he joked. �I will tell you, this is half the force we will be using against the Russians. There is a similar force in the Pacific. The target there is in the Russian Arctic, so be glad you only have a little snow to deal with. As we briefed, the transit will be at ten knots. I know this is painfully slow, but it also lets us transit below cavitation speed. We are using nearly all the assets in the Allied inventory to do this. Losing part of it to a submarine like we almost did with the Kennedy is unacceptable.�
�People, we have a job to do. It is a little different from what we have typically trained for, but we are going up against another superpower and have to take all precautions. We are all professionals. Let�s do this and get our people back home,� he said finishing the brief.
All the people in the room rose and stood as Hustvedt and his staff left the room, then they all began talking amongst themselves and moving toward the doors.
�He�s got to be shitting me,� Captain Donner of the USS America, quietly said to his Executive Officer. �I can�t use my defensive systems if someone is shooting at me?
�Captain, that�s not what he said. He said don�t do it till he said so. Besides, if these things do what they say, no missile will be able to lock in on us. That�s more than half the battle right there,� the XO said.
�If it works. I�m not sure I want to take that chance,� said Donner.
�We don�t have much choice. You heard the man. No exceptions. And with Hustvedt and his staff onboard, you won�t be able to go around him,� the XO almost pleaded. Donner scared him to death. He had a reputation of being hardnosed in the fleet, but as his XO, he realized he was just a plain old bully. He always wanted his way and didn�t care who he threw to the curb if things didn�t go right. His tour as XO had been a nightmare.
Donner grunted. �He may be onboard, but it is always a captain�s prerogative to protect his ship at any means. We�ll see,� Donner smirked, ending the conversation.
Krakow, Poland
There was no way to stop it. Krakow was overrun by Russian troops in the first 48 hours. Polish defense elements were completely caught off guard by the train and truck crossing. Moving at night had allowed the Russians to come within forty miles of Krakow before they had stopped. By that time they were well behind Polish defense positions and artillery. Unfortunately, the Russians had moved enough troops across the border that they could hold the roadways and keep resupplied. Several of the Polish staff likened it to the Battle of the Bulge in World War Two. Only this time, the enemy had plenty of reinforcements and supplies.
The advance had been halted ten miles north of Krakow, when Polish units were finally moved into position and air assets were brought into play. But it was not the Poles who really stopped them. It was a concern that the Allied forces sweeping in from the Czech Republic and Austria might cut them off completely. A full division of men and equipment were rushed back across the border to hold northern Slovakia for the incursion.
Russian, Polish, German and then French aircraft battled mercilessly in the skies over southern Poland. Eventually, the Russians shifted back to their main push, but it had been costly. By that time, nearly a third of the assigned Allied aircraft had been lost. Russian losses were much worse. Some Allied units were surprised when they began seeing older Mig-21s appearing in some of the outer fringes of the battle.
In Krakow, the area surrounding the Kursov�s apothecary shop was nearly flattened. The shop and its building were riddled with shrapnel holes and the windows were boarded up. No one walked the streets. One of the plywood panels had been pried off the front of the shop. Looters had done the rest. The upper floor had been hit by a bomb or projectile. It had collapsed onto the next floor and one corner of that floor had also collapsed. Debris was everywhere. There was no one to clean it up.
Berlin
�We found them,� shouted one of the watch standers. His table was zoomed into a small convoy of trucks moving rapidly along a highway. Hammond and the others came over to look.
�You sure it�s them?� Hammond asked.
�Definite. The satellite feed is being recorded. I backed it up to the time just before we entered the city and caught these trucks leaving the museum compound. I fast forwarded it and watched them come along this highway. They are currently on the R-1 near Nitra. That set of highways will take them straight into the Ukraine,� he said.
�Zoom it out some,� said Hammond.
Looking at the road, it wormed its way up into some steep mountains past a city named Nova Bana. North of the city was walled in by mountains as the highway went through a number of narrow valleys. Hammond pointed to a spot just south of the town of Vosnica where the road ran next to a steep mountain on one side and a river on the other. �Let the Slovakian government know where these guys are. If they have any assets in the area, maybe they can get some word to them and stop these guys somewhere along here. If they can stop them in the mountains, the Russians will have a rough time getting them out of the country,� Hammond said.
�On the way,� said one of the aides. Little did they know but the Slovakian government had left some of its army behind in various parts of the country. One area was in Kozarovce, just fifteen minutes away. Within minutes a small team of men boarded a truck and began making their way toward the area Hammond had pointed out.
The White House
The Situation Room was filled with the President and his staff. This was a special meeting for one specific purpose. They were to be briefed by the Supreme Allied Commander on the final stages of the Allied effort. The room was quiet. Almost everything hinged on what they were about to do being a success. Even the President sat quietly in his chair.
There was some activity in one corner as a staff member made the connection. Admiral Roger Hammond�s face appeared on the screen. �Good afternoon Mister President, ladies and gentlemen,� he said smiling.
�Good afternoon, Admiral,� said the President, returning the smile. �We are all anxious to hear your report,� he said. �I understand you were able to get a handle on that Russian incursion.�
�Yes sir. The line was finally drawn just ten miles north of Krakow, but it cost the Poles a lot to hold them there. We were able to do it without bringing in the troops we have been holding back for our little surprise.�
�That�s good news,� muttered Black in his seat at the table. Hammond could see the relief on his face.
�It is, and as you know, the main forces take off tomorrow morning, your time. Thanks to the Transportation Command, we now have all the assets in place to rock and roll,� said Hammond. �In three weeks, when the ships arrive, we all strike at once. I have already been working with the Turks. They will cross the border when our forces land. Once General Richardson crosses to the other border, they will come up and go through the mountains. She will wheel round and come in from the northern part of the Caucuses and we will stair step up to the Ukraine. They will turn off every pipeline leading to Russia while keeping the lines to Turkey open. In the Pacific, General Bryant will land and go inland, then move south along the coast. They too will disrupt oil coming from the peninsula into Russia. The ultimate goal will be Vladivostok. Once there, he will sit and hold. I got the word from the State Department that Japan and Korea are onboard. That completes the circle.�
�One thing, I hope, will work on our side. Everywhere we go we will restore power, heat, light and food to the people there. I have instructed my troops that they will be nothing but courteous and helpful to anyone they meet. We will keep the telephone lines open so they can call their relatives. The fact that they are warm and fed should go a long way. We have plenty of panels and quite a few battery trucks for overnight operations.�
�By the way, Mister President, my intelligence people have begun receiving images and video shot by some of their people of a massacre at a rally in Moscow. They were apparently protesting a lack of food. It appears several hundred were killed when the soldiers opened fire on them,� Hammond said. �It�s working.�
�Can you get those to me?� the President asked.
�Of course. We are now targeting roads and railways. The Russians are wising up to us hitting stations where the lights come on. I am told they are now telling people to use blackout curtains. Not that it matters since we can see the heat at the plant, but they are also bringing in portable diesel units which take care of small sections of the cities. We won�t be able to hit all those. But keeping them hungry should still do the trick,� Hammond said.
�It�s a shame we have to resort to such things, but keep it up,� said the President.
�The main thing is we are ready. Troops, ships, planes and tanks are in place. I have supplies for eight months of all out warfare and I anticipate our resupply will be as efficient as the initial set up. I am told that all our ready aircraft, ships, trucks and tanks have been outfitted with the Maxwell panels. That should shake a few things up, especially with the additional assets from the boneyard. From the very beginning I said we needed to use our technology to win this war. Even though we are bringing in some retired equipment, things like the Maxwell panels will be just the thing to get the job done without much risk for our crews.�
�It�s been a long a difficult two and a half months, but everything has come together very swiftly. I believe our Korean episode paved the way for this. People are thinking outside the box and a number of people are already trained on any older equipment we will be using.�
�The Poles are fighting a desperate battle to keep their nation whole. All of Europe is with us to see this happen. I appreciate all that you have done to make this work. Does anyone have any questions?� Hammond concluded.
�Are the new drones there yet?� asked General Armstrong of the Transportation Command.
�I understand they are being offloaded as we speak. Folks, the drones have been the winner of this war so far. We would not have achieved anything near what we have without them. These new drones will be able to be used during daylight and at longer ranges. I can use that. Send over as many as you can. So far we have lost only around eight percent of the drones we received. Most of that was due to either operator error or someone on the ground got lucky. The Russians are scared to death of the things. Keep them coming,� emphasized Hammond.
�Any more word on their navy? Everything I have says they have bottled their surface ships in port. If you go by my count, they may only have about twenty or so submarines left. I�m still a little worried about what might happen if they gang up on these fleets,� said the CNO.
�I agree. My people here, which includes the Germans and Brits, agree with your figures. I also know that five or six of those subs were damaged and have been seen near their homeports in the last two days. I really don�t anticipate seeing much of their surface fleet until we are within range of their shipboard missiles. I would hope our subs are on the prowl for the rest of them. My biggest fear is their air capabilities. The Maxwell panels should take care of a lot of that, but you can still bomb using your eyes, so I am stressing that we have to be ready for that. Luckily, that means getting a lot closer where we can shoot them down. Long range missiles are not a problem. It will be the close range stuff. We are ready for that,� said Hammond.
�How does it feel leading a bunch of Army troops?� asked the President with a grin.
Hammond broke into a wide smile. �These guys over here are great. They don�t mind if I ask a question. But basically, it�s the same as maneuvering a large fleet. You get your best assets in where they are needed and let them do their jobs. I have tried to get around to most units and at least say hello. In some cases, I have observed their training. Sometimes they have to douse me with salt water, but I get by,� he joked.
The people in the room laughed. A few questions later and the meeting was about to end when the President held his hand up. �Admiral, you are doing a magnificent job. You have my fullest confidence, and I can say it is the same with every leader in Europe. That makes my next task very enjoyable,� he said pulling out a box. �Early on you had some difficulties with senior officers who were more senior than yourself and appeared to have a problem with the authority we placed in you. Well, we rectified that. A box like this one was supposed to have been handed you before this meeting. Did you get it?�
�Yes sir, I did.�
�Good. This will be a joint ceremony,� the President said as he opened the box in front of him. He pulled out a small set of insignia. It was a set of five stars set in a pentagon. �On behalf of the Congress, we have reinstated the rank of five stars. Today we will make two of you. First,� he said as he walked over to General Black, �Our Chairman has been promoted to General of the Marines,� he said handing the insignia to Black. �You have now achieved the rank of Fleet Admiral. Put them on today,� the President said.
Hammond and Black looked down on the insignia they held. Not since World War Two had the five star rank been used. For the first time, Black was speechless. Hammond looked from the insignia to the camera. �I don�t know what to say.�
�Don�t say much. This means Black can still fire you,� the President quipped.
The room erupted in laughter. �Congratulations to you both,� said the President. He gave Hammond a wink and then shut off the transmission.
Hammond rubbed his fingers across the shining stars. One of his aides walked over and pulled off the Velcroed stars he had and attached some new cloth ones. Inside the box were new shoulder boards. He would have to get another stripe on his blues, but he didn�t wear those much anymore.
�Congratulations, boss,� said the aide.
Hammond placed a hand on his shoulder and left the room without saying anything.
USS America
Jeffers was bone tired. Between the trip to Europe and then the briefings, he felt like a train had hit him. He almost staggered to the wardroom to grab a quick meal before he took Admiral Hustvedt�s advice and crashed. The room was filled with officers. Most were complaining about not having one last night on the town or with families. Not wanting to participate, he found a nice quiet table in one corner of the room and sat down. He had only taken two bites when he heard a friendly voice.
�Damn, Rod, you look like shit.�
Looking up he saw the concerned face of his friend Evan Chambers. A smile returned to his face. �You�d look that way too if you�d been to Europe and back since yesterday,� he said.
Chambers sat down. �You�re kidding me.�
�No, I�m not. Met some interesting people and got to see my old boss, Admiral Hammond. What�s been going on here?� he asked tiredly.
�Same old thing. The Captain�s screaming at everyone to make sure everything�s ready and jumping down people�s throats of he finds the least flaw. He went through my damage control operations two days ago and finally gave us a go. I�ll be so glad to finally get underway I may go into a dance,� Chambers said.
Jeffers nodded. He had been hearing more and more about Captain Donner. None of it sounded good. But he was the CO and he could run his ship pretty much however he wanted. �I feel the same way. I figure once we get moving, things will settle down a bit. You all set?� he asked.
�Who, me? You know I�m always ready to go. I saw you over here and wanted to see if you wanted to join our little bluegrass group. We�re getting together in about twenty minutes to have a little jam session up forward on the hanger deck. But from what I see, maybe you need to pass tonight,� Chambers said.
Life came back to Jeffers� eyes. �No, that sounds like just the thing I need. It will help me settle down some before I crash for the night. You want me to bring the banjo or the guitar?�
�The banjo. I�ve been telling these guys about you and getting somebody that plays a banjo is just what we�ve been needing,� said Chambers.
�The forward part of the hanger bay. I�ll be there. Let me finish this and I�ll come down,� Jeffers said.
Jeffers hurried through his meal and stopped off at his stateroom to gather the banjo. When he entered the hanger deck he could hear guitars playing. He found seven guys sitting on folding chairs playing a soft melody. Two played guitar. There was a fiddle player, a mandolin player, a bass player, and a fellow playing a Dobro. One other guy was sitting back not doing much of anything, but as the music played he produced a harmonica and joined in. Chambers saw him and motioned him to a chair beside him.
�Guys, this is Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, the guy I�ve been telling you about. I asked him to join us tonight,� Chambers said.
The group was made of a mix of Chiefs, a First Class and two officers besides Jeffers. �Mister Chambers, here, says you�re pretty good with that thing. Why don�t you show us what you�ve got,� said one of the Chiefs.
Jeffers gave a quick look at Chambers. �Can you guys keep up?� he asked.
The Chiefs chuckled. �We can probably make sure you�re covered up,� said another chief.
Jeffers finished pitting on his picks. �Okay. Hang on.� He immediately went into the Foggy Mountain Breakdown. Chambers knew what was coming and stepped right in. The bass player was next and pretty soon everyone was in sync and playing rapidly. The grins on their faces told the story. This was what they got together for. At one point, with a nod from Jeffers, the fiddle player took off. The bow seemed to fly in his hand as he improvised a part of the piece.
There were yells from the other part of the deck and people started to gather round and listen. As the tune went round and round, even Chambers picked up a portion. His fingers appeared to pick the guitar strings almost like playing a banjo. On the last cord the whole group broke out in a yell.
�Damn! That�s the best I�ve ever heard it. Mister Chambers you weren�t kidding!� exclaimed one Chief.
�Glad to have you with us, Commander,� said the First Class.
The crowd of sailors around them also broke out in applause. Jeffers looked up toward one of the catwalks and saw Admiral Hustvedt standing in a doorway. He looked down at Jeffers and nodded his approval.
�You guys know the Grand Ole Opry Song?� asked Jeffers.
�Sure! You lead off,� said the first Chief. Jeffers started the song and the Chief sang the lyrics. On the chorus, everybody pitched in.
�There�ll be guitars and fiddles, Earl Scruggs and his banjo too.
Bill Munroe singing �bout them ol� Kentucky blues.
Earnest Tubb�s number, �Two Wrongs Don�t Make a Right�
At the Grand Ole Opry ever Saturday night.


Once again, the group seemed to blend perfectly and the song seemed to lift the spirits of everyone around them.
It went on for about an hour before the guys reluctantly called it an evening. Jeffers bid everyone a good night and made his way to his stateroom. He knew already he would have a great night�s sleep.
In Space Above the Earth
There were five primary Russian spy satellites in orbit that had worried planners. At 0330 Eastern Time Zone five Brilliant Pebbles satellites turned on their lasing systems. The Russian satellite was focused on the eastern United States. There was another mid-Atlantic, just as there were three over the Pacific. The target was over five hundred miles away, but that wasn�t a deterrent. Lasers had problems only when in the atmosphere. In space, there was nothing to propagate the beam. Upon signal from the ground, five lasers shot across space to hit their targets.
At first, there didn�t seem to be anything happening. The temperatures inside the satellite casings rose steadily to well over 1,000 degrees. The circuit boards began to melt. At the Russian cosmodrome where the satellites were monitored, technicians were amazed when all five of their satellites shut down at once. There was no warning and no indication of a malfunction. Checks were made to insure that the satellites were still in orbit. Tracking stations confirmed that they were. The stations also confirmed that there was no satellite within a hundred miles of the units.
Something had just happened. Satellites that far apart didn�t shut down all at once. They contacted the Russian Space Agency to make sure the sun hadn�t sent out a solar flair. The one major concern was that for the first time, there was no live intelligence being gathered on the United States and across the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans.
USS Iowa
They began pulling away from the pier early in the morning. Captain Doug Rhodes watched the evolution from the port bridge wing. One thing about the Iowa class, there wasn�t a way to see aft from the bridge because of the superstructure, so he relied on the pilot and his phone talkers to get him the information. It made no difference. The tugs pulled the 58,000 ton vessel from the pier before the ship�s engines began backing the ship into the channel. The tugs began pushing against the starboard bow while additional tugs pushed against the port stern. It took a while. That big a ship didn�t move easily. Once pointed toward the sea, the ship�s engines began pushing ahead.
Rhodes remembered the first time he had been aboard in the 80s. He had been a humble boatswain�s mate at that time. He had marveled at how big the ship was and how powerful she looked. That feeling hadn�t changed. Now he was the ship�s commanding officer. Something about the grand ship still made him feel reassured that she would get them through anything.
Sailors often say each ship has her own personality. Rhodes knew this one did. He felt it the moment he stepped aboard. It was a welcoming feeling; a feeling that made you feel warm and confident. Despite the fact the ship was nearing 90 years old, she still had the look of a warrior. She could still scare people to death and her guns could still be lethal to an enemy.
He looked up at the towers above him. Despite the darker gray Maxwell plates that had been installed, she looked rock solid. There were radars and antennas everywhere, just not moving. The emission controls clearly dictated that no ship give off any electromagnetic energy. Iowa could do that all day and still fire her weapons. The optics in the directors were some of the best in the world, despite their age. Because of that, the gun directors rotated back and forth providing bearing information to the navigator. He could hear the talkers relaying bearings to points the team had selected to make sure the ship stayed in the channel. The navigator reported they were in the center of channel, just as they should be. It was all normal, except that they were going to war. The ships from Norfolk would join up with ships from Mayport and other places, eventually even with the British and German Navies. It promised to be one of the largest fleets since the Second World War.
Glancing down on the decks below the bridge, he saw familiar sights. Boats Patnaude was still there in his helmet and ever present coffee cup. A number of other faces were the same. Many had been aboard with him in the 80s. Even Father Danner was still there. He had retired years before with at least nine rows of ribbons on his chest, including several �Vs� for valor, the first was awarded in Beirut with the Marines and the latest in Afghanistan. Danner didn�t mind going into the heat of anything as long as he could serve his people. Even now he was aboard going in harm�s way. True, the 80s crew was getting older and fewer could make the trip this time, but they were still there giving help to train a new generation about a battleship and its operation.
Two patrol aircraft crossed overhead. The overcast made them stand out in the sky. Earlier several anti-submarine patrol planes had made their way to sea. Both felt reassuring. The last thing Rhodes wanted was to get hit by a torpedo. Giving a sigh, he reentered the bridge and climbed into his seat on the right corner. The heaters on the bridge were working overtime trying to keep the bridge crew warm. Unfortunately, the cold winter breeze seemed to cut through Rhodes� coat. Until they were at sea and the doors closed, the bridge would be pretty miserable.
The Iowa passed through the last set of buoys and the pilot walked up. �Captain, she�s all yours. I wish you the best of luck,� the pilot said.
�Thanks, Captain. We�ll see you when we return,� Rhodes said with a firm handshake. �Messenger, escort the pilot to the quarterdeck.�
The two left the bridge and everyone waited until they had seen the pilot safely aboard one of the tugs. With a toot of its whistle, it moved away.
�Officer of the Deck, secure from sea and anchor detail. What is the course to our assigned position?� Rhodes asked.
�083, Captain. At ten knots, we should get there within twenty minutes.�
�Make it so,� Rhodes ordered.
The wheel was turned and the ship slowly came left to its new course. Rhodes heard the metal door open and close behind him. Commander Sampson, his XO, walked up beside him.
�Well, we�re finally on the way. Everything is secure aft. I�m not sure about this ten knot restriction, but at least we won�t be burning fuel like crazy. The North Carolina is right behind us on schedule. Looks like the Wisconsin is next after that. It�s going to take forever to get the formation set,� he said.
�Yea, but I like the Admiral�s thoughts. Leave �em guessing. If we�re lucky, they won�t know we�re underway until we enter the Black Sea. Did you make sure all the electronics were turned off?� Rhodes asked.
�Every piece. I also put out the word to make sure everybody turned off their cell phone and put them away. We are now one hell of a big hole in the ocean,� said the XO.
�Good. I may go down to Strike and watch this thing come together,� said Rhodes coming up from his seat.
Sampson grunted. �Wish I knew where the information on the link came from. Nobody is radiating, but we have a detailed display. It�s witchcraft, I tell you,� he said with a grin.
�Yes, XO, and we are about to become a couple of wizards,� Rhodes said as he walked aft and entered the watertight door.
On a bus entering Poland
It wasn�t the job that bothered Petyr, it was the constant moving. It was rare that he got a full eight hours of sleep. After only one night in the Czech Republic, they suddenly found that there was little to do. The Russian defenses had almost evaporated. Then word came down to pick the best operators in the unit and ship them up to Zabierzow, just a few miles from Krakow. Petyr had been the first one selected.
The old Mercedes bus bounced along the road, swerving back and forth along the hilly terrain. The driver kept focused on the road before him and didn�t care one whit about passenger comfort. Already someone had gotten motion sickness. Petyr had noticed that there were aircraft overhead, and hoped they were ours. There were twenty people in the bus which was designed to carry thirty. It meant some could stretch out between the seats. Petyr kept beside the window and simply watched the scenery go by.
Master Sergeant Ricks got up from his seat at the front of the bus and began walking along the isle. It was difficult, mainly because the bus was swerving, but also because his legs just didn�t function like real ones. Ricks was used to having to improvise with them. He prided himself for being able to still outrun or outfight some of the best in the Army.
As he walked down the center aisle, Ricks could see some of the people were scared to death. He wasn�t sure if it was the driving or because they were getting so close to the front again. A few were talking with friends, some were trying to read, and others seemed to stare straight ahead. He noticed Petyr looking out the window and sat in the seat beside him.
�Getting used to your new rank?� Ricks asked.
Petyr smiled and reached over instinctively to rub the insignia. �I still can�t understand why this is happening so fast. I didn�t expect it,� he said with a blush.
Ricks chuckled. �Yea, but in a war we have to recognize talent a little faster than in peacetime. You�re good at what you do, Pete. Don�t worry about it, just keep doing what you�re doing,� he said. �Everything else okay?�
�I�m fine. It�s all been so rapid I guess I�m a little tired. Being home helps some. I remember this area of Poland. My family used to come camping here,� he said wistfully. Then he turned to Ricks. �Can you tell me what this move is about? All I know is we got thrown into this bus and told we were going back to Poland.�
Ricks sat back in his seat and shrugged his shoulders. �From what I make out, they are forming a new drone section. Evidently there is a new version we will be using where we can fly during daylight hours. I�m told it will have a range of about twenty five miles and can carry more ammunition. I�m sure they dreamed up a few more bells and whistles, but I guess we�ll hear more about that later. They are taking us to some place called Zabierzow. We�ll find out more when we get there,� he said.
With the name of the town, Petyr sat up. �Zabierzow? That�s just outside of Krakow!� he exclaimed.
�Really,� said Ricks. �I didn�t know that, but it makes sense. After Krakow fell to the Russians, I guess they will want it back. If these things work like I hear, we could help out a lot in that effort.�
Petyr sat back with a smile on his face. Home. They were going to be near his family and near Freda. Maybe he could at least use his drone to see that they were safe. �Maybe I could see my family,� he almost whispered.
Ricks saw the change in the boy. Petyr was much like he was when he joined the army. At first he was kind of lost, but after a while he got on mission and did his job. True, Petyr was better than most of the young men and women in the unit, but he still had a way to go. He couldn�t let something get in the way of the job they were doing. �Pete, you know we can�t use the equipment for personal visits with your family. If we did, there wouldn�t be any left for fighting. Just be patient. We are probably going to be in every section of the city. You�ll get the chance,� he said with a grin.
Petyr nodded. �Oh, I know, but it would be nice. Besides, then you�d get the chance to see my girl,� he said sheepishly.
�Wouldn�t miss it. Now tell me a little bit more about Krakow and how we might be able to get in,� he said. The rest of the trip was filled with information, planning and a growing friendship.
Berlin
It was a little frustrating. Here he was, the Supreme Allied Commander and could not leave his military compound. All he wanted to do was go out in the city, have a nice meal and see a little bit of one of the most exciting cities in the world. But his security people said no. He was now a target and they couldn�t know all the spies and agents running around the city. He sat in a windowless apartment set up deep within the military headquarters compound near the suburb of Potsdam. It was a nice apartment, but it wasn�t something he wanted to live in for a few years. It was more like one of those sterile medical facilities you would see in the movies when there was a disease outbreak. Hammond was certain that the overhead lights would give him cancer.
Many would think the situation was pretty good. All he had to do was pick up the phone and almost anything would be brought in to him, from steak to lobster. But what Hammond craved was simple company away from his work. �Screw this,� he said to himself. He went to his closet and took out civilian clothes. If they can�t handle it, it�s their problem, he thought to himself. Putting on slacks and a shirt with a woolen sweater, he was about to call for his driver when there was a knock on the door. He was surprised to see General Moynahan standing there in his own civilian attire.
�Wanna date?� he asked with a grin.
Hammond laughed. �Looks like you and I have the same needs.�
�You bet. My people said no, but I�m the CO and I said yes. What do you say?� Moynahan asked.
�I say let�s go. Want me to call my driver?� Hammond asked.
�No, I have a car. I heard about a place that has seafood to die for. The GPS is plugged in and working. I think it�s time we escaped,� said Moynahan.
�I�m your man,� said Hammond.
The two men went out and jumped in the car. Hammond informed the guard where they were going and that if they wanted to come along, great, but don�t let him see them. The two jumped into a white Mercedes with a driver and swooped out the drive and down the street. Almost immediately Hammond began to relax. The city was teaming with people going back and forth. Shops were open and they passed several small beer halls overflowing with people.
After about ten minutes, the GPS told the men they had arrived. The Atlantik Fischrestaurant was on Potsdamer Strasse sitting almost right on the street. The driver pulled up and let the men off right in front. At first glance, it didn�t look much like any fine restaurant, but the outdoor covered eating area was packed. Moynahan led Hammond into the front doors and saw a gentleman who introduced himself as Mr. Yenel. �I called ahead and asked for a small table for two. The name was Albert,� Moynahan said.
Yenel smiled. �You are just in time. Although I thought�� His face suddenly changed to recognition as he saw Hammond. �Perhaps I better place you around the corner where you will be a little more private,� he said. Yenel led the men around the corner to a small table with two chairs. From there, they could enjoy the atmosphere without attracting much attention. After seating the men he leaned in to Hammond. �It is an honor to have you with us, Admiral. I hope you can enjoy your meal,� he said in a low voice.
Hammond smiled and shook the man�s hand. �Thanks, Mr. Yenel. I appreciate your help. Just being here is making me feel relaxed,� he said.
Yenel beamed with pride. �Is there something you were particularly interested in,� he asked.
Moynahan handed back the menus. Mr. Yenel, we would like to leave the meal to you for tonight. I think we would like a good German beer, then we can order wine later if we want,� he said.
Yenel grinned. �I hope you are hungry. I will bring your beer out in a minute. Let me know if you need anything,� he said before dashing away.
Hammond took a better look at the place. Though worn slightly, everything was neat and trim. The food at the other tables looked amazing and the others in the restaurant were all having a marvelous time. He leaned over to Moynahan. �Good choice,� he called out over the noise of the crowd.
Moynahan nodded. �Dortmund said come here. Said he brings his wife and family.�
Hammond nodded.
The beers were placed on the table in large mugs. Although he usually didn�t drink, Hammond took a good sip. His eyes opened wide as he looked at the mug and then at Moynahan. �This doesn�t taste anything like what I�ve had before. It�s even better than what I had in Kiel during our round the world trip,� he exclaimed.
�A lot of these places brew their own or it�s from the small pub next door that does. These basement brewers can turn out some amazing stuff,� Moynahan said.
In a few minutes the first course arrived. It was a hearty fish soup. The chunks of white fish in a tomato base with herbs melted in your mouth. The flavors made Hammond close his eyes and simply smile as it drifted across his tongue. He looked at Moynahan, whose face was screwed up into a look of sheer ecstasy. He glanced back at Hammond and uttered, �We will come back here again.�
Instead of a regular meal, the next course had a selection of a number of seafood delicacies. There were prawns, bluefish, sea bass, calamari, mussels, octopus, bonito, sturgeon, and red mullet. Each had been arranged almost like a sampler, but cooked to perfection. A salad was also brought and a loaf of hard bread to go with it. For some reason, it all blended perfectly with the beer. As Hammond finished his last bite a fruit salad was brought in for dessert. All along the way they were aware of people staring at them and talking to themselves, but no one interrupted their meal.
It had been a perfect evening. The two men put down their napkins and pushed away from the table and simply sat there for a moment. Mr. Yenel came up. �I hope everything was satisfactory,� he said.
�Mr. Yenel, I have never had such a wonderful meal in such a wonderful place,� said Hammond. �May we have our bill?�
Yenel waived them off. �It is all on us, Admiral.�
Hammond shook his head. �Mr. Yenel, I cannot accept your offer. My country says I cannot take such generous gifts. Please give me the bill and I promise I will come back again and again. You have done more for me tonight than I have experienced since I got here. This,� he said waving across the room, �has reminded me of home and what real people are like. It has let me see what it is really like in Germany. More importantly, it got me away from the things I must endure and let me be just a human being. For that, you have my everlasting gratitude,� he said.
Yenel looked down at the man who was shouldering the entire war effort, yet took the time to be around everyday people. He gave a wink and nodded. �I will return shortly,� he said.
An old man sitting at the next table turned and addressed Hammond. He patted him on the arm. �I wish I had known leaders like you when I was in the war,� he said. �Except for one of my generals, you would have made serving so much better,� he grinned.
�Which general was that?� Hammond asked smiling.
The old man�s face lit up. He patted Hammond�s arm again and gave a wink. �Rommel,� the old man said.
Hammond smiled again. �Then I feel I am in good company,� he said.
The old man laughed. �If I had known, we could have shared a few of the old stories. The young ones have no real idea, but we older men know what is going on. If I may, you are doing well, Admiral. Perhaps someday we will share a meal and tell a few tales. Maybe when they can�t hear I can sing some of the old songs,� he grinned.
Hammond looked at the old man and saw the deep wrinkles of his face and the stress the man experienced long ago. He had survived his war and knew a little about what the new generation was going through. �I would like that a lot, Herr��
�Straub, Admiral. Erich Straub.�
Hammond took the old man�s telephone number then leaned in close to the old man�s ear. �Auf der Heide bl�ht ein kleines Bl�melein und das hei�t: Erika.�
The old man�s face took on a look of surprise. The song was one he had sung as a young man as he marched to war. Few sang it anymore, but the Admiral knew it. A tear came to the old man�s eye and he softly sang along just loud enough for Hammond to hear.
�Hei� von hunderttausend kleinen Bienelein wird umschw�rmt Erika
denn ihr Herz ist voller S��igkeit, zarter Duft entstr�mt dem Bl�tenkleid.
Auf der Heide bl�ht ein kleines Bl�melein und das hei�t: Erika.�

(On the heath, there blooms a little flower and it's called Erika.
Eagerly a hundred thousand little bees, swarm around Erika.
For her heart is full of sweetness, a tender scent escapes her blossom-gown.
On the heath, there blooms a little flower and it's called Erika.)


The old marching song had been sung by everyone in the old Wehrmacht. It was not a Nazi song, just a song about the girl back home. Hammond placed his hand on the old man�s shoulder. Looking down in his tear strained eyes he said, �Wir treffen wieder, meine camarade.� (We shall meet again, my comrade.)
The old man got to his feet and took Hammond�s hand. His face broke into a grin. �Maybe better than Herr Rommel,� he said with a sly grin.
Throughout all this, General Moynahan sat and watched in amazement. Not only had it been an amazing evening, but he was discovering a lot of what got Hammond his job. The languages impressed him, but he had a natural way of getting people to like him and do what he wished. He was now even bonding with some old German soldier. To be a part of it all was inspiring.
The bill was paid, but as Hammond left, the old man sprang to attention and clicked his heels together in the old way. The rest of the people in the restaurant saw him and got out of their seats and stood out of respect. They began to applaud. Hammond waved them down. �Please, thank you for letting me have a wonderful evening with you,� he said. They applauded again and didn�t stop until he got in his car and drove away.
Sergeant Erich Straub of the old Waffen SS watched Hammond leave. He was 98 years old, yet still felt the love for his Germany like the old days. He wondered if the young German soldiers felt like he did when he went into the SS in 1942. This Admiral Hammond had made him feel young again. He chuckled to himself. I wonder if he knows the Horst Wessel, he thought.
USS America
The ship had been underway for a week and the group had been able to play together for five of the days. They almost never got to have the whole band there. Watches took priority and sometimes, if a member had the mid-watch, you just had to get a couple of hours in the bag. In the end it made no difference. The group got together to play simply because it was fun. Jeffers had been pleased that there was so much talent in the group. All the basics were there and if someone didn�t know the tune, they picked it up quickly enough.
The surprise came on the second day underway when a young medical corpsman came up carrying a square case.
�Would you fellas mind if I tagged along?� the young woman asked in a Southern drawl.
One of the Chiefs looked over at her. �What�s that you got in the case?�
�It�s a little something my grandma passed down to me a few years back. Love playing the thing,� she exclaimed. Flipping up the latches, she pulled out a well-worn autoharp. Everyone could tell the thing had years of use and the way she handled it they could tell she cared for the instrument.
�That ought to fill in some parts real well,� said Chambers as he played a couple of notes on his guitar. �Hope you�re good with that thing,� he said.
�Pretty fair. I heard you fellas playing the other day and so I dragged it out,� she said as she laid the instrument in her lap and pulled out two finger picks and put one on her thumb and the other on her index finger. �What would you fellas like to play?� she asked.
Jeffers spoke up. �Why not play Wildwood Flower. That is perfect for the autoharp,� he said.
The young woman got a twinkle in her eye. �You�re my kind of man,� she joked as she lifted the instrument and placed the back of it against her chest.
She wasn�t good, she was perfect. The music flowed from the harp-like instrument as she used one hand to play the melody and accompaniment on the strings while the other pressed the appropriate keys. The men looked at each other and grinned. In just a few bars, they had joined in. Then she opened her mouth.
�I will twine, I will mingle my raven black hair,
With the roses so red and the lilies so fair,
And the myrtle so bright with its emerald hue,
The pale and the leader and eyes look like blue.

I will dance, I will sing and my laugh shall be gay,
I will charm every heart, in his crown I will sway,
When I awoke from my dreaming my idol was clay,
All portion of love had all flown away.

Oh he taught me to love him and promised to love,
And to cherish me over all others above,
How my heart is now wondering no misery can tell,
He's left with no warning, no word of farewell.

Oh, he taught me to love him and called me his flower,
That was blooming to cheer him through life's dreary hour,
Oh, I long to see him and regret the dark hour,
He's one that neglected this pale wildwood flower.�


In between stanzas, other members of the group played a small refrain, shaping the music and sound throughout the piece. In the end, she gave a nod and everyone slowed to a stop. As usual, everyone expressed their pleasure at the outcome.
Jeffers asked, �What�s your name?�
The young woman blushed slightly. Her name patch had been covered up.
�My name is Angie Carter,� she said.
Jeffers and Chambers sat up. �You wouldn�t happen to be a member of the Carter Family?� asked Chambers.
She smiled. �Yes,� she said sheepishly. �This autoharp belonged to my great-great grandma Maybelle.�
�Dear Lord,� exclaimed Chambers. �I guess that means you can stay,� he said with a smile. Everyone around the area laughed since they all knew about the Carter Family. They were country music legends.
Jeffers started playing the banjo part for Nashville Blues and Chambers picked up. Like always, the others fell in. Even Carter was strumming along on the autoharp. A number of others were sitting around the group, tapping their feet and just enjoying the music.
The group was about to finish up the piece when a booming voice shattered the calm. �What the hell is going on in here?� yelled Captain Donner. The music immediately stopped and everyone jumped to their feet. �Who gave you permission to bring this redneck crap aboard my ship?� he demanded.
�Just playing a few tunes after hours, Captain,� said Chambers.
�Not on my ship. If you have time to do this, you can have time for more work. And I�m not sure I like officers and enlisted doing things together. This is to end at once,� he shouted before turning to Jeffers. �And who the hell are you?�
�Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, sir. I�m on the Admiral�s staff,� explained Jeffers.
�Well, Lieutenant Commander, you just keep your redneck hillbilly crap off my ship. You stay up with your people and leave my people alone!� he growled pointing his finger at Jeffers. �If I ever see you down here with my people again�.�
�Attention on deck!� someone shouted.
Admiral Hustvedt walked casually up to the group. �Please be at ease. I just wanted to congratulate you on this fine band here, Captain,� said Hustvedt. �I�ve been listening from across the way and really enjoyed their playing,� he said as he turned to Petty Officer Carter. �And you play that autoharp superbly. Haven�t heard such good music in a long time.� He then turned to Donner. �Good idea having a group like this playing on your ship. You recall Hammond had one on his ship. It was probably another reason he got his star,� Hustvedt said jovially. �You people keep up the good work,� he said as he turned to leave. Then he stopped and motioned for Donner to follow him. �One other thing,� Hustvedt said more quietly and he pulled Donner in close when away from the others. �If I ever hear you berating one of my officers or any other in front of their troops, I will personally see to it that you are shipped back home, and the only thing you will command is a detachment in Diego Garcia,� Hustvedt almost spat. �Such displays of cruelty are counter to good order and discipline and can lead to the loss of a ship and good people. I need you and your ship, but I will not abide a bully. So you keep that in mind. Do you understand?�
Donner gulped. �Yes, sir,� he choked out.
Hustvedt looked at him hard. �Good. Now I think I will go back and listen to some more of that good old American Bluegrass,� he said as he turned and walked back toward the group. Within a few minutes another song was being played.
Donner made his way back to his sea cabin behind the bridge. He didn�t have to listen to that crap. By the time he got to his quarters he had already determined to give Chambers and the chiefs some extra duties. That would teach then not to mess with their commanding officer.
After a few more songs, the group broke up and headed toward their racks. Jeffers said goodbye to his friend and joined the Admiral who was waiting.
�You okay?� Hustvedt asked.
Jeffers smiled. �Oh, I�m fine, but I wouldn�t give much for the rest of the guys. Over the past couple of days I�ve seen the Captain go off on several people. From what I�m seeing, everybody is scared to death of him,� he confided.
Hustvedt nodded. �I�ve heard the same thing. I caught a glimpse of him heading your way and decided to keep my ears open. I�m hoping this will cause him to calm down a bit. I�m sorry he was taking out his anger on you.�
�I can handle those kinds of things, but did you see Seaman Carter? She looked like she would faint,� said Jeffers.
�I saw it. That�s why I said something nice to her. I never have been able to take a bully. He may be the worst I have ever seen. But that�s my problem. I�ll keep my ears open, and if you see anything, let me know,� Hustvedt said seriously. Then his face turned into a grin. �Boy, you sure do know how to pick that banjo,� he said with a smile.
The two talked together as they walked down the hanger deck toward the door that led back to their quarters. 
USS Iowa
FM: SHAEF
TO: USS IOWA (BB-61)
INFO: CTF 55.1
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1. SCAEF REQUESTS CHAPLAIN FATHER JAMES DANNER PREPARE A PRAYER TO BE SHARED WITH ALL FORCES UPON COMMENCEMENT OF OPERATIONS. PRAYER SHOULD BE RECEIVED NLT 24 HRS PRIOR FOR DIST.
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4. HAMMOND SENDS.
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Captain Rhodes looked at the message and smiled. Danner would get a kick out of this. He would also get a kick out of Hammond knowing he was aboard. Danner and the then Captain Hammond got along famously when he was aboard. It never dawned on Rhodes that Hammond knew that Danner would never have allowed himself to be away from his flock.
It was dark on the bridge. The ship gently rolled in the swells and the stars lit up the night sky almost as if it were daylight. Only dark shapes marred the sea�s surface. No lights could be seen. Yet there was no escaping the mighty forces transiting together. On one side of Iowa was the North Carolina. Further out was the carrier Nimitz and her escorts. Even further away was the Enterprise and Gerald Ford. Unseen were the transports, cruise liners, car carriers and other ships carrying several divisions of troops to go into battle. In the center of it all was the America with Admiral Hustvedt leading them. The sheer size of the force was far larger than anything Rhodes had ever seen.
Rhodes watched as his Junior Officer of the Deck walked to the window and lifted a stadimeter. Since there were no radars operating, it was the only way to make sure of the distance between ships. Seeing his officers reverting to the old ways of station keeping made him feel good. Doing it at night with relatively little light was remarkable.
A small gust of wind blew through the bridge as the outer door was opened and shut. Rhodes heard Danner request permission to say the evening prayer. Rhodes was glad it was Danner and not Mahew, the protestant chaplain. Mahew was from a denomination that still thumped Bibles and probably even used snakes. He had been a last minute addition before the ship left San Pedro. So far, none of the crew went to his services. Unlike Danner who drew in both protestant and catholic.
As expected, the prayer was short and Rhodes called Danner up. �Father Danner, it seems you are a highly sought after man,� he joked as he handed over the message.
Danner looked at the message under the red light of the Captain�s flashlight. Rhodes could see the chaplain�s face brighten as he read it.
�Wow. Isn�t this something. Maybe I should do a weather prayer kind of like Patton did at the Battle of the Bulge,� Danner said with a grin. �Or maybe the old Sheppard prayer, �Lord, don�t let me screw this up.�
Rhodes chuckled. �Either way, you might just make or break this effort.�
Danner rubbed his chin. �Hmmmm. I guess I better put on my prayer cap and churn something out,� he said as he folded the message and put it in his shirt pocket. �Goodnight Captain.�
�Good night Jim.�
USS America
General Claire Richardson was tired of going over the invasion plans. She knew them by heart. She just wanted all her staff and commanders to do the same. Only a couple of things had come up at the late staff meeting. One was a recommendation from a company sergeant to bring on a piece of equipment which really wasn�t needed, and the second was a concern about the noise the LCACs would make and how close they might need to be to the beach for a launch. No changes were made, but Richardson liked that they were getting input from all areas and levels of command. It told her they were ready and that they were a part of the plan, 100 percent. That could make or break any amphibious landing.
Needing some fresh air, she made her way to the flight deck and walked out into the cold breeze. The icy wind almost cut right through her heavy jacket, but it felt invigorating. Making her way to the opposite side of the island, the breeze was cut off by the island structure and she found several people standing and sitting along the deck. They were joking around and just watching the waves go by. Trying not to be noticed, she listened in.
�How many more days?�
�Maybe another week. For some reason these squids think they can only go at around ten knots. Not that I mind, but I�d just as soon get going. This waiting around is for shit.�
�Tell me about it. I really don�t like being on these ships. Too much brass and too many squids. Hell, just yesterday the Captain of this boat told Hogsworth that as far as he was concerned all us grunts could just stay in our compartments. Talk about welcome aboard.�
�Yea, he�s a walking turd. Always yelling at somebody and making people�s lives miserable. Makes me glad I�m a Marine.�
�Yea, I bet Richardson wouldn�t give people that kind of shit. She�s nothing but Marine, and Marines take care of their own.�
�No shit.�
�You hear the stories about her from Korea? Damn! Talk about kicking ass and taking names.�
�Yea, and that�s just what we�re going to do when we hit the beach.�
Nearby a door opened and a crewman came on deck. He walked over to the group. �Excuse me, guys, but the CO doesn�t really like people on the flight deck at night. Too easy to fall off. I don�t want to break anything up, but I know a place that�s safer and a whole hell of a lot warmer.�
One of the Marines spoke up. �The CO doesn�t like it, huh.�
�Probably throw a fit.�
�No problem, man. We�ve seen some of his fits. Where is this place you are talking about?�
�Follow me.�
The sailor led the group through the door and down a passageway headed aft toward the fantail. Going down a few ladders the group emptied onto the hangar deck and made their way to a refueling station on the starboard side. A set of vents from the ship�s interior brought a little heat to the area, making it quite pleasant. All the way under the dim red lights, Richardson stayed back so the Marines couldn�t see her. Only the last two recognized her, but she smiled and placed her index finger to her lips. They nodded and kept going.
When the door to the outside was opened, the lights in the passageway went off. Everyone went out onto the refueling station.
�Thanks, man. We appreciate it,� one of the Marines said.
�No problem. Saves us all a chewing,� said the sailor as he turned and went back inside.
�Nice guy,� said one.
�Yea, not bad for a swabbie,� joked another. They all settled down on pieces of equipment as they had before, but this time, another of the Marines saw Richardson and called out, �Attention on deck.� All the Marines jumped to their feet.
Saddened that she had been found out, Richardson motioned them down. �Have a seat guys, don�t mind me. I came out for the same reason you did,� she said.
�Sorry we didn�t see you before, Ma�am,� said one.
Richardson chuckled. �I didn�t really want you to. People tend to clam up whenever a general is around. I�d rather just sit and talk a while. What�s been going on?� she asked.
�Bored as hell, Ma�am,� said one. �I�d rather we were somewhere getting shot at than this.�
�Yea, the Gunny said it would get bad, but I never thought it would be this bad.�
�Yea, I guess we�re all a little anxious to get there and get going,� said Richardson. �For me, there�s only so many times you can go over things. I was hoping the Navy would do a few gunshoots in between for us to watch, but there won�t be but one unrep between now and hitting the beach, so I guess we just have to hang in there,� she said.
�Now that would have been cool. I�d love to see one of those battlewagons torch off. I�m told it�s impressive as hell,� said a younger man.
�Bud, you have no idea. In Korea, those things patrolled up and down the peninsula and cleared a path all the way north. I told them this time I wouldn�t go unless they came along,� she joked.
There were chuckles from the group. �How long before we get there, Ma�am?�
�Well, tomorrow night we pass Gibraltar. Three more days and we�ll pass through the Dardanelles. One more day and we hit the beach.�
�That�s good to hear. You going in with us, Ma�am?�
�You bet your ass, Marine. I�m not one of those that sits in the rear. You and I are going all the way through this. Think you can keep up with me?�
There were a few grunts and growls in the group. �Ma�am, I�ll share my foxhole with you,� said one Marine. There were laughs and jeers from a few.
�I may just take you up on that, Marine,� she joked. There was a howl from the group.
�Any of you guys from South Dakota?� she asked.
�I am, Ma�am.�
Richardson turned to see a vague figure in the darkness. �Where bouts?�
�Custer, Ma�am.�
That was a surprise. Richardson was also from Custer. �What�s your name, Marine?�
�Caraway, Ma�am. Kelly Caraway.�
Richardson reached out and slapped the young man on the arm. �Good to meet you Caraway. I�m from Custer too.�
�I know, Ma�am. My Mom told me to say hello if we ever met.�
Curious, Richardson asked, �Who is that? I had a bunch of friends there.�
�Mom is named Janice. She was a Meadows.�
�Well I�ll be damned. You�re little Kelly? Janice was my best friend in high school. How�s she doing?�
�Not too bad. She told me some stories about you after I went through boot camp. I�ll let her know we met.�
�You do that. If we get the chance to talk again, you�ll need to fill me in. It�s nice to meet someone I know,� Richardson said. �Now what about the rest of you? Tell me something about yourselves.�
The talking went on for more than an hour. After the young men loosened up, it was like old friends shooting the breeze. That was just what Richardson needed to slough off the tensions she had been carrying during the trip. It reminded on a similar night years before, when she and another young Marine talked on a night much like this. In the end, everyone shook hands and went their ways. Richardson went to her stateroom and slept like a log. The others went back and told their fellow Marines of their commander and how they would follow her to hell and back.
St. Petersburg, Russia
The demonstrations had gotten much larger and stronger. A mass of several thousand filled the Palace Square. They were bundled against the terrible cold blowing off the Baltic, but they held their banners high. Shouting �We want heat and we want food,� they began marching in an ever growing circle around the Alexander column until the square was filled with angry people. Police were called in to calm the crowd but they were shouted down, or in some cases, the police joined the crowd. A military vehicle came up and troops were unloaded. It made no difference. The crowd stripped the men of their weapons and shoved them into the center of the circle by the column. Using their bare hands, the people overturned the truck and set fire to it. For many, it was the first heat they had felt in almost three months. People took their time around the burning truck to share the heat, but they continued to circle.
Someone stood with a portable loudspeaker and the crowd got silent. A single woman stood before the crowd. �I am from a small town named Vednoye. The state has taken all of our young men for this war,� she said. �Just a month ago we received the notices. They are all dead! All but one gave their lives in this cursed war. Our leaders did this. They took them from us and forced them to fight against the Europeans and the Americans. I do not blame the Europeans, I blame our leaders for getting us into this! Now there is but one child of our town still alive. A whole generation of our people has been wiped out! We asked for this child to be returned. Our government said he would give his life for the glory of Russia. What glory is this? It is not our glory. In the Great Patriotic War we fought against the evil of Germany, but what evil is this now? Now it is the evil of Borodin!� she shouted. �He starves us. He leaves us to freeze. Thousands have frozen this winter because of the politicians. We starve. Our children don�t have enough food, and still they take our young people each day. We of Vednoye refuse to send our children. We will hide them, we will send them away. We will protect them! Take to the streets to end this suffering!� she shouted to the crowd.
As she spoke, the shouts and protests from the crowd got louder and stronger. Police on the scene became truly frightened. More police were called in and more troops barricaded themselves around the Hermitage. On cue, tear gas was fired into the crowd. Many of the canisters were simply flung back at the police. The crowd didn�t disperse. Now more armed troops arrived. They began gathering at each entrance to the square, filling it with soldiers. The people saw this and began tearing apart the iron fence surrounding the column, using the pointed ends to pry up the paving stones on the square itself. Some began striking the marble base of the column and smashing it into something to throw.
Concentrating on the street leading to the bridge over the river, the soldiers and police were assaulted with stones and pavers. Almost as one, the crowd surged toward the bridge, overwhelming the force, taking their weapons and moving down to the river. They began to cross the bridge. They got half way when the armored personnel carriers blocked the other end. They opened fire on the crowd.
The people at the head of the crowd were cut down unmercifully. The rest turned and tried to run, but the crowd was still surging forward. More were shot down before the noise of the firing caused the rest to panic. They fled back toward the square, but by now the troops at the square had bottled them in. They too began firing. People began getting off the main street and trying to find some sort of shelter. Some began making their way downriver on the ice which was thick this time of year. Others crawled into the sewers and into the military school on the street. Locked doors forced them around corners and into inner courtyards where they were trapped.
The police moved in. They continued to fire until there was little movement on the streets. By the time it was over, there were over five hundred killed or wounded. The police took their time getting the survivors to a hospital. At the head of the bridge was the woman still carrying the portable megaphone. She had been shot through the head.
From his vantage point atop the Hermitage, Ivan Teznarik packed away his video camera. He had already uplinked the signal to a satellite. He didn�t know where it would go. He just knew his controllers had told him to use his position with the museum to gather the footage and send it on. He met regularly with some of the dissident factions and relayed information back and forth. His reward was a photovoltaic panel he could use to charge his equipment and to run some small appliances. He also used it to charge batteries which would heat his blanket at night. Not a bad trade off.
Entering the museum offices from the roof, he made his way to his office and returned the camera to a safe before locking up and making his way home for the night. What he had seen was frightful. The people of Russia were getting angry and more violent. Because he was a historian, he knew the significance of it all. The only other time Russians had been this angry was when they had overthrown a Tsar.
Krakow
The training for the new drones hadn�t taken that long. Most of the controls were the same. The few buttons and switches that were new had been easy to learn. The drones had more ammunition for the pistol, carried both the pistol and two grenades and had a microphone and speaker system so that things could be communicated. But the best thing was the small photovoltaic cell on top. It wasn�t much larger than a playing card, but with it, the drone could remain airborne all day.
Despite the fact that they were near Krakow, it had taken a week before Petyr could go anywhere near his home. Getting permission to strike out alone, he made his way toward the neighborhood he had known all his life. What he saw in the monitor was beyond description. The bombs and artillery had done their work. Images Petyr had seen of places like Berlin and Dresden at the end of the Second World War were something he never thought he would see in Krakow. The buildings were mostly burned out shells. Occasionally there would be something that appeared intact, but the bullet holes and other damage left no doubt that people were no longer in them. Only on a few occasions did he see someone scurry between buildings or duck into some sort of shelter.
As he rounded the corner and looked down his street, he took heart that it appeared his father�s store was still there. But as he got closer, he saw the holes in the walls, the boarded up windows and in one case where the boards had been torn away, he saw the demolished shell inside. The once orderly shelves were overturned and scattered across the littered tiled floor. The counter was splintered up and in pieces. No one was in sight. Raising the drone up to the second floor, he peered through a window, hoping to see some sign of life. All that met him was an empty room. The furniture was scattered about, but there was nothing that indicated habitation. The curtains that his mother had made were in tatters and there were a couple pieces of clothing scattered on the floor. Dust was everywhere.
Going higher still, he peered through a window of the third floor. The upper floor had collapsed inward and had crushed almost everything. Sticking through some of the rubble, Petyr saw the remains of a dress he remembered Freda had worn when they had sat together that first night. There was something that looked like blood on it.
A seething anger swept over Petyr. Turning the drone around, he quickly made his way to one of the main streets where he had seen some Russian activity. A personnel carrier was making its way down the street. The commander was sitting atop the small turret leaning on its gun. Below him, the driver had his head out of the hatch as he drove the vehicle down the street. Swinging his drone around, he picked up speed until he came up behind the vehicle and took aim at the commander. One shot later and the young man slumped down over the gun. The driver hadn�t noticed. Petyr pulled the drone directly beside the driver and pulled the trigger again. Suddenly the BMP swerved toward the rubble at the side of the street. Careening up a pile, the BMP struck a wall and flopped over. Petyr hovered over the vehicle until the doors in the back began to open. Maneuvering behind the vehicle, Petyr made a run at the opening. As he got close, he pressed the switch to release a grenade. It flew neatly into the crowded space before it went off. The two men who were able to get outside were shot with Petyr�s drone. Petyr immediately started heading back toward another vehicle.
Ricks had watched his new young friend and saw the same things he saw. He eased up behind him. �Pete,� he said softly.
Petyr turned and looked at Ricks. There was a wild look in his eyes that Ricks had seen only in a few people. It was a look of intense hatred and retaliation. That kind of look never did any good.
�Don�t stop me, Dale. I have to do this,� Petyr said.
Ricks placed his hand on the young man�s shoulder. �I know, but remember we are here to do an important job. We do it because we have to do it, not because it�s fun. Always keep that in mind,� he said.
The look on Petyr�s face changed. First there was curiosity, then understanding. The craziness was gone and tears began to well up in his eyes. He nodded before turning back to the screen. His aggressiveness slowed a bit, but he continued his mission.
Ricks leaned in again. �We�ll talk about it when you�re done,� he said as he made his way to the back of the room. Colonel Sanders was watching the progress from his seat.
�Ricks, we need to get back to platoon like action. The link just doesn�t show us what�s out there that well. Section off some of the troops and let them go in on their own. Maybe we can clear some of these sharpshooters and small group elements out,� Sanders said.
�Wouldn�t hurt, Colonel,� said Ricks. �House to house fighting has always been the toughest. We might need to go in ahead of our troops for some close air support of our own. These things should be pretty good at finding out where the shooting is coming from. Might also find some hidden armor or artillery we can take out before the troops get there,� he said.
Sanders nodded. �Why don�t you take that young Polish sergeant you made friends with and get the ball rolling. I�d like this to be a joint effort. Besides, if anyone gets in the way, you might need someone who can speak the language.�
�No problem, sir. I�ll get the people together this evening and we�ll see if we can get things started tomorrow morning,� said Ricks. He already knew who might be on the team and Petyr Kursov would be at the head of the list.
At the end of the day, Ricks got his team of thirty together and went over the new mission. Kursov and Fedol would lead the teams and then work together to make sure things were covered adequately. Kursov met with his team and got a few things ready before starting to head out the door for a bite to eat and some rest. He had made ten separate runs that day and the stress of the work plus the knowledge that his family was dead had weighed on him terribly.
Ricks saw him getting ready to leave and went over to him. �Care for some dinner?� he asked.
Petyr looked at him with tired eyes. �Sure.�
The two walked around two of the buildings to the mess hall set up in an old mill. The place was packed with soldiers eating. The two went through the line and Ricks led him to a table in one corner of the room.
Petyr wasn�t saying anything. He looked at the tray in front of him and didn�t move. Ricks could tell he needed to talk, but the words wouldn�t come out. �Sorry about your family,� Ricks said.
The tears began to well up again. �They�re all dead. It looked like the place had been hit by a million bullets and a few bombs. Nobody could have survived it,� he nearly sobbed.
�You don�t know that,� said Ricks. �I watched with you. There were no bodies and it looked like somebody just up and left the place. So you can�t think the worst.�
Petyr looked up at him. �My mother would never leave her home. I also saw one of Freda�s dresses covered in blood. There�s no hope,� he said quietly, almost resigning himself to being alone for the rest of his life.
�A friend of mine thought he had lost his best buddy in a battle. Most of the guys had given up on trying to save him, but my friend kept going. Turned out his buddy lived and he proved them all wrong. So I guess it depends on your attitude. If you give up, they really are dead. But if you keep believing, they may turn up alive,� said Ricks philosophically.
�How do you know this?�
Ricks smiled and took his arm. �Because I was his buddy,� he said. �So until you see them in a grave, let�s just keep thinking they are alive somewhere. Remember, this is a war and anything can happen,� he said.
A smile returned to Petyr�s face. He nodded. �I guess you�re right,� he said. �Is that what you were talking about this afternoon after I knocked out the BMP?�
�Partly. Pete, I�ve seen some good people get hurt during a war. They lost friends and relatives and tried to take it out on the enemy. Eventually they became obsessed with the idea of revenge. In the end, it ate them up. When they realized what they had done they could not live with themselves. You�re a good guy, Pete. You need to always remember that if it weren�t for the war, you would not be doing things like this. That makes what you do the war�s fault. You aren�t to blame. Then when you finally go home, you can live with what happened and put it behind you. I don�t want to see a friend of mine go mental after this is over,� he said.
Petyr thought a few minutes. He was right. For that brief few minutes he had enjoyed killing. It made him feel bad. He looked back at Ricks. �What about the ones�.�
�This afternoon? Well, let�s just chalk that one up to a learning situation and leave it at that. Doing this stuff for pleasure just isn�t you, Pete. My buddy Paul once told me that people might think he enjoyed what he was doing when he killed a man, but in reality he wanted the one who sent that poor son of a bitch into battle in the first place. For people like us, it is something we have to do, not something we enjoy. We�re all basically good people. We just have to understand the difference.�
Petyr nodded in understanding. �Thanks.�
Ricks raised his hands. �Don�t thank me, I�m just a whole bunch of experience thrown together with some duct tape. Besides, I have a sneaking feeling your family just relocated to get away from all the bombings. I�ll help you find them,� he said. �Now come on. We both need some rest before we try out these new tactics tomorrow.�
Petyr stood up. �I could use the rest, but you may need to help me lead this group. Remember, I never had any training in ground tactics.�
�Hell, I never thought about that,� said Ricks with a grin.
Moscow
Patriarch Gregory had just finished morning prayers when a squad of men burst into the room. All of them were armed and looked like they meant business. The Patriarch smiled at the men and spread his arms. �How may I help you gentlemen?�
The leader of the group, a tall man with a scar across his cheek stepped forward. Patriarch, it has come to the attention of our government that you have been rallying the people against the state. As a direct result of your efforts, a group from St. Petersburg rebelled last night and caused a mass of casualties. You must come with us,� he demanded.
A quizzical look acme over the Patriarch�s face. �So I am the one rallying the people in St. Petersburg? Interesting, since I led mass from here last night,� he said.
�Nevertheless, you must come with us.�
Gregory gave him a stern look. �You realize I am the Patriarch of Moscow and of all Rus,� he admonished.
The man gave him an evil grin. �I don�t care who you are,� he hissed as he grabbed the Patriarch and shoved him out the door. The Patriarch fell in a heap on the marble floor. Several priests tried to help him but were shoved away.
When they reached the outside door, a crowd was gathering, wondering why a military vehicle was parked outside the cathedral. When the doors flew open there was an audible gasp from the crowd as they saw their Patriarch being manhandled toward a van. There was a trickle of blood coming from his mouth.
�They are arresting our Patriarch!� someone shouted. Now the crowd erupted, tearing down the barricades and rushing toward the van. More people in the square ran to their aid from seemingly everywhere. The driver�s door was pried open and the driver dragged from the vehicle. As the guards tried to open the van door to shove the Patriarch in, they were surrounded by the angry mob. They threw themselves at the guards. Overwhelmed by the numbers, the men were flung to the ground and beaten savagely before they could lift their weapons.
When they came to, the Patriarch was gone. The van was ripped apart and had been set ablaze. Their weapons were gone and even their radios were missing. One of the men tried to go into a local shop to call for help, but the shop owner yanked his own phone out of the wall and simply said, �It isn�t working.� The squad of men ended up walking back to their headquarters. After an extensive search of the area, the police were left with a dilemma � the Patriarch of Moscow and all Rus was missing.
Naples
Roberto Venusi pedaled his bicycle between the tightly packed buildings along the Naples streets. He needed to get to the Basilica San Franchesca di San Paolo where he had a small tourist shop. Last night had been quieter than other nights. For some reason, most of the sailors usually crawling around the city were not there. No matter, it had happened in the past when there was some sort of training or something going on aboard the American carrier. The Abraham Lincoln had become a fixture out in the middle of the bay sitting at a strange angle on the bottom. There had been barges next to the big ship for a couple of months, but even last night he could see the lights flickering around the ship. Many were making bets she would never leave where she was.
Rounding a corner, he turned his bicycle down the Via Partenope and rode along the waterfront. The sun was coming up and it looked as if it would be a beautiful day. He glanced out over the bay of Naples toward Vesuvius to see if there was any steam today. Suddenly he stopped the bike and stared toward the bay.
The American carrier was gone. Only the night before he had seen her out there, but now there was a flat sea. Straining his eyes, he looked out into the Mediterranean, but there was no sign of her. The Abraham Lincoln had vanished as if she were never there.
Berlin
Hammond sat at the head of the table surrounded by his entire general staff. The go or no-go day had arrived and it was time to make the ultimate decision. �Alright, it�s time for the final check. Air assets?�
�All assets are in place and awaiting the orders. All bases are closed and crews standing by. We have enough supplies to operate at one hundred percent for eight months on hand with more in the pipeline. We�re ready,� said General Ames. �I�ll add that it is none too soon. The Polish, German and French air forces have taken the brunt of all this. Once operations begin, they will regroup and take a short break before rejoining the Allied forces when they are rearmed,� he said.
�I agree. Naval forces?�
Sir Richard looked up from the papers in front of him. �Ready in all respects. The Lincoln will follow the rest of the landing force when they transit the Bosporus tonight. The French and the HMS Prince of Wales are in position in the Norwegian Sea for strikes at Murmansk. The Pacific forces are in place and ready, and Admiral Hustvedt and his landing forces are outside Istanbul waiting for the go signal. Our submarine forces are in place, as far as we will ever be able to tell, and ready for unrestricted warfare. Anything flying a Russian flag will be hit. Naval air forces are likewise ready. I wanted to let the Lincoln have a couple of days to train up, but the air commander will have none of it. Quite right too,� he said with a grin. �Amphibious forces are ready to begin the assault once in position.�
�Ground forces?�
General Moynahan tapped the table. �Ready. Airborne troops and their equipment are ready to go on schedule. Assault troops are aboard ship and from what I understand, eager to get off of them,� he said. There were chuckles across the table. Current forces are maintaining their efforts, but the additional assault forces are in place behind them. Once the time comes, everything goes at once.�
�What about the drones?�
�They will lead the way along with the Predators and other allied versions. I also have the nonlethal systems in place. Between the sounds, the heat generating units and dropping all that slick stuff, the Russians should be kept off guard for a while,� Moynahan said. I also checked on our opposite numbers. There�s only about a division of troops guarding the Turkish border. Between them and the Caucuses there�s not much of anything. Our airborne troops should be able to get in without difficulty.�
�Good. Going back to the air forces, have you been able to get all the timing coordinated so that everything hits at once?� asked Hammond.
�Yes, sir. The bombers will loiter if they need to so that we all come together. It�s a little tough for those coming from the United States, but we have it worked out,� said Ames.
�Good. Admiral Hayes, your people have done an amazing job at the Transportation Command. Are you going to be able to keep the resupply up?�
�I�ll say yes to anything except if they use nukes. Of course, if they do, everything will be thrown into a cocked hat,� said Hayes. �Even then, my people have the equipment to keep going for a while. It should be a good buffer if nothing else,� he said.
�One thing I want to make sure we are clear on. Get the word to our troops that I want no incidents of harming civilians during this operation. Take the time to mark your targets and only go for the troops. I also don�t want to hear of anything that might smack as a war crime. We will treat all civilians with dignity and helpfulness. That�s why I ordered all that new equipment and have the engineers following the ground troops. We will not be the bad guys in this. We are doing this because we have been forced to and our goal is to bring back the peace. For every city and town we liberate, I want electricity restored and food brought in. I want doctors to treat the civilians along with the troops. We help the civilians get through the rest of this winter then continue on. Yes, I know there may be a few who will oppose us, but we can deal with that in a humanitarian way. It�s hard to hurt people who are trying to help you. Does everyone understand that?� Hammond insisted.
Moynahan grinned. �Been pushing that through to the troops since they got here. I will personally get involved if something comes up. I can�t speak for the others, but the troops on the ground know the score.�
�It�s the same for all of us,� said Sir Richard. �That message you sent spelled out things loud and clear. I know that the equipment you ordered to accomplish this will be going in right after the initial landings. The food will be the same as our troops eat. I even recommended that we let the civilians see that they are eating the same as the troops. It should make a difference.�
�Good. Have the Maxwell Panels been installed on all the equipment?�
�Everything,� said Ames. �I even have a small one on top of the Humvees. We�ve had to re-think how we do business, but this should make us invisible to their radars, missiles, aircraft, anything they might try and shoot at us. The word is to leave the things on and don�t turn them off. I did a test of my own. You can�t even lock onto a Humvee with anything once those things are installed. We�re going to clean house,� he said enthusiastically.
�Maybe, but I�m not going to count on all this. If it all works, great. If not, we are going to have to fight longer and harder than we have before,� said Hammond. �You all have done an amazing job of getting things together while keeping the Russians at bay. But now it�s all on us. We have the people, material and the support we need to do the job, but now we actually have to do it.� He turned to the meteorologist. �How does the weather look for all this?�
Colonel Jeffrey Standish scratched his chin. �Well, sir, considering it is the dead of winter and we are covering half the world, I would say the weather is pretty fair. On the day of departure the Black Sea area should be sunny with about a ten knot wind. Seas should be mildly choppy but not bad. Snow will be about a foot deep once ashore, which should not be an issue with our vehicles. In the Pacific, there will be overcast with a fifteen knot wind along the landing sites, but the waves shouldn�t be more than five or ten feet. The temperatures will be about minus five or so with a ferocious wind chill, but our troops have been provided with the gear they need to keep warm. Along the Polish frontier there will be clear skies with temps in the thirties. In all, the weather isn�t ideal, but given the season, it couldn�t get much better. Our only concern is in the Pacific where the weather can change at a moment�s notice, but the general outlook is favorable,� he said solemnly.
Hammond looked around the table. They had been working this out for three months and now the decision had to be made. �Gentlemen, now I feel like what Eisenhower felt just before D-Day. We have been planning and gathering for quite a while. We happy few are now truly a band of brothers. We know each other, we share all our confidences and we have sweat over the difficult tasks. We happy few must now make the ultimate decision. From what you are telling me, everything is in place, the scheduling is set and the weather is right to begin our push back into Russia. Our intelligence tells us that the Russian population is growing tired and weak from our efforts to shut down their power and food and blaming their own government for what has happened. Our radio broadcasts are keeping them informed of what has been happening and why. We have the technology we asked for to overwhelm our enemy. There is absolutely no reason not to launch Operation Arctic Wind and put the full force of our Allied forces against them. So, as the Commander of the Allied forces, I order you to go,� he said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a message. �But to begin this operation I asked for a special prayer. It is my hope you will join with me,� Hammond said solemnly. He began to read.
�Heavenly Father,
We come into this world with a purpose,
a purpose to leave the world better than we found it,
because life is God�s gift to us,
and what we make out of it is our gift back to God.
Scripture tells us
there is no greater love than to lay down one�s life for their brother.
That challenge is before us today.
We ask for the courage, dedication and strength to fulfill our destiny and purpose in this life, as we defend the rights of freedom and justice for all those in need.
So sail on shipmates,
for our course is true.
The voyage is short they say,
and have no fear of the rocks and reefs,
for God will guide our way.
In His name we pray,
Amen.�

Hammond didn�t read an additional phrase, �and thank God for the redheads,� which was a running joke between Father Danner and the crew of the Iowa. He knew the phrase was meant for him personally.
The men in the room all responded with their own �Amen,� and looked back at their Commander. �May God be with us in this task,� Hammond said.
The officers around the table got up and began making their way back to their staffs. The word went out within the hour and across half the globe, things began to move.
Langley, VA
The operator was carefully watching his monitor for activity on the Russian satellite. After a pause, a special code suddenly appeared on the screen. �I have the code,� he called out.
As planned, after the code was completed, a button was pressed and a digital signal began uploading to the Russian satellite.
�Is it working?� asked a supervisor.
Without looking up from the screen the operator nodded. �I blocked the signal from Moscow and we are inserting our own. Just a few more seconds.�
In all it took three minutes to upload the data. The Russian code was still being sent for a few seconds after that, but it didn�t matter. As the data ended, there was another pause and the operator allowed the final sequence to be added. The operator sat back in his chair. �Done,� he said with a smile.
�How do we know they bought it?� the supervisor asked.
�The first sequence was the alert code. It told the satellite to accept the data. We inserted our own data at that point. The final sequence was the coded instruction to distribute it to the units. For all intents and purposes, the satellite will verify that it all came from Russian headquarters,� he said matter-of-factly. �Now every unit will sign in to the satellite and download their weapons control changes, and that will happen starting right about now,� he said.
Almost on cue the monitor screen began receiving requests for upload. The satellite system immediately began sending the changes to each unit requesting the data. From that point on, it only took thirty minutes for the whole process to be complete.
The operator turned to the supervisor. �You can let the powers that be know that it worked like a champ,� he said.
The supervisor grinned. �Good, because the next step is going to give them fits.�
Baikonur Cosmodrome
�Sir, I have lost signal from another satellite. This one is a communications satellite number 1842.�
Colonel Michael Kerotin looked up from his station. �Is it a malfunction, or has it been attacked?� he asked.
�It looks like a malfunction. I am receiving a carrier signal, but nothing else.�
�How long has that one been up?�
�Since 1997, Colonel.�
�That�s a long time for a satellite. Switch to the backup,� he ordered.
Making some changes, the operator reported, �Communications returned, sir.�
�Good. I�ll report it up the line,� the Colonel said.
�I�ve lost a satellite too, Colonel,� shouted another operator.
�Weather satellite is down, sir,� called out another.
One by one, every satellite on the board began dropping offline. In a panic, Colonel Kerotin called headquarters to report that their entire space command was under attack.
Langley, VA
�That�s the last of them, sir.�
�Not bad. Now everyone be ready to respond if they start launching. Our job now is to make sure they can�t get anything into space,� said the Brilliant Pebbles supervisor.
Istanbul
As darkness fell, people on the shore watched as a monstrous force of ships began making their way silently past the city towards the Bosporus. The city was dark and the ships showed no lights, but in the dim moonlight there was no mistaking the power going by. Carriers, battleships, cruisers, destroyers, transports, all of them were heading north with a purpose. The Turks had shut down the radio and telephone systems for the transit so that it would be difficult to warn anyone of the approach. People stood on the waterfronts and simply watched silently, some praying for the young men and women going in harm�s way.
Aboard the ships, a message had told each to place a masthead light on the bow and to show only it and a stern light. Even those would not be turned on until they were within the narrow straits. The passage was only a little over 16 miles long, but in some cases, the waterway was only a third of a mile across. A series of pilot boats was placed along the way to call out a warning if a ship was going too near the shallows. No radars operated. The entire route was in darkness with only a sliver of moonlight.
One by one, the ships eased through the narrow channel. Sailors and soldiers alike came topside to watch the passage. No one spoke except in a whisper, lest someone on shore would hear them. As they passed under a bridge, the sailors on the larger ships could see people looking down at them. Most worried that one of them would alert the Russians and things would come to a crashing halt. No one wanted to get caught in the narrow channel when attacked.
Aboard the America, Admiral Hustvedt sat in a chair on one of the bridge wings. He wanted to see if something went wrong, since this was where he felt the most vulnerable. Captain Donner didn�t help. Hustvedt watched him pace back and forth across the bridge. He was wound up tighter than a clock and when he came out to the bridge wing, Hustvedt could see he was sweating. Despite the Captain, Hustvedt could see that the bridge was being efficiently run. Bearing lines were taken when they could and the navigation team was doing a good job keeping the ship in the center of the channel. He liked the fact that they didn�t totally rely on the dim stern light of the ship ahead to navigate.
Glancing behind them, Hustvedt could just make out the silhouette of his old ship, the North Carolina. He longed for the days when he was in command. Those old battleships gave such a sense of security, especially when you were aboard. He took a moment to remember the faces of his crew, the smiles when they had gotten a job done and the pride they shared in their ship. It wasn�t like this one. The crew here was good, but the comradery was missing. About the only time he saw crewmembers get together was when that bluegrass band played. Not like the North Carolina. That crew had taken pride in the ship�s age, how differently the ship worked and especially when they shot those guns. Even the fact the ship had no air conditioning hadn�t dampened their spirits. They prided themselves as being in the �real� navy. He chuckled at the thought.
After an hour of transiting the Bosporus, Hustvedt finally saw the channel open up into the Black sea. Donner came out onto the bridge wing again, sounding much relieved. �Sir, we are out of the channel. I�m turning to 050 and coming to flank speed,� he said.
�Very well, Captain. Continue with your operational orders. I want to be on station by 0600,� said Hustvedt. �Your navigation team did a fine job. I�ll be down in flag plot.�
Leaving the bridge wing, Hustvedt made his way down and entered his darkened plot room. Looking at the screen he could see that about half of the force was already through the straits. He eased up to Jeffers and sat beside him. �Everybody making it through?�
�Yes, sir,� said Jeffers. The slower ones came through first and are going as fast as they can to the rendezvous. The faster ones will be out within the hour and will catch up. Iowa, Port Royal and the Freedom will be the last through and will head west instead of east as planned. They should be on station tomorrow and will transit at a slower speed. I did get a message that our submarines are in place. The increase in speed should cause any Russians in the area to come take a look. Our guys will be waiting,� he said.
Hustvedt nodded. �Good. I liked your idea of sending one to tail the Iowa group. Nice piece of insurance. Will we make it on time?�
Jeffers glanced at the clock. �Well, we started the transit just before dusk at around 4:30 pm local. Sunrise is not until about eight a.m. That gives us about fourteen or fifteen hours to cover the distance, so we�ll just barely make it. We knew we were cutting it a little thin,� Jeffers said.
Hustvedt nodded. �That should be fine. The bombardment alone will take over an hour. That will give us time to get forces ashore. My big worry is air strikes. Not ours, but theirs. I am just hoping we shake them up enough that they can�t mount anything for a few hours. That will give us the time to get ashore with enough forces to make this work.� They were interrupted when General Richardson came in the space.
�I see I�m not the only one not sleeping,� she said as she pulled up a chair. �How�s it looking?�
�Most of the fleet is through and we�re high tailing it to the jumping off site,� said Hustvedt. �Jeffers and I were discussing how tight the scheduling is.�
�Yes, it�s tight, but we can make it happen. I have already told my troops to station themselves in the aircraft and the LCACs by 0500. That way no matter when we kick off, early or late, our guys will be ready,� she said. �I plan on going over in the second wave. Once I get enough numbers, I plan on moving in. No use is slowing things up. When do the Turks kick off?�
�Just before dawn about 0700. Once the paratroops give the signal, they start moving in. A wave of those drones will help clear the way,� Hustvedt said.
�That helps,� said Richardson. �When are those drones coming ashore for my people?
�A little later on today. I want the supplies in first. This isn�t going to be another Guadalcanal.�
Richardson grinned. �I appreciate that,� she said. Glancing over at Jeffers she commented, �Haven�t you been in here all day?�
Jeffers smiled. �Most of it. I mean, it�s my baby and I want to make sure it�s not stillborn,� he said.
She laughed at the comment. �Oh, you don�t have to worry about that. This is going to work, just don�t burn yourself out before you see if it�s a boy or a girl,� she said.
�Who has the watch?� asked Hustvedt.
�Colonel Davis right now. He�s over reading the message traffic.�
�Okay, then you drag your ass to bed. I already warned you not to try and do it all yourself. I need you back here fit as a fiddle by 0300 so we can keep track of all this. So hit the bricks,� Hustvedt said with a grin.
�I never argue with my superiors,� said Jeffers as he stood and gathered a couple of things. �Good night,� he said.
Hustvedt and Richardson watched him leave. �Chris, he has his shit together better than half the people around here including the senior officers,� said Richardson.
�I agree. Roger Hammond told me he was flag officer material and I believe him. He is smart, gets the job done, has an uncanny ability to lead people and has the personality of the boy next door. Hell, I wish I could promote him myself, but he already got deep selected once. I doubt anyone could do it again. If I thought it would do him some good, I�d let you take him along just to get the experience,� said Hustvedt.
�Oh no, don�t do that. I need people around me trained to pound ground and shoot people. The way he goes at things, he would get himself killed,� she said, �in a most heroic fashion. We need him just where he is. But I will say he will be fun to watch after this is over with. Imagine what he might do in command of a ship or fleet,� she said with a wistful look in her eyes.
***
As Jeffers came up to his stateroom he saw someone standing opposite his door. It was his friend Evan Chambers. �What are you doing out here?� Jeffers asked in a low tone.
�Just wanted to talk a second, if you don�t mind,� Chambers said. He had a worried look on his face.
�Shouldn�t you be getting some rest?�
Chambers smiled a weak smile. �Yea, but I have something on my mind.�
Jeffers opened his door. �Come on in,� he said.
The two entered the room and Jeffers plopped down in a chair. �What�s up Evan?�
Chambers sat in the other chair. �It�s kind of hard to say. I�ve been worrying lately about what we�re getting ready to do and what might happen. It�s got me a little afraid,� he said.
�Yea, well, I guess that proves you�re normal. Everybody I know has gotten a little on edge. We just can�t let it get us down,� Jeffers said.
�No, it�s more than that. You see, ever since I came aboard, you are the only one of these jokers I really consider a friend. We�ve been together a long time and my fear is that you might get hurt. After you left the Kings Mountain, I felt alone. Yea, I had others I was friends with but you�ve always kind of been there for me and got me through things. Remember when I was an Ensign and you helped bail me out when my chief was having problems? Or the times you helped me with my surface warfare quals? You never seemed to resent having me around or when I bothered you. Although I have a brother and sister, you�re the closest thing to family I�ve felt in a long time. So you see, I�m not worried about what might happen to me. I�m worried I might lose you,� he said with some emotion. �You�re my best friend.�
Jeffers could see the emotion clouding Chamber�s face. He never knew that Evan felt this way. Yes, Chambers was his best friend. Fortunately, he made friends easily and never had to worry about not having friends around. Chambers was a little different. He was shy and cautious. But when he did make a friend, Jeffers knew it was for life. He stood and pulled his friend in for a hug, wrapping his arms around him and patting him on the back. They stood together for a moment before Jeffers said, �Thanks, man. But don�t worry about me. We�re both too stubborn to get killed. We�re going to be friends till the very end,� he said. Jeffers looked him in the eye. �Besides, I want you to be there to be an uncle to my children. I may even name my first boy after you.�
Chambers laughed. �Not if I name mine first,� he said.
Both men had tears in their eyes now and Chambers pulled him in for another hug, holding Jeffers tightly. �Once again, you pulled me out of a problem,� said Chambers with a forced chuckle.
�That�s my job. Besides, we have to stay around just to play our music and annoy your Captain,� said Jeffers. They both laughed this time. Jeffers placed his hand on the side of Chambers� face. �Now go get some sleep. We�re both going to be busy tomorrow.�
Chambers looked visibly relieved. He nodded and turned toward the door. �See you in the morning,� he said as he left the stateroom.


Chapter 13 
Going on the Offensive

Georgia
The early morning hours were disturbed by the sounds of turboprop engines and jets cruising overhead. Most people living in the farms along southern Georgia were having a difficult time just keeping warm. Few bothered to get out of the bed to see what was going on. Then one came very close to one of the farmhouses, frightening the family inside and causing them to get up and rush to the windows. In the dim moonlight they could see thousands of figures in the sky drifting downward. A second close flyby and a large aircraft zoomed past the cottage and dropped something very big out of its back end.
Within a minute, there was a knock at the door. The father pulled on some pants and made his way to the door, cautiously opening it. To his surprise, it was a soldier in a camouflage uniform. He was carrying a rifle. �Excuse me, sir,� the man said in Russian. �We don�t mean to frighten you, but we are making a landing here. If you would, please keep your family inside. Once we are ready, I will let you know when it is safe to come out,� he said.
The older man nodded. �I understand. Who are you?�
�Sir, I�m Lieutenant Kendrick of the United States Eighty Second Airborne Division. There will be a lot of us dropping in tonight, so please stay safe,� he said as he turned and left.
The man didn�t know what to think. He knew that his homeland was being invaded, but the young man was very nice about it. He even was concerned for the safety of his family. He shrugged to himself. There was nothing he could do about the invasion, so he would do as the man asked and stay inside where it was safe.
�What is it Papa?� asked his wife from the bedroom.
�It appears we are being invaded, Mama. Go back to bed.� He then sat down beside the window and watched as the invaders floated down like angels. Several went to the large item dropped from the plane and within a few minutes he saw the outline of a tank drive off toward the south. Several more also went by, followed by some trucks. By now his whole family was at the windows watching. As some of the men walked by, they waved at his children. As the sun rose, the valley the farmer lived in had been turned into an armed camp. He saw someone coming toward the cottage with a box. The man knocked at the door. Once again the old farmer answered it.
The smiling face was back. �Good morning. I hope we are not disturbing you too much. We had an extra box of food we would like to share with your family. It appears we will be leaving soon, but we hope we have not inconvenienced you in any way,� Kendrick said.
The older farmer was still having trouble understanding all that was happening. �You have invaded our country and you bring us this? I do not understand,� he stammered out.
�Well, sir, you didn�t start the war, your government did. If you are like my father, all you want to do is take care of your family. We don�t want to make war on someone doing the right thing. Once this is over, I hope we will all be friends again,� Kendrick said.
The farmer extended his hand. �Thank you for helping my family,� he said.
Lieutenant Kendrick smiled and bid the man farewell, then walked a few feet away where some other soldiers were standing. They all looked so young, the farmer thought. His little girl came and stood beside him. Several of the soldiers waved at her. One even walked over and said hello to both of them. He spoke English, so the farmer didn�t understand. The young man took off his helmet and reached into his pocket. He handed the little girl a Hershey bar. She took it and said �Spasiva.�
The young man smiled, gave her a wave and nodded thanks to her father before turning to rejoin the others. The farmer ushered his daughter inside and looked at his wife. �These are nice boys,� he said. �They told me they will be leaving soon. They�re not even taking our food and stock.�
The mother had already opened the large box. Inside were some canned meats and vegetables, rice, noodles and tea. Then there were several smaller boxes with words written in Cyrillic. �What is this Meals Ready to Eat?� she asked. Reading the instructions, she found boxes labeled beef stew, chicken teriyaki, Salisbury steak and beef Stroganoff. �Just add water,� she murmured in Russian. �Humph,� she grunted. �Some of this sounds Russian,� she said. At least today they would eat well.
Just before dawn the people along the shore were wakened by the sounds of hundreds of aircraft. The ground began to shake as they fighters and bombers began clearing the way for troops to come ashore. Some even looked out their windows to see a line of three battleships open fire on targets further inland. It seemed as if every second the ground would shake from a new impact. The residents scrambled for the shelters and basements fearing for their lives.
The army detachment assigned to this part of the coast scrambled to get to their trucks and meet the assault, although they weren�t sure where the assault was coming from. As they ran toward their trucks and tanks they saw them explode in front of them. A call went out to the nearest air base to get help.
One mile behind the battleships was a line of ten Farragut class destroyers. They were modifications of the Zumwalt class of destroyer designed to carry the newest of naval artillery � the electro-magnetic gun. Built with extreme capacity to produce electricity, each ship carried four of the guns. They didn�t rely on propellant or an explosive shell. These guns fired by use of electro-magnetic force. It sounded like a gun when it went off. There was even flame, but the projectile was a simple stainless steel dart. When fired, it left the barrel doing Mach 7. On each ship, the barrels elevated and fired.
The air base was forty miles inland. Within seconds, the darts struck still doing Mach 6. There was no need for explosive. The kinetic energy alone destroyed everything in its path. Runways became unusable, hangers collapsed and aircraft burst into flames. Pilots scrambled out of their barracks to get to their planes only to be shredded by the mounds of shrapnel generated by the darts whenever they struck something. Every twenty seconds a volley hit the base. Within just fifteen minutes, there was nothing left to fly and no runways left to take off from.
The next army unit was just ten miles away. After making sure the immediate area was clear, the battleships switched to secondary targets designated by the Link 16. The first rounds tore into the armory, leveling it. The motor pool was ravaged and finally the fuel tanks were ruptured and set afire. The few soldiers left, could do nothing but stand and watch it burn.
The LCACs began moving in. Because this was a relatively lightly populated area of shore, they came in unopposed. Moving up the beach, they deposited their troops and tanks, then turned around and went back for more. The Ospreys were next. Swooping in from the ships, the Ospreys landed further inland and disgorged their troops. Wave after wave came in. Within an hour, over 20,000 troops had been set down on the beach. Two hours later fifty thousand more were there and moving inland.
Poland
The skies became filled with Allied aircraft. They dashed across the battle lines and struck targets deep into occupied territory. Everything was hit. Tanks, trucks, aircraft, supply depots, tent cities, everything that was of military importance was laid to waste. Russian troops reported the aircraft overhead, but no radar systems saw a target. Russian fighters were scrambled and dashed to the front, only to be met by planes their radars could not see or lock onto. Because of the American Eyeball system, American controllers were able to vector aircraft in behind the advancing fighters and blow them out of the sky. Only twice did a Russian fighter get behind an American and loose a heat seeker. One of those times, the countermeasures worked. With the loss of that one aircraft, the Allied forces decimated over three hundred Russian planes in just the first hour.
Drone units were launched and went in ahead of tanks and infantry, making sure that opposition was quelled before they got to an area. In three cases, a specialized drone went in and sprayed the area around a company of tanks with a specialized liquid. Upon hitting the ground it expanded leaving a thick ooze on the ground. Tanks, trucks and other vehicles simply got mired in the stuff and anyone inside the tank had a hard time getting out without slipping and breaking their necks.
The American Abrams, Bradleys and Humvees poured across the line along with Leopards, Chieftans and Leclercs. Polish and German units that had been harassing the enemy rear were pulled back for a rest. The Russian lines began to disintegrate.
Sakhalin Island
A lone sentry made his way along the cold, snowy beach on Sakhalin Island. He considered his duty hell. It was always cold there. There hadn�t been electricity. Only the administration building and the officers� quarters had the use of a generator. The rest stayed cold and hungry. They had even run out of fuel to drive the men back and forth to their lonely outposts. The sentries rode bicycles back and forth. Only vodka seemed to take the chill off and even it was in short supply. Stationed in a small town of Nogliki on the eastern shore, everyone was suffering. There had already been three deaths from the cold. True, they had been old, but to freeze to death was not something the sentry looked forward to.
The wind had mercifully died an hour before and a mist had rolled in to cover everything. You couldn�t see past 100 meters. Something caught the sentry�s ear. It was a strange noise he hadn�t heard before. He pulled his rifle from his shoulder, not that he would be able to stop anyone trying to invade this god forsaken place. The noise got louder. Suddenly, out of the mist, a huge machine plowed ashore almost directly in front of him. It was followed by several others. The sentry watched in horror as the machine seemed to circle him and then stop. It looked like it sank into the ground before a large ramp dropped in from of it and men began running out. Several pointed their weapons at him. The sentry threw down the gun and raised his hands. One of the men motioned for him to come forward. As he approached, the man said in Russian, �Go aboard the craft and get some food. Don�t do anything stupid and you will be fine.�
The men then turned and walked away. Just then a tank came out of the craft. He decided to follow his instructions and walked aboard. Two other soldiers led him inside where it was warm. There were some pastries and some coffee in the small galley. Another man came up and began asking him questions. He barely realized he had become a prisoner of war.
The troops entered the town and made their way through the streets. There were no other soldiers around. A few explosions were heard in the distance. That had been the small barracks and army headquarters. In a few minutes the soldiers had made their way to the center of town and assembled on the square. On the beach more troops and equipment were landing unopposed. Once ashore, they would turn south and take the island before turning north and moving on to the mainland. While there, they would turn off the entire oil and gas supply to the rest of Russia.
Georgia
General Richardson stepped down from her Osprey and surveyed the situation. Already there were thousands ashore and more coming in. So far, because of the bombardment, there had been no air strikes and the local forces were, as predicted, stationed along the border with Turkey. It turned out that Jeffers had been right. The Russians considered the Black Sea their lake and had never dreamed that an attacking force would come from that direction. She turned to one of her deputies. �Kelly, have the Turks moved yet?�
The Brigadier nodded. �Just came in. They crossed the border not thirty minutes ago. The paratroops slammed into the Russian lines about the same time. No word yet on casualties, but the Turks are about three hundred yards in right now. The Russians are fighting hard,� he said.
�As I would. They have no place to go so they will fight down to the last man,� she said. �Is everything ready to move inland?�
�All set. We have enough to wheel and deal with another few battalions more on the way. The supply people have got everything set up from what I see, so I recommend we push off,� the Brigadier said. A Bradley fighting vehicle pulled up and the back opened. Richardson motioned for the Brigadier to follow as she climbed inside.
Inside the vehicle, the �star wars� displays told her everything going on for a four hundred mile radius. �I can�t believe they have so few troops down here,� Richardson said. �But I�m not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. Give the orders to start moving west. We go as fast as we can. Station troops and equipment to keep what we take, but don�t give them a minute�s rest,� she ordered.
Almost immediately, the Second Marine Division began moving across the plains toward the Caspian Sea. The First Marine Division would follow. For the first time in decades, the Marines had made an amphibious landing on hostile shores. It was their specialty and they were going to prove that in a war, you don�t mess with the Marines.
USS America
Watching from flag plot, Hustvedt was amazed. He had expected some heavy casualties by this point, but the Russians had been caught totally off guard. The 82nd and 101st had slammed the door on the Russians at the Turkish border and the Turks were blasting through the lines to meet up. Russian air defenses had been stopped by long range bombardment and so far no other sorties had appeared from other areas. Of course, that would change.
He looked at Jeffers watching the displays intently. Everything he had thought about was actually coming true before his eyes. Hustvedt could not imagine what he as feeling at this point. He noticed that Jeffers was switching back and forth between the eastern and western Black Sea. He leaned over and spoke. �Don�t worry, they will come out. They almost have to. My worry is the air strikes that will come from some of the northern bases out of our range. You saw how I positioned the carriers? They will be ready for anything that comes at them. All it will take is one call and we switch from ground attack to air defense in a matter of minutes. Since they can�t see us with their radar, we hold the upper hand,� he mentioned.
�Yes, sir,� said Jeffers. �But if they launch a few hundred missiles, it may not make much difference. The probabilities go way up,� he said.
Hustvedt grunted. �That�s why they pay us the big bucks, to take those kinds of risks. Right now, I like the odds, so unless somebody does something stupid, we should come out of this with a fair chance.�
Jeffers let out a long breath. �I wish I had your confidence,� he said. Something caught his eye and he pointed toward the screen. �Looks like they are coming out,� he said.
On the monitor the two men saw a formation of ships leaving Sevastopol and turning toward the eastern Black Sea.
�See there, I told you,� said Hustvedt. �And that�s why we put these ships right here,� he said pointing to three contacts. One was labeled USS Iowa.
USS Iowa
Rhodes saw the ships leaving as well. Sitting in Strike, he saw the formation form up and move east. Already he had told his chief engineer to light off all eight boilers. Iowa was going to be ready for anything that might come up. His orders were to wait in the Western Black Sea until orders came. But what he anticipated made him excited. In the Russian formation was what the Russians had boasted as their own dreadnought. Known as a Kirov class, she weighed 28,000 tons and carried 20, SS-N-19 Shipwreck missiles, 14, SS-N-14 Silex cruise missiles, 96 anti-air missiles, 168 point defense air missiles, along with anti-submarine weapons. She had some armor plating and was powered by nuclear reactors. Her top speed was around 32 knots. Because of her size and firepower, she was very similar to the battlecruiser concept employed in World War One. The Pyotr Velikiy had been the last one build and had all the bells and whistles.
Rhodes knew the small Russian force was going to take on the landing fleet. More than likely, the ships would stand off and fire their weapons from a long distance. The SS-N-19 along could hit targets nearly 400 miles away and flew above Mach one. He was ordered to let them go by. Rhodes only hoped Hustvedt knew what he was taking on. Of course, it would be hard to target them since these new Maxwell plates made even the Iowa invisible. The crew had started calling them their �cloaking device� of old Star Trek shows. Then again, anyone could get lucky. He turned to his operations officer. �Signal the others a turn to the northeast. Keep us at the same speed for now.�
Up on the signal bridge the message was bent on the halyards and the colorful signal flags relayed the orders. When executed, all ships made a turn toward the northeast.
Moscow
�What do you mean we have been invaded!� screamed Borodin. �Our forces are still deep within Poland. Our supply lines are secure. Where are they hitting us?� The news had arrived just an hour before and Borodin had a hard time getting in because of the protests outside the Kremlin gates.
�An amphibious force entered the Black Sea last night and they began landing forces in Georgia this morning. We also received word that paratroopers landed along the line here,� the general said pointing along the border of Turkey. The Turks then advanced across our borders as well. It is a major force,� the general said.
�But we have troops there to defend our borders. Why have they not engaged?� asked Borodin in a panic.
�They have. But we estimate at least four American divisions and five Turkish divisions have attacked our force of only two. We didn�t see them coming, we never planned on any major fleet in the Black Sea,� the general almost pleaded. He knew his job was on the line. �But that is not the only place. We received word that the Americans also landed on Sakhalin Island. There are practically no troops there at all,� he said.
�And why not?� Borodin demanded.
�Because we have had to pull many of our outlying troops to the western front for the Polish operation that was supposed to be over weeks ago. This plan we adopted didn�t take into account the kinds of weapons we have encountered so far. They have drones that attack us day and night, they have crippled our communications, they kill our senior officers at the front and they are now attacking us with aircraft and ships we cannot see,� the general said becoming indignant.
�Come now, what do you mean we cannot see? Our radar systems are some of the best in the world!� Borodin argued.
�And just this morning the front was attacked by a flight of B-52 bombers. We didn�t even see them coming on radar and they usually paint a picture like a 12 story building! I know they were B-52s because my most senior fighter pilot happened to get a photo of them. Even his radar couldn�t see them! They have somehow found a way to make their planes and ships invisible,� Air Force General Leanov said.
�My front line commanders are being attacked from every point on the compass by Allied aircraft. We have lost almost 500 tanks just in the two hours since daybreak! Down south it is not much better. Our supply lines have been decimated. The Slovaks and Czechs are now almost completely across Slovakia. I have called up the reserves to bolster the lines. Our troops currently resting must go back immediately,� General Pusko said.
�I ordered our air forces into the air. My orders are to close and shoot the planes down with gunfire if necessary. This assault has to stop,� said Leanov.
�I have ordered a sortie of our naval fleet in the Black Sea. Our most powerful ship is going in with them. A hail of missiles should finish the amphibious forces in short order,� said Admiral Dosvetski.
�But what of the forces already on the ground?� demanded Borodin.
�I am pulling forces from other areas to deal with it,� said Pusko.
�And in the Arctic?�
Pusko grinned. �Don�t forget it is the Russian winter. The Arctic is even colder. They may have landed, but it will be another thing to operate. We can send the fleet in Vladivostok to challenge them. Anyone on the ground will have to be a polar bear to survive.�
Nogliki
�Mayor Severov, we didn�t come here to demand a surrender,� said Colonel Greg Tillman. �Yes, the United States has occupied the island, but I am here to ask if we can help you and the people here by providing electricity and food. I know that you have been without either for a while and we do not wish you to suffer,� he said.
Severov was taken aback. He had always imagined the Americans would simply come and either shoot everyone or put everyone in a gulag. Asking if they could help was outside his understanding. �What do you wish in return?� he asked.
The colonel smiled. �Nothing, actually. My people will remain outside your town and you are free to continue with your lives. We hope to make our presence a negligible influence on your people,� he said.
�Am I to be a hostage?�
�No, sir. You are still the mayor and you may govern as you wish,� the colonel said.
�May I ask why you have come here?�
�Well, your government declared war on the Allies, including the US, France, Britain and Poland. We are here because of the strategic plan to persuade your government to end the war. We don�t really want to be here, but since we are, I hope we can treat each other fairly.�
�You are invading my country. I am not sure we can allow this,� Severov said.
The colonel shrugged. �I understand, but we are here and I am offering to help. My people will otherwise stay out of your way.�
Severov thought a moment. The government in Moscow rarely came to the island. All they wanted was the oil anyway. In the meantime, his people were suffering from the cold and lack of supplies. The government hadn�t done anything about that for three months. Perhaps he could just let it happen. After all, he had no weapons to challenge these soldiers. �Colonel, we would appreciate any help you can provide my people, however, we cannot give the impression we are aiding you. This may be held against us later on,� he said quietly.
Tillman nodded. �I fully understand. I will keep my people out of your city. We will provide food and services as a part of our, occupation,� he said with a wink. �If there are problems, please come to see me. I will try to make everything as pleasant as possible.�
�Thank you, sir,� the mayor said.
USS America
Things were going too well. There had been no attacks on the ships or the ground forces. Already General Richardson was a good twenty miles from the beach and the offloading of the supplies was continuing smoothly.
�Why haven�t they come at us?� asked Commander Still. He and the rest of the staff were huddled in flag plot keeping an eye on things. The link showed no incoming aircraft or ships except for the fleet just making its way from Sevastopol. They were traveling at a speed that would have them in ideal position by dawn the next morning.
�I would guess they are massing their attack. Don�t be surprised if they have planes in the air coming from inside Russia itself,� said Jeffers. He had anticipated such an attack, but was surprised at its tardiness.
�That�s why we sent some of the heavies up the coast to hit targets of opportunity. We spread out what we have. They won�t be able to see us on radar, which means they will have to eyeball it,� said Hustvedt.
Jeffers reached up and extended the range of the Link 16 image. In a few minutes they began to see aircraft gathering nearly 500 miles to the north. �That�s them,� said Hustvedt. �Send a message on the link to prepare for hostile air attack. All cloaks are to remain on,� he said.
In seconds the message was received. Supply operations were suspended and the boats went in to shore. Aboard the carriers of the fleet, the planes were fueled and made ready. In ten minutes, the first of the defenders launched from the deck of the Abraham Lincoln. These pilots had a bone to pick with the Russians and this was their time to do it. In all, four carriers launched over 160 aircraft. The LHAs launched forty more. The planes began heading north to intercept. Unfortunately the staff could see that there were over 500 aircraft coming down from Russia.
***
Commander Jim Hartsell brought his squadrons to the east and up to 20,000 feet. The link showed the incoming aircraft around 15,000 feet in three levels. The only thing the link didn�t show them was what type aircraft they were, but Hartsell could tell that a section just above the others was jinking from side to side slightly. That would mean the heavier bombers and attack aircraft were in the bottom two layers. Using his touchpad, he selected �auto assign.� This would allow the link to assign the missiles for each aircraft. That way none would be double targeted.
No radios were used and Hartsell prayed that those panels that were supposed to make them invisible did their job. He looked off to his left and could see the Enterprise squadrons joining up. They would take the lower force. The squadrons from the Gerald Ford would go for the fighters. That left Hartsell and the aircraft from the Abraham Lincoln. Every aviator on the ship wanted in on this. He only hoped that the Lightnings from the LHAs would be able to protect the ships while they did the dirty work.
Hartsell watched the screen. The Russians were maintaining their course and speed. It appeared that those cloaks really did work. Signaling his squadrons, Hartsell made his turn to the west to intercept. By coming in from the east, they were coming at the Russians from the sun. From that angle, the AIM-132 Advanced Short Range Air to Air Missile (ASRAAM) would have no problem finding a target. Minutes dragged on, but eventually he began to see the Russian aircraft in the distance. They were still in formation and still on the same course and speed. When they were nearly in range, Hartsell increased his speed to near supersonic. He heard a warble in his headset and the link indicated it was time to fire. Hartsell squeezed the trigger.
The weapons bay opened and an ASRAAM screamed out toward its prey. Almost immediately a second warble was heard as the system automatically switched to a second target. The trigger was squeezed again. It happened six more times. Hartsell watched the last missile leave the aircraft. In the distance, he could see missiles and aircraft exploding all over the sky. It was almost depressing. There would be a bright ball of flame that would then angle downward trailing a string of black smoke. Each trail was a dead aircraft and pilot. It almost didn�t seem fair. The new missiles were a fire and forget missile. It had a longer range than the old Sidewinder and much more sensitive. That meant that the Russian pilots never saw them coming.
As their fellow pilots began exploding in front of them, many of the Russian pilots pickled off their missiles in the direction of the American task force and tried to scurry back home. Those on the far side of the formation had a better chance of escaping, and many did.
Hartsell followed the missiles in to pick off any misses. He saw several of the Russian aircraft launch their anti-ship missiles. They were already supersonic. There would be no way to catch them.
***
In the task force, the ships saw the missiles coming via the link. Although it appeared none were actually headed toward the heart of the force, no chances would be taken. The AEGIS cruisers and destroyers were ready. Equipped with the Standard Missile 6 and 7, they no longer needed illumination of an enemy with a shipboard radar. With a range of over 200 miles, the ship simply pointed the missile in the right direction and fired. The onboard seekers, which came from the tried and tested AIM-120 AMRAAM, swept a broad area, then locked in on a target. The missile had already been told what direction and altitude the incoming missiles were coming from. Once acquired, they sped for their targets.
One by one, the Russian anti-ship missiles were knocked out of the sky. Only three of the American missiles failed to hit their targets. Of the nearly 100 missiles launched, twenty two continued on. They flew into a second wave of Standards. Coming close to the first layer of ships, three missiles remained.
Aboard the USS Roosevelt and USS Winston Churchill, the surface weapons coordinators designated the missiles for the latest weapons. On the fantail, a cover was pulled back to reveal a large tube with many cables. Tied in with the link, it swayed toward the targets. In the ship�s combat information center the operator saw one of the missiles on his television screen. The order was given and the operator pressed the firing switch.
On the closest missile, metal began melting off the side. When the metal was gone, the fuel tank was exposed and exploded. The same happened to a second missile. Within five seconds, it began again on the third which exploded in an immense fireball.
Aboard the Churchill, the operator reported the target had been destroyed. It was the first time the laser system had been used in actual combat. It was an outstanding success.
***�
Hustvedt sat back in his seat and let out a long whistle. �That�s the end of round one,� he said.
The Chief of Staff chuckled. �Yea, but round two is right over here,� he said as he pointed toward the Russian task force. They were already well into the Black Sea making their way toward the Americans. �Wonder when they�ll launch? Those Shipwrecks can go over 350 miles and if they decided to send a nuke, we might still be in a bad way whether they could see us or not.�
�Looking at the speed they�re going, I would bet they launch right about here,� said Jeffers pointing to a position just 200 miles away. �They would be launching just before daybreak and could run back home without getting close to us. We could still get them with air power, but they are probably counting on us not seeing them. Without the system we have, that might be exactly the case,� he said.
Hustvedt nodded. �Yes, I think Rod is right. It�s the old way of thinking, which is one reason we have been as successful as we have. Remember the briefing? Rod here said it. They don�t like to change. I would have already started to question why we have been so successful. I bet it hasn�t dawned on them that we can see them, but they can�t see us.� He rubbed his eyes and sat back. �No matter what, we need to be ready. How long before our ships have fully unloaded?�
�At least four hours for the transports. Give it two days for the rest of the supplies. The second set of supply ships just cleared the Bosporus. They will arrive tomorrow,� the Chief of Staff said.
�That�s a long time to be sitting here like ducks in a pond,� said Hustvedt. �At least all our ships are dispersed for a layered defense. I�m not too happy about the Iowa and her group out there all by their lonesome. What if we sent the Queen Elizabeth over that way to give her a little air protection?� he asked.
�That would leave a section of the landing unattended. Maybe after we see how things shape up we might send her a little later on,� said the Chief of Staff.
�Play it safe, huh?� said Hustvedt. �Well, it�s a pretty tough little group, I guess we can risk it. It looks like most of the air strike came from almost due north. That should keep them focused on us anyway,� he said. �I want some air strikes on the airfields these guys are coming from. Knock them out and we might not have to worry as much. Do we know where these are?� Hustvedt asked.
�Yes sir,� said Jeffers. �We were able to follow them home and we know where the bases are. We could get off strikes today and tonight.�
Hustvedt turned to his Chief of Staff. �Make it so. With our cloaks, we should be able to get in and out without much of a problem at all.�
�I�ll set it up. We�ll send a satellite burst to the fleet. We will be breaking silence for about half a second, but they know we�re here anyway,� the Chief of Staff said.
Moscow
�But we sent out over 500 planes!� shouted Pusko. �You can�t tell me only sixty eight got back home!�
�I am afraid it is so,� said General Gasemirov. �Every pilot said that suddenly aircraft began exploding all around them. They didn�t see anything on their radars and nothing visually. At least they had the foresight to launch what weapons they had. We don�t know if they got hits, but they were aimed directly toward the area of the landings.�
�This is unacceptable. Your people cannot just launch their missiles and run home. We must know of the Americans have been hit. Send another strike immediately,� Pusko ordered.
�It will have to be tomorrow morning. I must get more aircraft into the area to replace the others. I�ll also detail half the aircraft to carry bombs. That way they will be forced to get in close,� said Gasemirov.
�Do it,� said Pusko. �We have been losing our shirts ever since this thing started. We need to hit them with sheer numbers. That is what we are about to do in Poland. Make it a 1,000 plane raid and make sure there are plenty of fighters going in with them. They are to find the Americans and show them who owns the Black Sea,� said Pusko.
�Yes, sir,� said Gasemirov. He left the room to get things going. There was a nagging worry. If his previous force couldn�t see them coming, how would this new force. More to the point, how did the Americans know they were coming in the first place?
***
The fliers began showing up all over Moscow and many of the rest of the cities across Russia. �Russians Unite,� was the headline on the crudely printed sheets. �The voice of God is not being heard by those leading our nation. We must unite to make that voice be heard. People of faith, lift up your voices! Resist those who would condemn your children and families to death and agony. Our leaders have even condemned the Holy Church by trying to kidnap our Patriarch. It is time to rise up. Unite for the protection of our children, our homes and our country! Our Patriarch has escaped their clutches. He urges all those of the Church to let your voice be heard. Do what you can to end this aggression and to bring our children home. Rise up!� it said.
The fliers began showing up at train stations and underground systems. They were posted on the streets and placed in mail boxes. No one saw them being distributed. With the bitter cold, everyone was bundled up with thick clothing which could hide anything. One stack of the fliers was even placed at the foot of Lenin�s sarcophagus. Police became frustrated. Every time they stopped someone for possibly distributing the materials, none of the fliers could be found on them, yet they were seemingly everywhere. The police tried to arrest people picking them up and reading them, but there were too many people and too many fliers. The word was getting out.
***
In a small restaurant overlooking the city ten men met in secret. This was a place reserved for only the very rich. They always had the best food and wines. Even now they had good food, although the men noticed that it was somewhat below their usual standards. After shooing away the staff, the men got down to business.
�This isn�t working,� said a man in an impeccable suit with a red carnation in the lapel. �We were supposed to have been to the English Channel by now. All my plans were predicated on us having completed our mission. Now my factories are being bombed, I have to generate my own electricity and my workers are too cold to work! I am afraid we have been misled by our military abilities,� he said.
�Ever since the Americans got involved, our lines have simply moved back and forth. We gain little ground. What�s worse, they seem to be draining us of everything. Did you hear that the casualties have now passed one million people?� cried out another man. �That�s not counting thousands of tanks, aircraft, and other vehicles. My factories cannot keep up because we now can�t get the materials we need,� he lamented.
�Borodin has led us down this path. He told us there was no way for this to fail. That is why we supported him. That is why we started this venture. Now we are going down a road to disaster. How do we stop it?� asked another.
�We must be careful. You saw what happened to Rosenko. No one has seen him for a month!� said a man standing by a window keeping a lookout on the street outside.
The others nodded. It had been a rude awakening of what could happen to each of them. �We must find a way to get him out of office. If we could, maybe we could stop this,� said the first man.
�Wait. You must be sure of what you want to do, first. It must be things he cannot see or find out. Let us plan these things carefully and still maintain our supportive relations with the man. Then, when the time is right, we can move together,� said the man in a ruffled suit sitting in the corner. The rest nodded in agreement.
Pavel Velinkov finished taking down what he overheard through the vent leading from a small storeroom to the private dining room the other men were in. He had overheard everything, and it disgusted him. All of this was started just to line to pockets of these men. Placing the notebook inside the lining of his jacket, he grabbed a box of supplies and left the room, unnoticed by anyone. Returning to the kitchen, he went back to cleaning off the stainless steel work spaces so they could be ready for the dinner meal. His mood was sour. Yet, he knew he would be able to do something about it.
Recruited by the Americans years before, he had been able to pass along information concerning business and industry he picked up from the patrons. It had meant having a stash of money he could use to make an occasional purchase or to be ready to leave when the time came. He was single. His parents were dead. There was no one to worry about. As a gay man he was not welcome in Russian society anyway. Tonight he would make the drop and ask to be removed. He could now make a better life somewhere else, away from the corruption in his native land.
Berlin
Hammond watched the giant table intently. Everything had gone well over the first twelve hours. The southern force in Poland was almost entirely cut off. His plan was to let them wither around Krakow. The central Polish campaign was moving rapidly back toward the Ukrainian and Russian borders. The Black Sea and Sakhalin Island landings had met little resistance and were moving inland. The first air attacks in the Black Sea had been stopped with no casualties.
The German Chancellor was sitting next to him. �This is almost beyond belief,� the Chancellor said. �I had my doubts such things might work, but I can see now what our technology can really do,� he said. �It appears your country has become very efficient in the art of war.�
�Efficient? If you mean we try to find ways to prevent our troops from being killed, that is certainly true. We are the least of the nations wanting to get into conflict, but it seems we are always the one being forced into one. We are constantly being asked to take care of some problem or another. So we must be ready for anything, and we developed an arsenal that has a lot of tools. Since the war started I made sure we used what tools we had to keep the Russians at bay. Our technology was really the only thing we could do to counter the great numbers of men and machines they had. We are in a war of attrition, and that attrition must be on their part,� Hammond said. He pointed to the three dimensional table in front of them. �This is one of the biggest tools. With this, we can see where the enemy is, where they are going and what they are doing all the time. We can stop them before they are able to make their plans work, move out of their way and then hit them where they are the weakest. With our drones, we can hit them night or day with a weapon they have not been able to counter. I am told they are scared to death of the things. Our Predators and other drones harass them day and night, bombing their facilities and strongholds without jeopardizing the life of a pilot. Our stealth technology allows us to now attack with impunity with the greatest chance of getting pilot and plane home, not to mention ships and tanks. Plus there are other weapons we are but just now employing to keep the pressure up. Because of all this our casualties are very light, but the casualties for our enemy are staggering. We estimate he has lost over a million people under arms. They have lost over half their aircraft and most of their fleet. Their armored vehicles and artillery are similarly reduced. With Arctic Wind, we hope to force the Russians to spread their resources too thinly, making it easier and less costly to win this war,� he said.
�I also appreciate your insisting all these assets be made available to all forces. I know our German troops have benefitted greatly from them,� said the Chancellor.
�I don�t want any of the troops under my command to bear more than their share of the burden. The German forces have stepped up magnificently. The close work with the Poles has been an inspiration. All our Allied forces are feeling how close a team we have all formed. I dare say it will make changes in the post war Europe,� said Hammond.
The Chancellor smiled. �We can only hope. I will be talking with President O�Bannon tomorrow on what that post war Europe may look like, especially for the Russians. I�m not sure we need to do any kind of occupation. After the First World War, that occupation made us feel like outcasts. Luckily the second time around we found out what friends the Americans could be. I think we need to be there to help, but keep a hands-off approach. If things keep going as they are, the Russian people may overthrow the government anyway. If we let them do their jobs, kind of like MacArthur did in Japan after the war, things might just turn out all right. Just keep them from doing what happened to us between the wars,� the Chancellor said with a wink. �Russia could become one of our greatest allies.�
�Maybe,� said Hammond, �but after this, things will change. This technology is making the fighting of a war impractical. People die needlessly by remote control. The technology itself will become the ultimate deterrent. In the future, diplomacy will become the most desired way to accomplish a nation�s goals. I may have put people like myself out of a job,� he said.
The Chancellor nodded. �You may be right, but it will take people like you to remind us of how bad it can get and how much we can lose. If we are lucky, maybe people will decide to never fight a war again.�
�One can only hope,� said Hammond. He pointed toward the Black Sea. �The air strikes have begun.�
Black Sea
Once again the carrier decks emptied as aircraft made their way to a number of air facilities within Ukraine and southern Russia. The goal was to make them unusable in the coming days and weeks. The aircraft rose into the night sky and made their way unhindered by Russian aircraft. Although the Russian radars were operating, no alerts were issued. Most of the coastal airfields had already been hit by the battleships and Farragut destroyers. This left the airfields deep in the frontier. There were a lot of them. Even the abandoned ones from the cold war were hit just to make sure they could not be used as a backup.
It took only six hours. The aircraft swooped in and hit their targets while the people on the ground slept. They awoke feeling the earth tremble and hearing the sounds of bombs exploding in their ears. The men dashed to their stations only to find fuel depots burning, planes shredded and the runways marked with great holes. Missile defense batteries had been strafed by the fighters. The only thing they could do was try and put out the flames.
At the main Black Sea air base near Gvardeyskoye a number of aircraft were making their approach. They were replacements for the aircraft lost the previous day. The American aviators were surprised to see the base lit up and the runway lights on. It made it easier to do their jobs. Using their infrared optics and the link to avoid the incoming aircraft, they simply lined up ahead of the others and dropped their weapons. The Russian pilots panicked as they saw the base disintegrate before their eyes. Several banked away only to strike other planes in their formation. After dropping their weapons, the Americans turned and circled in behind the Russians, still trying to figure out what to do. Heat seeking missiles filled the air, downing thirty aircraft. By the time the Russian air controllers got in control, the Americans were already long gone.
***
The battleship Wisconsin turned her guns to starboard. She was within five miles of the coastal city of Vinogradar with its large airport. Using only the link and the few navigation points it could see, the navigator had plotted the ship�s exact position. The airport was conveniently identified on the chart they had. Down below, the gun crews had already loaded the general purpose rounds and backed them with the six 110 pound bags of powder. When all was ready, the captain ordered batteries released.
The night sky was lit from the flames of nine 16-inch guns disgorging their lethal cargoes. The shells took only a few seconds to reach their target.
The men and women in the airport control tower saw the flash of the guns and started to call out an alert when the shells began exploding along the tarmac in front of them. Three airliners began to burn as the shrapnel tore through the light aluminum skin and punctured their fuel tanks. The second volley came just over 30 seconds later as more shells struck the runways. In the moonlight between the salvoes the controllers could see gaping holes appearing in four different places down the runway and also along the snow covered taxiways. The dust and smoke began to fill the still night air as more shells rained down. The bombardment lasted twenty minutes. By the time the ship moved away, there was little left of the once fine airport except burning planes and cratered fields.
The destroyers concentrated their fire on the military airfield in Krymsk. Although only 22 miles away, and within range of the battleship�s guns, the Farraguts would handle this one. In the gun house, a gunner loaded the dart and its case into the electromagnetic rail gun. It was a dart about three inches in diameter made of stainless steel. Once fired, the case would fall away leaving the dart to make the journey to the target. There were no propellants to fire the round. The immense electromagnetic surge would propel the dart out of the gun at above Mach 7. There were four such guns on each ship and there were four ships in a line. On each ship, the guns elevated and fired. It was interesting to the gunners that there was actually a flame as the dart left the gun. The intense plasma generated did that. Only a few seconds later the guns fired again. Like in Vinogradar, the night crews were inside their hangars trying to repair damaged aircraft for a sortie that morning. No alarm was sounded. Suddenly one of the hangars nearly disintegrated as four of the darts struck the roof, went through, then hit the concrete floor. The kinetic energy of being hit by something going Mach 7 shattered the concrete and caused the roof to collapse on top of the men and equipment inside. The second volley struck the hangar next to the first. Controllers sounded the alarm just before one of the darts struck the base of the tower, knocking the entire tower to the ground. Like the battleship, the darts hitting the runway dug gigantic holes leaving the airport unusable. One of the darts struck one of the large cargo planes on the ramp. It went through the aircraft causing it to split apart, vaporizing the fuel in a tank and setting it alight before the ground under it appeared to lift the aircraft up and drop it like a toy.
After five minutes, the Farraguts ceased fire and moved on to other targets. There were several more airports and army facilities to hit before the night was over.
Aboard the Pyotr Velikiy
Captain Anton Suvorov was not happy. He and the Black Sea Fleet had been ordered to attack the Americans on the coast of Georgia. They had been given no exact coordinates just a general area. They were to attack the enemy fleet with their cruise missiles then return home. Then he learned that the fleet included several aircraft carriers. There wouldn�t be enough missiles in the fleet to stop all of them. Admiral Vladimir Kosygin had proclaimed to the crew they were going to lead the glorious attack on the Americans who dared to enter the Black Sea. He promised a great victory. Suvorov knew it was all bluster, as did most of the crew, but they had to do their duty. He was surprised they had made it this far across the Black Sea. Still, the Pyotr Velikiy was a good ship. Nuclear powered and armored more heavily than any other ship in the Russian navy there was a chance of getting back home alive. He held onto that chance.
Admiral Kosygin stepped onto the bridge. Even in the dim moonlight Suvorov could see he was in his dress uniform. He wondered who he was trying to impress.
�How long until we reach our launch position, Captain?� Kosygin asked.
Suvorov looked at his watch. �Another two hours, Admiral,� he said. �We will still be too far away for radar detection, but based on our intelligence, the bulk of the invading fleet is still off of Poti. A wide pattern should allow our missiles to locate the ships with their radars and
successfully make their attack. Between all of our force, we should have over fifty missiles to do the job.�
The admiral nodded. �That is very good. Also do not forget our small missile boats. They will continue until they too are in range. Between the two forces, things should work out nicely,� he said.
�I am still concerned about the aircraft carriers that were reported. I am surprised they have not attacked as yet,� said Suvorov.
�Be at peace, Captain. I have received word they are currently attacking some of our air bases. It is possible they do not even know we are at sea. Besides, this is the largest ship in our surface fleet. It is more heavily armed than any other ship, including the Americans. We do not have to worry.�
�But what of their battleships? If they came as well��
�Our missiles would blow them out of the water. They do not call this ship a battlecruiser for nothing. Let us hear no more about it,� the Admiral said. �I will be in my cabin if you need me.�
�Yes, sir,� said Suvorov. He didn�t believe that blustering fool at all. Missiles like his had struck one three times during their Korean conflict and didn�t much more than scratch the paint. He prayed that those ships were nowhere near the Black Sea.
USS Iowa
Captain Rhodes sat back in his chair. The waiting game the Admiral was playing was testing his nerves. Already all eight of the ship�s boilers were on line and ready for anything that might come. All he needed now was to receive an order to strike. He glanced at his watch. It was 0500. Something would be happening very soon.
USS America
�Admiral, you wanted to be up by five,� said the watch officer.
A groggy Admiral Chris Hustvedt grunted out a �thank you,� before rubbing his eyes and putting his shirt back on. He had slept in his pants so that he could be up and ready in case anything had happened. Rubbing his chin he decided to go over his face with a razor first. He walked to his private head and switched his electric razor on running it over his face and getting the worst off before splashing some water on his face to clean up. He grabbed his cover and exited the cabin, going only a few yards to the entrance to flag plot. He was surprised at how rested he felt after only four hours of sleep. �Have they launched yet?� he asked the watch officer.
�Not yet, Admiral. They came within range an hour ago, so I guess they are just making sure,� the commander said.
Hustvedt nodded. �That�s what I�d do. They probably don�t trust their systems that well. Are the helos in place?�
�Yes, sir. They are on station sixty miles south of the formation waiting for the word.�
�Good. Now I guess it�s just a waiting game,� said Hustvedt as he reached for a coffee mug to pour himself a cup.
Lieutenant Commander Jeffers entered the room. He had gotten only two hours in the sack before he got the call. The bags under his eyes told the tale. Hustvedt looked over at him and handed over the mug of coffee. �You look like you could use this more than I could,� he said with a slight smile.
Jeffers took the mug. �I usually don�t drink much coffee, but today I feel like I could handle a gallon,� he said as he added some sugar and creamer. �I take it we�re still waiting.�
The watch officer nodded and everyone took a seat in front of the large screen display showing everything on the link. The night before had been busy. Over twenty airfields and other installations had been hit virtually ending any air attacks on the invasion forces. Richardson was already seventy miles inland and the Turks and paratroopers had begun advancing north to meet her. Once they joined up, all supplies would come through Turkey.
Hustvedt had been surprised at how swiftly things had gone. Intelligence had thought there were more troops in the south, but that had been wrong. After today, there might be nothing left around the Black Sea. But today would make the difference. They knew there would be a missile attack. Everyone was ready for it. He might get some criticism for letting it happen and not attacking with carrier aircraft, but he needed to take out the air bases first. Besides, he had plans for the Kirov and her battle group.
Aboard the Pyotr Velikiy
�Commence firing,� ordered Captain Suvorov. One by one, the missile hatches opened on the foredeck of the ship and with a surge of flame, the missiles climbed into the sky and tilted toward the American Fleet.
After all but two of the missiles had left their tubes the admiral turned to Suvorov. �Excellent, Captain. Have the other ships launched as well?�
�Yes, sir.�
�Then take us home. I am sure we will be welcomed as heroes,� the admiral said. �Send to the patrol boats to continue ahead and launch when ready,� he ordered.
�Signal our escorts to come port to a course of 300. Order twenty five knots. Let�s go home,� he said to his crew with a smile.
Immediately the orders were relayed to a relieved crew and the ships turned together to head home. Only several small missile boats continued ahead.
USS Iowa
Captain Rhodes was sitting in his chair on the bridge when the communications officer rushed in. �Captain, you need to read this,� he said.
A sheet of paper was thrust into Rhodes� hands. The message was from Hustvedt. It had only three words, �Sink the Kirov.�
�My God,� he almost whispered as he re-read the message. He punched the bitch box. �Captain to Strike, where is the Kirov?� he nearly shouted.
�Captain, the Kirov bears 120 at a range of about seventy miles,� came the reply.
He hit a different button. �Sigs, Bridge, signal our escorts, immediate execute, turn starboard 120,� he ordered. �Let me know when they acknowledge.�
He hit a different button again. �Main Control, Bridge. Let me speak to the Chief Engineer.�
�Cheng here Captain.�
�Dan, I am going to ring up flank speed. I want everything the ship�s got. Take it to the limit and then add some. You got that?�
Down in Main Control, Captain Dan Kimberlain blinked. �All of it, Captain?�
�Yea, Dan. We�re going to take on the battlecruiser.�
A smile came to Kimberlain�s face. �Then you�ll have it all, Captain.�
�Thanks, Dan,� said Rhodes.
�Sir, the signal�s acknowledged,� came a report from one of the signalmen.
�Very well. Execute the signal. OOD, come right to 120. Order up flank speed with 999 for maneuvering combinations,� ordered Rhodes from his seat.
The men on the bridge began issuing orders as Rhodes called the signal bridge again. �Sigs, signal the others we are going to flank speed and to keep up as best they can.�
Down in Main Control, Captain Kimberlain picked up the announcing system mike. �Okay guys we are to put it all on the line. I want everything the old lady has. Take her to thirty three to start with,� he said calmly. He turned to the throttleman. �Open her up,� he said.
The men began turning the large throttle wheel and watched as the pressure gages showed an increase in pressure as the throttle allowed more steam to pass into the high pressure turbine and on to the low pressure turbine. The shafts immediately began to spin more rapidly as the 212,000 horsepower engines thrust the great ship forward.
On the fantail, the after lookout felt the deck begin to tremble as the four huge screws bit into the water and threw it back. The ship�s wake became a bright white, boiling foam as the ship picked up speed. Down in the messdecks, the noise almost drown out shouted conversations. People could feel the screws racing beneath them.
On the bridge, Rhodes picked up the microphone for the 1MC. �This is the Captain. We have our orders. Iowa is to sink the Kirov battlecruiser. We will be going to general quarters in fifteen minutes. From this point on, everyone should keep within the skin of the ship if at all possible. Keep safe but get the job done. Remember, this is what Iowa was built to do. Let�s show them what a real battleship is capable of. Good luck,� he said before placing the microphone back in its holder.
Almost as a natural reaction to the news, the crew went to their battle stations even before the alarm was sounded. Everyone checked their gear and laid out what was necessary to fight a pitched battle at sea. Ten decks above main deck, Master Chief Skelly opened the hatch into spot one to find his fire control crew already in position. He climbed into his seat and began lining up the circuits linking the director to the Ford Rangekeeper far below. �No radar this time, guys,� he said. �We�re gonna have to find the bad guys with our eyes.�
In Main Battery Plot the fire control team readied the Ford Rangekeeper for its job. Circuits were activated and a team of people began twisting the brass butterfly switches to accept a signal from the director and to send the computer generated signal to the three turrets. Spot One would be the first to see them. The enemy was nowhere near in range, but it didn�t matter. When they came in sight, everything would be ready.
In the magazines, the crews began unloading the metal canisters holding the 110 lb. bags of powder and placing the bags in a line along a brass trough where they could be slid down to the end for loading through the passing scuttles into the annular space and then again into the turret.
Inside the turrets on the projectile decks, the crews used the parbuckling gear to move the giant projectiles into the three hoists so that they were ready to be loaded into the breeches of the guns. They already knew that the first rounds would be general purpose rounds. The green painted rounds only weighed 1,900 pounds. But off to the side were black ones. They were the 2,700 pound armor piercing rounds. Although they doubted anything they might come up against would need them, they were always available.
When general quarters finally sounded, the ready reports came almost instantly. Rhodes grinned. His ship and crew were ready.
The after lookout had to move to a position just above turret three. The stern of the ship had dipped so low that water was now cascading across the teak deck enough to possibly cause someone to fall and go over the side. Down in Main Control the engineers were watching the torque gauges. The thrust bearing end was already one and a half revolutions ahead of the screws, yet the old girl had more to give. Kimberlain ordered another revolution of the throttle. Once again, the pressure gauges went up and the shafts turned faster. According to the pit log they were doing 35 knots.
Berlin
Hammond sat on the edge of his seat. Someone had said the Iowa was turning. He zoomed in the large display to see only the two battle groups. Now Iowa and the Kirov were headed straight for each other. He saw the speed display inch upward. �He�s going to do it,� Hammond said to no one in particular.
The German Chancellor looked over at him. �Do what?�
Hammond was almost beside himself. He had a look of complete satisfaction on his face. �The Iowa is going to take on the Russian battle group. I wish I was there with them.�
�But there are only three ships in the Iowa group. There are seven in the other,� the Chancellor exclaimed.
�I know. But they can do it,� Hammond said confidently. He turned to the watch officer. �Send to the Iowa via the link, good hunting, Hammond.�
Sir Richard burst into the room and rushed over to the two men. �I just heard. Wouldn�t miss this for the world. How soon will they meet,� he asked.
�About an hour. They are closing right now at about sixty knots,� said Hammond.
�Sixty? The Kirov can�t do much more than twenty five!�
Hammond chuckled. �I would venture Dan Kimberlain is down in his hole right now turning those shafts through force of will,� he said.
American Invasion Force
The incoming cruise missiles turned on their radars about one hundred miles from where they expected their target. At first, they saw nothing at all. The first one, then another target showed up on their radars about twenty degrees from where they had been aimed. The missiles turned toward their targets.
Hustvedt watched as the missiles tracked in. All of his ships were ready but had kept their cloaks on. He saw the missiles make a turn towards their targets. The missiles began dropping down to just 100 feet above the sea to skim in at a lower level. Their speed was supersonic. He turned to his watch officer. �Tell them to resume cloak and get the hell out of there,� he said.
Sixty miles to the south, eight Seahawk helicopters switched their cloaks back on and began moving quickly back to their ships with the rest of the invasion force. Within two minutes the cruise missiles screamed past their position and headed into southern Georgia. One by one they ran out of fuel and crashed in a large explosion in the mountains near Zoti.
USS Iowa
�We have a contact,� Skelly almost screamed into the sound powered phones. After an hour of searching along the bearing through his optics he finally saw what looked like a Top Pair radar antenna in the viewfinder. Within a second they had determined the range. �Target bears 122 at 60,000 yards.�
�It�s still too far for the machine,� said one of the fire control technicians.
�That�s okay,� said the Weapons Officer. �Now that we have him, he can�t get away.�
The range closed rapidly. Within ten minutes the data was entered into the Ford Rangekeeper and the computer began generating a solution for the guns. On deck, warning bells began sounding as the giant turrets began rotating along their roller paths to point toward their target.
In the turrets, the men heard the order, �All turrets, nine gun salvo, load.�
Immediately the projectiles rose from the projectile decks and were in position inside the gun house. The powders rose from the bottom of the turret in their elevators. The breeches opened and the ramps were lowered into place. First, the projectile was shoved by the rammers into the open breech to mesh with the rifling in the gun barrel. The rammer was retracted and the door for the powders opened. The first three and then a second set of three bags of powder rolled down into the tray and were more slowly rammed into the breech behind the projectile. Behind the gun, a primerman inserted a primer into the breech block and stood back. When the powders were in position, the rammer retracted, the ramps were pulled back, and the breech was closed and sealed. The guns elevated almost to a full 45 degrees.
�One one two, forty thousand yards,� reported Skelly.
�Set!� shouted an officer in Main Battery Plot. The computer was generating an accurate solution, keeping up with the pace of both the target and own ship.
The Weapons Officer pressed the button on the bitch box. �Bridge, main plot. Weapons are on target, plot is set. Request batteries released.�
Rhodes leaned over and pressed the button. �Weaps this is the Captain. You have batteries released at 38,000 yards.� He then ordered a slight left turn to unmask all the guns.
Everyone below watched as the dials spun down on the Rangekeeper. When they passed 38,000 yards, the Weapons Officer personally squeezed the trigger.
The guns roared to life sending a flame high into the air. The projectiles took a minute to get to their target. During that time a second salve was fired.
Aboard the Pyotr Velikiy
There was a sound of tearing linen just before nine rounds struck the sea on the starboard side of the ship some fifty yards away. The sound of the rounds going off shook the ship as water rose a good 100 feet above the waves.
�What was that?� screamed Admiral Kosygin.
Suvorov stared out the bridge windows in amazement. His worst fears had just come true. He turned in a rage to the admiral. �They are the shells of an American battleship, you idiot,� he yelled. �Where are they coming from?� he asked his deck officer.
�We don�t know, Captain. There is nothing on the radar.�
�Order the others to escape as best they can,� ordered the admiral.
USS Iowa
Skelly saw the rounds fall fifty yards to the right of the target. He called down to the plot. �Right five, no change in range. Fire for effect,� he called out.
In Main Battery Plot the corrections were entered into the Rangekeeper just before the third salve fired.
Rhodes ordered Spot two to shift to the Slava class cruiser Moskva. Turret three shifted to that target and opened fire.
Aboard the Pyotr Velikiy
The second salvo was also on the right side of the ship. �I need to know where these rounds are coming from,� he yelled to his radar operators.
�There isn�t anything there, Captain!� came the reply.
A lookout called into the pilot house. �Sir, I have something on the horizon dead ahead!�
Suvorov grabbed his binoculars and stared ahead. Just on the horizon was a smudge of something. It suddenly lit up.
�Fire the remaining two missiles on a bearing of 202,� Suvorov shouted.
The last two remaining antiship missiles belched out of their vertical launch cells. Once in the air, they turned to the prescribed bearing and dove to just one hundred feet above the water. Both headed toward Iowa.
Suvarov watched the missiles leave the ship and hoped he could get away from the bombardment. He began giving orders to turn the ship. Almost immediately a sixteen inch round struck the bridge of the ship, traveling twenty feet into the structure before exploding. It ripped off the bridge and she ship�s radar control room as well as starting a fire in two anti-air missile magazines. A second shell struck the now empty SS-N-19 missile launchers, tearing through the empty cells and exploding just over the keel. The ship buckled and appeared to bend just forward of the bridge.
USS Iowa
�Incoming missiles!� shouted the phone talker.
Rhodes looked down at the cloaking system and saw the green light. There wasn�t much more he could do but hold on. Coming at over Mach one, the missiles seemed to be headed straight for the ship. Rhodes grabbed the 1MC mike and shouted, �Missiles inbound. All hands brace for impact.�
The first missile streaked in and flew just over the after stack, still seeking a target. The second missile flew a little lower and looked like it would hit the bridge. Instead, it flew above them, a fin clipping one of the radio antennas, sending the missile spinning down into the sea. The explosion on impact shook the whole ship. The radio antenna snapped off just five feet above its base and fell over onto turret two.
The men stood up from their slightly protected positions and looked out. Almost to a man they let out a �Whew!�
The guns fired again without missing a beat.
Aboard the Pyotr Velikiy
Misha Slovatin had been assigned duties in the emergency steering compartment of the ship. He and the four others in the space were sweating from the hot hydraulic pumps and rams turning the giant rudders on the ship. The first round had caused the ship to shudder, but the lights were still on and the ship was still moving. The second hit picked them up and flung them down. The lights still burned, but they could feel the ship slowing.
A third hit put the lights out for good. The pumps stopped and everything got quiet. Even the ventilation quit working. The emergency lights came on and the senior petty officer looked at the others. �Grab the survival gear and let�s get out. There�s nothing we can do now,� he said slowly.
The men began making their way up the ladders to the stern of the ship.
The third round had struck the ship amidships and hit the reactor containment vessel. It was armored, but not enough. The vessel tore from its mountings and was forced partially through the bottom of the ship. The reactor split open releasing radioactive steam from its primary loop.
Moskva
It was a lucky shot. The Moskva was struck on the first salvo. The sixteen inch round penetrated down into the engine room amidships before going off. Flames and debris rose high into the air and the ship lifted up in the middle and settled back down. A second round struck an anti-air missile magazine. The ship erupted as the magazine detonated all at once. When the smoke settled, there was nothing left of her to be seen.
The Pyotr Velikiy
Slovatin and his mates made it through the ship to a hatch on the stern. The ship was beginning to list to port. Great geysers of water were being flung into the air around the ship as more rounds came in. Fire was pouring from somewhere forward and smaller explosions were felt and heard. Crewmen were running all over trying to escape the carnage. They saw huge clouds of steam rising from a gaping hole amidships and being blown forward, so they ran to a life raft canister just forward of the stern. It took all four of them to shove it over the side. They were gratified to see the capsule pop open and the raft inflate in the water. They were getting ready to go in when the fourth sixteen- inch round hit the gun mount one deck up from where they were standing. Misha felt himself being flung through the air before he lost consciousness.
USS Iowa
The Iowa slowed and watched as the huge ship began to sink. The cruiser and the Freedom had launched missiles toward the other ships. Several were reported sinking. Rhodes looked out over the water and gave a sad look at the doomed ship. He could see men scrambling all over the ship trying to push life rafts into the water. Unfortunately, most of the rafts were amidships and not reachable because of the steam and flames. He turned to the OOD. �Cease fire. Get hold of the deck department. I want some utility boats in the water to help pick these men up. This just turned into a rescue mission,� he said. Turning around he saw Father Danner standing behind him. �Father, I need you to get to the fantail and coordinate the efforts to get all those men aboard,� he said pointing toward the stricken ship. �Can you do that for me?�
Danner�s face broke into a grin. �No problem, Captain. Can we set up the messdecks as a holding station?�
Rhodes nodded. �Whatever you need. Just make it quick. We might have company.�
�On the way,� Danner said as he left the bridge and began making his way back aft.
Upon reaching the fantail Danner found Boats Patnaude already working with a crew to launch one of the 40 foot utility boats. Looking to starboard the Pyotr Velikiy was still two miles distant, but he could hear the moaning of the hull, the crackling flames and distant yells as the ship began breaking apart. Danner watched as it slowly turned over to port until the radar antennas touched the water and kept going. The forward part of the ship seemed to break off from the rest and sank rapidly. The after part of the ship clung to the surface for a while. There was a large piece of rounded steel sticking partly out of the bottom. It was glowing red hot.
The forward part of the remaining hulk rapidly dipped below the surface and began carrying the rest with it. The last thing the men on deck saw was two large screws and rudders glistening in the sunlight before they too descended under the surface in a wash of foam and bubbles. The sea surrounding the ship was littered with men trying to get aboard the life rafts which were now popping to the surface after coming loose from their cradles on the ship.
The Iowa got closer and a boat was launched. Danner told the men to try and help pick up as many survivors as they could. The water temperature was only about 40 degrees. People would freeze to death in minutes.
The boat shoved off and eased into the mass of bobbing sailors. The crewmen started helping them onboard. A second boat was launched and moved further into the floating mass. When one boat filled, it latched onto some already filled life rafts and towed them back to the Iowa.
Misha Slovatin regained consciousness to see the side of a ship just beside the raft. A set of hands grabbed him and he felt himself being hoisted out of the raft and onto a big ship. Something was funny. The uniforms were different. One of the men spoke to him in English � something he learned in school. Then it dawned on him that this was an American ship. A smiling officer with a cross on his collar looked him over and told some sailors to get him below. He went down some steel stairs and found himself in a brightly lit space that was warm. He was given a towel to dry off with and he was ushered to a corner just to stay out of the way. In a few minutes, a man came by and gave him a mug of soup. After a few sips he began to shake as the cold let go of him and he began to warm up. A young man came over and looked at a bump on his head. After a moment the young man looked at him and said, �You�ll be okay. Just rest here for a while until we can find a place to let you lie down.�
Remembering his English, Misha stammered out, �Thank you.� The guy gave him a wink and went to the next man. Looking around Misha saw that the large room was now filled with Russian sailors.
Petrivka
The old air base hadn�t been used in over thirty years. But when all the other bases had been hit, Major Vasilev had landed his flight of ten Sukhoi SU-25 bombers on the old runway and taxied over to the dilapidated hangars. His orders had been to rush down and attack American ships making the landings in Georgia, but the bases he was supposed to go to were nothing but rubble now. The hangars on the abandoned base weren�t usable, so the aircraft had to sit on the grass choked concrete pads just outside.
There were no telephones at the facility and he had to walk half a mile to an old house where the phones worked. Despite the urgency, it had taken hours for the trucks to arrive to refuel and restart the aircraft, but now they were ready. The word had come from the Naval Headquarters that American ships were attacking the Black Sea Fleet. It gave a latitude and longitude.
Vasilev climbed into his plane and watched as the others did the same. They probably wouldn�t come back from this, but it was their duty. Going against the Americans with just bombs was simply not a good idea. The SU-25 was more suited for a ground attack role, although these had been modified to land on a carrier. His flight carried only general purpose 250 pound bombs.
The ground crews hooked up the power units and the aircraft were spooled up. Vasilev signaled for the others to follow and he began to taxi to the end of the old airfield. He hoped it was even enough for them to take off. He pressed his throttles to the maximum and his aircraft bound down the runway, bumping over potholes and other obstacles until it clawed into the air. In just two minutes he was gratified to see all of his flight take formation around him. They turned toward the reported fighting.
USS Iowa
Despite the sinking there were hundreds in the water. Some had made it into rafts while others desperately tried making their way to the boats in the near freezing water. Onboard the Iowa, the crew worked desperately to get as many of the sailors onboard and comfortable as they could. Danner�s instructions were to get the most seriously injured below to the after messdecks for triage and let the others go to the forward messdecks and Chief�s mess. The officers were sent to the wardroom where they could rest. No one was questioned about anything, but the crewmen were surprised that so many of the sailors seemed relieved to be �captured� and out of the war.
The ship�s cooks had already left their stations to prepare hot soup and sandwiches for the Russians. Blankets were stripped off the engineering racks below to help them stay warm and dry off. The Russian uniforms were made of wool, which did not lend them to being put in a drier. The sailors were told to get out of their uniforms and keep warm in the blankets while the laundry tried to �cool dry� the uniforms.
Doc Dickerson and his team took the worst of the injured to sick bay. Burns were given first priority. Other injuries, such as deep lacerations were next. Soon sick bay was full and the wardroom was switched to a battle dressing station for the less seriously injured. Everyone pitched in.
In the Air over the Black Sea
Vasilev watched his radar to see any ships below. There was nothing. Flying at 10,000 feet, the gray daylight made the sea look dark and cold. With nothing on his screens, he wondered at the directions he had been given. Calls to his controllers repeated the same instructions and the same position. If he didn�t find them soon, he might have to return to base. He was definitely not going to ditch in that sea.
USS Iowa
The Link showed the slower moving aircraft coming close. With the ship stopped, Rhodes hoped they would not be seen. The cloak could do wonders, but it didn�t make them invisible to someone looking at them. Luckily, from the air, it was usually a wake that caught a pilot�s attention. Right now, Iowa was sitting still. Only the utility boats were moving. �How�s it going back aft?� Rhodes asked one of the watch standers.
In a minute the word came back. �Only about half so far, Captain.�
Rhodes nodded. �Tell them there are some aircraft in the area. Hurry it up,� he said.
�Aye, sir.�
On the fantail, Father Danner had his hands full. There were more than he had expected. Urging his team on, they continued helping the injured down the ladders into the messdecks area.
In the Air over the Black Sea
It was a fluke. A shaft of the sun shone down on the water through the grey clouds and Vasilev saw something. Picking up his binoculars, he stared at the area of the sea. There appeared to be a large ship stopped. What�s more, there were boats in the water around yellow life rafts. There was no doubt the ship was an American and that they were picking up survivors of another ship. He keyed his radio.
�This is vulture flight. I have a large American ship that looks to be picking up Russian survivors in the water. I see yellow life rafts that match the ones we use. They appear to be rescuing them, over,� he reported.
�Vulture flight, attack that ship and sink it, over,� came the reply.
�This is vulture leader, I say again, they are helping rescue Russian sailors. If we attack, we will be killing our own people, over,�
A different voice came on the line. �This is Admiral Kratich. Vulture leader, you have your orders. I do not care what they are doing. That ship must be sunk! Now carry out your orders,� he said.
�I understand, Admiral, but you realize we are only carrying small bombs. They will not be able to sink this size ship, over.�
�Quit wasting time! If you cannot sink it, then damage it so we may finish the job later. Do your job!�
�Vulture leader, roger,� Vasiley said in disgust. He shook his head. How could the man order them to kill their own people? There was no reasoning. He motioned for his people to follow him as he turned toward the giant ship.
USS Iowa
Rhodes saw the turn towards them. He punched the bitch box. �Bridge, Strike. All ahead flank! Get us underway fast. Those planes just turned toward us.� Then he grabbed the 1MC mike. �Incoming aircraft, clear the decks!� he called out as the ship began to move.
Down below, the directors turned toward the aircraft and turned on their radars. Using their optics, the five inch mounts began unloading shells at an alarming rate to attempt to stop the Russian pilots. The radars could not be used with the cloak, but their signal might trigger the �VT� fuses on the projectiles when they got near an aircraft. In secondary plot, the old computers could not generate a solution for these aircraft. They were much faster than what the Rangefinder was designed for. It made no difference. The mounts were shooting under local control.
On the fantail, Danner heard the announcement. He leaned over the side and got the attention of the boatswain�s mate in the utility boat. �Get away from the ship and save as many as you can! We�ll come back once this is over,� he yelled over the guns.
The Boatswain waved up to him and turned his utility boat away from the ship. Looking back, he saw Danner raise his hand in the sign of the cross and looked like he said a short prayer before turning back to the others.
Danner turned toward Boats Patnaude. �Boats we got to get these people to safety if we can.�
�Too many. Let�s get as many as we can between the aft superstructure and turret three. At least there we can give them some protection. We can put some in the after passageways,� Patnaude shouted.
The Iowa crew helped the sailors get off the fantail. With the sudden vibration of the screws, the Russian sailors didn�t need coaxing. Someone closed the hatch leading below as the ship turned sharply.
In the Air over the Iowa
�The deck is full of our people,� cried one of the pilots. Vasiley felt awful. Nothing prepared him for this. �I know. First section, follow me down,� he ordered.
Vasiley pushed over into a shallow dive. The great ship was moving, trying to maneuver away. He intentionally dipped slightly so that his bomb would strike the water on the side of the ship away from the rafts and boats. When he pulled up and away, he saw the explosion a good twenty yards from the ship. He could always blame his miss on the ship�s maneuvering. The second aircraft did the same. Not so the third.
USS Iowa
The first two bombs went off with a deafening roar, sending showers of seawater cascading over the deck and causing the men to dive for what cover they could. The third hit the deckhouse just aft of turret three, blasting the small metal structure to pieces and sending bits of metal and teak flying.
Danner had thrown himself over two of the sailors still on the fantail. He felt something burn into his buttocks. Damn, he thought. Leave it to the priest to get shot in the ass. After another explosion in the water, he got to his feet and got the sailors moving again. Unfortunately, there were a number of people not moving. Despite his wound, Danner tried to get to the men on deck.
The after hatch sprung open again and people climbed out to help. Danner made his way, one by one, calling attention to those still alive. He came upon one young man propped up against the turret three barbette. He waved at Danner as he approached.
Danner looked down at the young man. He was still in his battle gear, but there was a pool of blood under him. The name �Flannigan� was on his uniform. �We need to get you inside, Flannigan,� he said cheerfully as he reached for him.
The boy stopped him. �Father, don�t touch me. I can�t feel my legs. I think my back is broken,� he said.
Danner smiled at him. �Then we need to save the rest of you,� he said. �I�ll help get you down below,� he said as he removed the boy�s helmet.
Someone yelled to Danner, �There�s more incoming! Father Danner, you need to get below!�
�I�ll be okay,� Danner yelled back. He turned to the boy again and reached down to pick him up.
Once again, the boy stopped him. �Father Danner, please, it hurts so bad when I try to move. Besides, you need to get the rest of these people out of here,� he said. Flannigan looked up at Danner. A trickle of blood came from his lips. �Father, I haven�t been to Mass in a long time. Matter of fact, I guess you�d say I�ve not been such a saintly guy lately. Is it too late for me?� he asked with sincerity. There were almost tears in his eyes.
Danner smiled down at the boy. �Nah, it�s never too late.� He reached into his pocket and took out a small kit. Opening it, he pulled out a stole, kissed it, and placed the purple side up over his neck. Taking out a small bottle of Holy Oil, he clumsily wet his thumb with it before making a thick sign of the cross on the young man�s forehead. There were more tears in the boy�s eyes now as Danner patted him on the shoulder and said, �Let us pray.�
The second flight of planes began their run. By now, the ship was doing nearly twenty knots and maneuvering radically. Once again, two of the bombs missed. The third struck the side of turret three doing nothing to the turret but showering the area with shrapnel.
The final flight was making its run when they exploded in midair. The bridge crew looked out to see Royal Navy Lightnings zoom overhead. Calling a cease fire, the bridge crew saw the lead fighter wag its wings at them as it circled by. Rhodes appeared on the bridge to see the spectacle.
�They are from the HMS Queen Elizabeth,� Rhodes said. �Thank God for the British. Now let�s get back to pick up the rest of our people,� he ordered.
They stopped as they heard an explosion through the hull of the ship. It wasn�t close, but a far-away sounding noise. One of the lookouts shouted, �Explosion in the water bearing 297 degrees!�
Everyone on the bridge peered at the area with their binoculars. Several saw a froth in the water where something had just happened. It appeared to be around five miles away.
�Sir, there�s a submarine surfacing on our port side!� shouted another lookout.
Rhodes saw the black shape of a conning tower rise slowly above the surface of the water. It was only a few hundred yards away and Rhodes was about to have his secondary battery open up on it when he saw the flashing light from the small shape. He could hear signalmen rushing across the deck above and the clatter of the signal light shutters. In just a minute the signalman rushed down to Rhodes and handed him the hand written message.
CO TO CO,
HI DAD. JUST SANK A KILO TRYING TO GET IN TO YOU. THE AREA IS NOW CLEAR.
LANDRIDGE, CO, USS IOWA

Rhodes looked at the message and then at the submarine. There was a man waving from the conning station. Rhodes raised his hand in salute. He called the signalman over. Gathering a blank pad, he wrote:
CO TO CO,
THANKS SON. I�M BUYING THE FIRST BEER.
RHODES, CO, USS IOWA

The signalmen murmured �Cool,� then rushed to his signal lamp and snapped out the message. Rhodes then picked up the 1MC mike and pressed the button. �This is the Captain, speaking. For those who want to see our offspring, USS Iowa, SSN-797, is cruising off our port side. That explosion you heard was her taking out a Russian sub trying to get to us. Why don�t you come up and say hello.�
The doors and hatches on the port side of the ship opened and men began coming out to have a look. They waved at the small black shape as it moved along the side of the ship. The men on top waved back franticly.
In the middle of the celebration, one of the phone talkers called out. �Captain, the Damage Control Assistant says you need to get to the fantail. He says it�s urgent,� the young man reported.
�On my way,� said Rhodes as he turned to make his way aft.
Rhodes walked out of the after hatch on the port side and saw a small crowd beside the turret three barbette. The crowd was quiet and parted as he approached. Some appeared to be crying.
Lying at the base of turret three were the bodies of Father Danner and Seaman Flannigan. The bomb blast had gone off nearby and had slammed Danner over onto Flannigan. They lay just inches apart. The look on both faces was one of peaceful contentment. Danner�s right arm was flung over the boy. The purple stole had been blown partially off his shoulders and was draped over both men. The sign of the cross on Flannigan�s forehead was caked with dust, and the mirror image of the same sign was also on Danner�s forehead. The bomb had slammed their heads together in this one act of grace.
Rhodes looked down at his priest. He got down on his knee and said a prayer. The others joined him. After a moment, he stood and turned to the Damage Control Assistant. �Leave them be,� he said. �Take care of the others first. Let the good Father remain with the young man he saved.� That was when he noticed Flannigan�s hair through the dust. A slight smile crossed his face. �Thank God for the redheads,� he mumbled before turning and heading aft toward where Patnaude was waving him over.
The Iowa slowed as she neared the small flotilla of boats and rafts. As she came to a stop, Rhodes was amazed. The boats and rafts were filled with men. He waved to them and amazingly most of the men waved back.
As one of the utility boats neared the accommodation ladder, Rhodes called down, �Did you get them all?�
The Boatswain smiled and yelled back, �Every last one, Captain,�
Rhodes gave a thumbs up and then looked down at the upturned faces. He could see the relief and appreciation for being rescued. He called back, �How many bodies do you think we need to retrieve?�
The Boatswain gave him a puzzled look. �Haven�t seen any, Captain. We went all round the area and everyone we saw we picked up,� he said.
Doc Dickerson heard the exchange and came over. �That can�t be, Captain. This water is around forty degrees. A man can�t survive more than a couple of minutes without some sort of protection. These guys are in wool uniforms,� he said.
�Maybe they sank,� Patnaude offered.
�No, they would still float for hours,� said Rhodes. �Get these guys aboard and send the boat to check again,� he said.
It took another two hours, but in the end, no bodies were found floating on the sea. That is when Captain Rhodes realized he had just witnessed a miracle.
In the Air over Ukraine
Major Vasiley led the remaining three aircraft back home. They hadn�t seen the other aircraft come in and there was not much they could do about it. Instead, he had pressed his throttles to the limit and headed home.
He had watched as the bombs appeared to kill many of the people on the deck. He cursed his superiors with each breath. This was not what he had joined the military service for. He still had some notion of right and wrong in how a war should be fought. This was definitely wrong. Something had to be done. The question was what it would be.
Berlin
�The Iowa group is back underway. The Iowa sank the Kirov and the Moskva. The Port Royal and Freedom sank another destroyer and two frigates. Iowa was struck twice with little damage. She currently has over four hundred Russian crewmen aboard that they rescued. The Port Royal has another seventy and the Freedom fifty seven. Too bad they were a little too far away to help the Iowa, but it turned out alright,� said the briefer.
�So for all intents and purposes, the Black sea Fleet no longer exists,� said Hammond.
�Pretty much. They have some patrol boats and such, but nothing major,� the briefer said.
Hammond sat back and let out a long breath. �I was expecting far worse from them. Using the helicopters for decoys was brilliant. Where are the missile boats now,� he asked.
�They are loitering around about 150 miles away. They were headed toward the landings, but stopped about ten minutes ago.�
�We�ll need to take care of them too. They probably all carry missiles,� Hammond said.
�I�ll send a message to Admiral Hustvedt,� said the briefer.
Aboard the R-44
Captain Kuroki Potemkin was getting seasick. His little missile boat, R-44, was not really designed for open ocean cruising. At only about 240 tons, she bobbed like a cork. She was also top heavy. Because of this, the delay because one of the other boats broke down was making it much more difficult to keep the ship in any trim. The Shtil, a Nanuchka class corvette had lost one of her engines and was wallowing in the choppy seas trying to fix the problem. The Captain in charge insisted they all go in together.
He felt it coming and couldn�t stop it. Rushing to the bridge wing, he leaned over the side and let go. After heaving for almost a minute, he opened his eyes only to see a trail of vomit running down the side of the ship to the main deck. He instantly felt better, but he knew it wouldn�t last. The embarrassment was worse. To lose one�s lunch in front of your crew was not something to instill respect.
He heard a whistle blow and saw the Shtil begin to move. At least they were underway again. Giving the order to return to base course and speed, the R-44 began to ride much better in the seas. He watched the Nanutchka corvette plowing along. Potemkin wondered why she came along at all. Of all the missile boats, hers had the least range. Even worse, they were the least reliable. It would take another thirty minutes before they reached launch range. He couldn�t wait to get there and get this job over with. Any moment now he expected the American navy to swoop in and blast them from the sea. At least his boat had the best chance of getting away. The R-44 was a hydrofoil and he could be up on the foils and out of any situation in a matter of seconds.
Potemkin breathed in great lungfulls of air. It helped clear his mind and possibly keep the seasickness away for a time. His crew was doing their jobs, making sure the ship was exactly where it was supposed to be. The radio suddenly crackled to life. Someone screamed �American aircraft!�
Coming in high, they had been given away by vapor trails. The aircraft were still at some distance away, but the Russian commander wasn�t taking chances. �Launch all missiles,� came the order.
One by one, each boat fired its anti-ship missiles. They were various types, some supersonic, others not. The last to fire was the old Shtil. By that time, Captain Potemkin had ordered the foils lowered and his diesels were running at full revolutions. Long before the aircraft began their bomb runs she was doing 42 knots back towards Sevastopol.
USS America
The Eyeball system immediately put the missiles through Link 16 and the landing forces went to full alert. Unfortunately, through dumb luck, the missiles were all tracking straight toward the landing forces. The cloaking systems were still on and Hustvedt was counting on it to keep the ships safe.
Captain Donner was in a sweat. He had almost been that way from the moment the ships had entered the Black Sea. He paced around the ship�s combat information center plying his people with questions, often interrupting the work they were doing trying to protect the ship. �How many now?� he asked.
�There are twelve missiles spread out over a distance. Most are within a ten degree arc. Only about three are coming anywhere near us. All have a bearing drift. We�re safe as long as they can�t see us on radar. So far that cloak has worked pretty good,� said the Ship�s Weapons Coordinator.
�How do you know we�re in the clear?� demanded Donner. �It looks like those three are coming right down our throat!�
�It�s not as it looks, Captain. We are seeing a right bearing drift on these two and a left one on this one.� the coordinator assured him.
�But how close will they come?�
�Closest will be around 1,000 yards.�
�That�s too close for me,� shouted Donner already in a lather. �I want you to bring the ship�s weapons systems online. Shoot those missiles down!�
�But Captain, they are going to miss us. If we turn the systems on, they will lock into us and we run a much greater risk of��
�I ordered you to engage those missiles! Do it now!� Donner screamed as he reached over and turned off the cloak.
Almost immediately the three missiles and two others turned toward the America. Getting the weapons systems up and tracking took time � something they did not have with missiles traveling beyond the speed of sound. The missile launcher spun to starboard. One of the missiles flew out of the launcher and exploded an incoming missile just three miles from the ship. The Close-In Weapons System got another. The next was just too close.
�We�re going to get hit!� shouted the Coordinator. �What do you want me to do now, Captain?�
Donner stood and stared at the screen. His eyes were filled with terror. He let out a whimper.
�You bastard,� growled another officer.
The missile hit just over the Combat Information Center, tearing into the compartment and exploding, killing everyone there and starting fires over a wide area. A second missile came in striking the starboard side of the bridge overhang. A third struck just forward of the midships refueling station on the starboard side. With each hit, the ship shuddered violently. Flames engulfed the area of the hits and smoke began billowing out of the ship.
In Flag Plot, the lights and displays went out. The emergency lights came on and Hustvedt went over to the bitch box. �CIC, Flag plot.� There was no answer. �Bridge, Flag plot.� Again no answer. He happened to glance at the gyro repeater and noticed that the ship was turning. �Have you got coms with the bridge or CIC?� Hustvedt asked.
The talker shook his head. �No sir. The last thing I heard was that the Captain turned off the cloak.�
�He what?!� shouted Hustvedt. He turned to Jeffers. �Rod, get up to the bridge and see what�s going on. The space is getting hotter and my guess is we have fires, so watch your step,� he said.
�On the way, Admiral,� Jeffers said as he dashed for the door. As he opened it, some thin smoke came into the room from the passageway. Jeffers made his way to the starboard side and took the first ladder going up. It took time. The smoke was getting thicker. In the middle of his trek he heard the Damage Control Officer shout over the 1MC, �Fire, fire, fire, fire in CIC, and on the hangar deck. Away damage control parties. Activate hangar deck sprinklers.�
By the time Jeffers got to the base of the island structure, some of the bulkheads were mangled and holed. Inside the structure firefighting parties were already at work trying to halt the fires within. The route to the bridge was completely blocked.
Undaunted, Jeffers went back out onto the flight deck and went aft to the rear of the island and entered the structure from there. At least the smoke was less. He made his way to one of the ladders and made his way up three levels onto the deck next to Pri Fly. Making his way forward, he could see some of the deck was scorched and buckling. Smoke still billowed up from below on the starboard side so he kept to the port side and made his way.
Below on the flight deck three of the Ospreys were sitting next to the island. They had just come in and had been refilled with fuel and equipment to ferry to the beach when the ship had been hit. A number of crewmen were working to get the aircraft ready to take off. But the most horrifying sight was just ahead of the ship. USS Enterprise was still at flight quarters launching aircraft, and USS America was turning right toward her.
Rushing forward, Jeffers made his way to the bridge wing and was about to enter when another cruise missile struck the Ospreys on the deck. One of the aircraft had been filled with a bladder of diesel fuel. Flames shot into the sky and pieces of aircraft flew everywhere. Jeffers felt something strike him in the back and fling him against the bulkhead. Stunned, he slowly got back to his feet. His left leg didn�t want to move as much. Looking down, he saw a tear in his pants and blood leaving a spreading stain on them. Looking back, he saw the flames completely covering his only escape route. Turning back toward the bridge, Jeffers noticed the ship was getting even closer to the Enterprise. He knew that when launching aircraft, the ship would not be able to maneuver. Cursing, he staggered on, reaching the door to the bridge.
There was nothing left of the windows in the front. The steel had been peeled away almost like a banana with one end still attached on the port side, but the rest lying across the missiles launcher forward. The bridge itself was a shambles. Charts were burning on the chart table and wires hung from their attachment points along the bulkheads and overheads. Several bodies were splayed across the deck. The ship�s helm was in the center of the area and had several holes in it. The binnacle, with the magnetic compass, was completely gone. Jeffers made his way and saw that the rudder was only a degree or two to port. He spun the wheel to starboard to change the ship�s course. He was gratified to see the ship�s rudder angle indicator begin to swing to starboard. He hoped there was enough time.
***
Aboard the Enterprise the bridge crew began to panic when they realized that the America was not changing course away from them. Orders were given to halt flight operations and her rudder was swung hard over. Second after agonizing second it seemed the two ships would hit, then suddenly the America began to turn. The captain of the Enterprise saw the change and ordered the ship�s rudder to hard left. As the stern of the Enterprise began swinging in the other direction, the America�s turn seemed to increase. The ships passed within 150 yards of each other. Only after the ships had passed did they see the damage to the America.
***
Jeffers made sure he was not steering toward another ship, then placed his rudder amidships. He grabbed the enunciators and ordered a reduction in speed. Looking around the bridge, he saw some movement in two of the people on the deck. One was a seaman who was bleeding from a gash on his head. The other was the ship�s Executive Officer. Jeffers went over to help.
The XO�s legs were at odd angles along with one arm. Jeffers eased him into a more comfortable position. �What about the rest of the bridge crew?� the XO gasped.
�They�re dead, XO. I got the ship pointed away from the rest of the formation. There�s one guy over here that is a little dazed, but he may be okay,� Jeffers reported.
The XO nodded. It was obvious he was barely holding on to consciousness. �I saw you swing the ship away from the carrier. Nice work. Damage control?� He suddenly winced in pain.
�They�re trying to get to us, but we�ve been hit four times and right now we�re alone,� Jeffers said.
�The cloak. The switch is beside the chart table,� the XO gasped. �CO turned the damn thing off.�
Jeffers got up and moved toward the chart table on the right of the bridge. A blast came from the front of the ship as a fifth missile struck the missile launcher just forward of the bridge and blew the launcher and the rest of the bridge windows over the side. Jeffers was lifted and thrown back by the blast ending up on the deck, his face and chest covered with cuts from flying metal shards.
Slowly he got himself up to a sitting position, then leaned forward and eased onto first one knee and then the other. Finally he managed to pull himself up and move, shakily, toward the chart table again. He found the small box with a switch and a light beside the chart table. He turned the switch and saw a green light come on. That was when he noticed a small fire erupt from near the door to the bridge. The door was glowing slightly and the paint was melting away. Jeffers was moving much slower. Not only had the blast given him another shock, but had caused him to be slightly dizzy. Grabbing the seaman, he ordered, �Help me with the XO.�
The seaman got to his feet and helped Jeffers move the XO away from the bulkhead and prop him beside the helm console. Then he went forward to make sure they were still in the clear. The other ships had moved away. On their starboard side a German frigate was keeping them company. He saw that teams were manning fire hoses along the frigate�s side ready to help put out the fires. He went as far as he could where the deck ended and waved to the ship. He saw an officer on the bridge wave back.
Suddenly the 1MC crackled to life. �Bridge, this is the Damage Control Officer. We need to turn the ship to go with the wind. Do you hear me? Turn the ship to go with the wind.�
Jeffers looked around the bulkhead and saw how the flag was blowing, then turned back inside the tattered structure. Looking around the bridge, the 1MC circuit had been torn off the bulkhead and none of the bitch boxes seemed to work. Looking along the overhead, even the radio circuits were a mess. Then he saw the handle for the ship�s whistle. Reaching up, he gave it a pull. The whistle gave a short blast. Looking back at the frigate, the ship began pulling away. Thank god someone could figure it out, he thought. Then he turned the ship�s wheel to starboard again.
The ship began moving into the general direction the flag was blowing. After a few corrections where he had to go back out and look at the flag, he got it close, then slowed the engines until the flag was almost limp on its halyard. Between conning the ship and caring for his two charges, Jeffers was kept too busy to mind his own wounds. Small puddles of blood appeared around the helm console, yet, he maintained his watch over the ship. Since there was no gyro repeater working and the magnetic compass was gone, there was no way of knowing what course they were on. Instead, he went back to the starboard side and looked down at the frigate which had returned to her position. He waved and the same man came out on the bridge wing.
Jeffers cupped his hands and shouted, �No compass and no coms. Need to have zero relative wind. I need to guide on you to maintain course,� he yelled down.
Jeffers saw the other man nod. �Will move ahead of you,� came the reply. Within minutes the frigate was ahead of the America and on course. Jeffers simply kept a relative position with the frigate. It made the job much easier.
On the bridge wing of the frigate, Captain Hufnagel turned to his navigation team. �Take the ship ahead of the America and steer a course with zero relative wind,� he said. �Secure the firefighting parties on the deck but have them ready if needed.� His crew jumped to the task and the frigate maneuvered to a position 500 yards ahead of the America and adjusted their course and speed so that there was almost no wind across the deck. He turned to his deck officer. �I am going aft. I�ll relay any commands through the after lookout watch,� he said.
Making his way to the stern of his ship, Hufnagel watched as the huge American turned to follow him. Looking through his binoculars he could see fires all around the bridge structure, but there was only one man moving on the bridge itself. With the entire front of the bridge structure torn away, he watched him both steer the ship and tend to two other crewmen lying nearby. My God, he�s all alone, he thought to himself.
It took forty five minutes before the men heard water and voices along the rear bulkhead by the door. When the door was finally pried open, the men saw Jeffers standing beside the ship�s wheel, covered in his own blood. A seaman was tending the XO, lying to one side of the steering console. Rushing in, they brought in stretchers to get the men out. Jeffers waved them away, but the XO stopped them. �No, take this man first. He has done more than his share this morning.�
�Tell the helmsman to take station on that frigate. She is keeping us going with the wind,� Jeffers said. One of the officers nodded and called for a sailor to take the helm.
Refusing the stretcher, the men walked Jeffers down the hot, smelling, burned out shell of what once was the ship�s island. They were passed by more men who gathered the XO and the seaman. After descending several ladders and moving down some now clear corridors, they entered lighted spaces. He was reassured that sickbay was not far. Somewhere along the way, Jeffers passed out.
He woke to find his forehead bandaged. His uniform had been removed and he was in a bed wrapped in clean sheets and a blanket. He lifted his head and looked around. The space was full of people in various states. Some were walking around with simple bandages while others were getting IV fluids. Despite all the people, it was quiet in the space. Everything was in order and people were working with a purpose. A figure came up next to his bed.
�I see you�re finally back with us,� said a friendly female voice.
Jeffers looked up to see the smile of Petty Officer Carter from the bluegrass band. �Nice to see a familiar face,� croaked Jeffers.
She reached in and felt his pulse. �Yea, I get around. You�ll be leaving soon. The Doc sewed up your wounds while you were out of it. Told me there won�t be any scars. Too bad. Most gals like a guy with war wounds,� she joked.
Jeffers chuckled and felt some of the stitches on his face tighten. He still smiled. �You did that on purpose.�
Carter laughed. �Not really, but we are going to move you. We really need the bed. You feel like getting up?�
�I�ll try,� he said. Jeffers rolled his legs out of the bed and slowly pulled himself up as Carter helped him along. He had on one of the hospital gowns. Carter gave him a bathrobe.
�Try and bring the robe back when you can,� she said. �Come on.�
She led Jeffers to a seat outside an office. In a few minutes the doctor came out and ushered him inside. �Have a seat,� he said.
The doctor looked over a few things, then turned to face Jeffers. �Commander, you seem to be the hero of the day. I must have pulled a pound of sheet metal out of you. Most of it was pretty small. The worst was in your left leg. Don�t worry, I got it all out. You lost some blood, but I just don�t have any to spare for you, so take it easy for a few days. Drink a lot of water. Don�t shower until I take out the stitches. I am giving you some pain medication, but don�t take it unless you really need it. You might want to just take it at bedtime to help you sleep. I have also given you some antibiotics just in case. I don�t know where those Russian missiles had been,� he joked. �Really and truly, Commander, take it easy a few days and you�ll be fine. Come in next Tuesday and I�ll take the stitches out,� he instructed. �Any questions?�
Jeffers smiled and shook his head. �To tell you the truth, Doc, I�m too dazed to ask. Just get me to my stateroom and I�ll be okay,� Jeffers said.
The doctor grinned. �Good enough. If these wounds bother you, come back down and I�ll take another look, otherwise just get well.�
Jeffers nodded, the turned again. �By the way, how are the XO and that seaman? I hope I didn�t kill them.�
The doctor sat back and smiled. �Don�t worry about them, they�re fine. The XO won�t be walking for a while, but he�ll make it. Same for Seaman Kern. They had a lot of good things to say about you,� he said. �Now get out of my office,� he chuckled.
Jeffers shook his hand and left. Petty Officer Carter led him back through the maze of passageways to his stateroom. Fortunately, it was nowhere near the fires and his belongings were intact. He lay in his bed for a few minutes before getting back up and putting on another uniform. He was getting ready to try and get something to eat when the phone rang.
�Commander, the Admiral would like to see you in his quarters if you feel up to it,� said the person on the other end of the line.
�I�ll be right there,� Jeffers said. He grabbed his cover and left his stateroom. The admiral�s quarters were not far up the passageway. He knocked on the door and was beckoned in.
Hustvedt looked at the tired and mangled body of the man in front of him. He walked up and placed his hands on Jeffers� shoulders. �I thought we had lost you, Rod. I am so glad we didn�t,� he said as he ushered the man to a chair. He noticed that Jeffers sat down gingerly. �The doctor told me how you were wounded. The XO told me what you did. Rod, I am at a loss. You single handedly saved this ship and prevented a collision with the Enterprise. Then you maintained your post until relieved, saving the lives of two members of the crew including the ship�s executive officer. That�s a fair day�s work for any man,� he said. �How are you feeling?� he asked.
�Just tired, sir. I was going to get something to eat and get back to bed like the doc said. I don�t think I�ve ever felt this tired,� Jeffers said.
Hustvedt called his orderly and ordered food brought in as they talked. Hustved wanted to know everything that happened from the time he left Flag Plot until that moment. He took notes.
After the meal, Jeffers looked more refreshed. He turned to the Admiral, �Sir, how are the landings going?�
Hustvedt grinned. �Far better than we could have expected. Our troops are far inland and the Turks are pushing hard up through Georgia. I just heard from our friend that he ordered the Italians and Spanish not to stop at the Slovak border. As Richardson swings back west, she will continue to the Crimea while the Turks continue north. We have taken out all the military bases within five hundred miles. The idea is to continue your plan and add more to it as long as we can. But as of now, the landings are complete. The secondary supply units are here and they are preparing to take in supplies and disembark more troops. From here on, everything will come in through Turkey. Your plan, was a tactical and strategic success in all areas. Good job,� he said. Hustvedt started to slap him on the arm but remember his wounds in time.
�I understand the doctor wants you to rest up a few days. Well, I have to shift my flag. We are going over to the Wisconsin tomorrow. While these guys make some temporary repairs, you stay aboard and heal up. In four days I will send a helicopter to pick you up and bring you over to rejoin us. Take a break, Rod. Of all my staff, you deserve it,� Hustvedt said.
Jeffers said, �Thanks,� then made his way back to his stateroom.
USS Iowa
�Okay, what do you suggest?� asked Captain Rhodes. The ship now had over 400 Russian sailors aboard. There weren�t enough racks aboard for each to have his own bed, so there had to be some compromises.
The Supply Officer scratched his cheek. �Well, we do have space for an admiral�s staff, but nowhere near enough. Out of the whole ship, I might be able to dig up about seventy spaces. For the officers we can bring in about ten. I�ll put three in the admiral�s cabin with some sleeping on the couches. Your sentry might not like the idea of having them that close, but they�ll have to get over it. I can put some of their senior enlisted in with the chiefs in their lounge. We can request some extra mattresses to put around the messdecks or down in the storage lockers, but mostly these guys will have to hot bunk it. That means 12 on and 12 off. I would suggest we transfer some to the other ships with us and then ask for an amphib to come take them all off. In the meantime, what do we do with them when they are awake? We can�t keep them down in the messdecks all day. I won�t be able to feed the crew,� he suggested.
�This could be a major security risk,� said the CO of the Marine Detachment. �If some of these guys wanted to damage the ship or do something rash, there wouldn�t be much to stop them if we let them roam free.�
�Yea, but aside from Strike and a few other spaces what�s classified aboard the ship?� asked the engineer. �And with our guys around, they will be watched round the clock.�
Boats Patnaude grunted. �Hell, why don�t we put them to work?�
Rhodes lifted his eyebrows. �What are you thinking Boats?�
Patnaude didn�t back down. �Captain, we have maintenance to do and spaces to get clean. I even have a mess to clean up back aft. I say we portion out some of the crew�s work and get some things done. It will let us keep them busy and keep an eye on them as well,� he said.
�What about the Geneva Convention? I�m not sure we can work these guys,� said the Operations Officer.
�Not if we make it a volunteer thing,� said Rhodes. �It will need to be just some general maintenance but that might work, especially since our crewmen would be there with them.�
�I can even take some to care for the sick Russians in sickbay,� said Doc Dickerson.
Rhodes nodded. �Okay we put them to work. Volunteer only, but I would say they should be getting pretty bored sitting on a steel deck by now with nothing to do. I want every department to come up with a plan to use some of these guys. Let�s get them busy as soon as we can. In the meantime, in addition to seeing about a new First Lieutenant, I�ll get off a request for mattresses of some kind to get these guys a place to sleep. I like the idea of using our storage lockers as berthing. They�re open and ventilated. We can work out head access and showers. Now how do we communicate with these guys?�
�A bunch of them speak some English,� said the Supply Officer. �They can translate to the others. Turns out, they teach English in their schools.�
�Then make this work, people,� said Rhodes. �Keep these guys busy until we can figure a way to get them off the ship. It may take a week or so, so do as best you can.�
USS America
The phone woke Jeffers from his sleep. He was still dog tired, but even a short nap had seemed to do some good. He picked up the phone.
�Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, this is Petty Officer Carter, in sickbay.�
�Yes, Carter, what�s up?� he asked groggily.
�Sir, your friend, Lieutenant Chambers asked for you to bring his guitar down to sickbay,� she said. There was something in her voice that caught Jeffers� attention.
�Sure. What�s it about� he asked.
There was a pause on the line. �Sir, you really need to bring it down. Bring yours as well. I�ll explain when you get here,� she said in a sad tone.
Jeffers sat up in his bed. �On my way,� he said as he hung up the phone. Putting his uniform back on, he grabbed his guitar and headed down the passageway to Chambers� stateroom. The door was unlocked and he saw the guitar sitting in the corner. With both in hand, he made his way back to sickbay, and hoped his friend only wanted to play for the troops.
Petty Officer Carter was waiting for him when he arrived. Instead of taking him to his friend, she took him back to the doctor�s office.
�Thanks for coming back,� the Doc said. �I wouldn�t bring you back unless I felt it was important.� He sat Jeffers down the chair. �Your friend Chambers is dying. His damage control party was fighting the fires in the hangar deck. After personally rescuing about ten sailors out of a compartment, a fuel line ruptured and sprayed flames all over the place. He still went in and brought out one more, but not without getting seriously burned. The burns I could deal with, but he was caught in the flames and inhaled the fire. His lungs are giving up. There�s nothing we can do for him but make him comfortable. When he asked for you, I had Carter call,� he said.
Jeffers looked stricken. They had talked about this only the night before. He wasn�t sure he could handle it. He looked up at the doctor. �Is there nothing that can be done?�
The doctor shook his head. �Not even if we were at Johns Hopkins. The only thing I can do is ease the pain. I�m sorry.�
Jeffers let out a sigh. �I better get in there then,� he said.
He left the office and Carter took him to a separate room where there were only two bunks. The top was empty. Carter warned him that Chambers had also been blinded by the flames, and to be prepared for the worst.
Chambers lay on the bunk propped up almost to a sitting position. His whole head was burned. There was no hair on his face or head and everything looked a mottled red and yellow. His neck looked the same up to where his uniform had protected him. Chambers� eyes were opened, but the corneas were white where they too had been burned. As they stepped into the room, Chambers turned his head slightly and asked, �Who�s there?�
Despite the hurt he felt, Jeffers put on a smile. �You look like shit,� he said.
A smile came over Chambers� face. �Hey. Glad you made it,� he said. Chambers lifted his hand and took Jeffers� in it. There were no burns on his hands because of the gloves he had worn. Jeffers took his hand in both of his.
�Got into trouble again, didn�t you,� Jeffers said.
�You know me,� said Chambers with a grin. The speech caused him to start coughing. There was blood in the cough. It sprayed over the white sheets. After a few seconds he stopped and lay back. He used a towel in his other hand to dab around his mouth soaking up more blood.
After a short time to catch his breath, he asked, �Remember what we talked about last night?�
�Yea.�
�Well, it looks like I�m not quite as stubborn as you are,� he gasped.
�Oh, I don�t know. Sounded to me like you did a lot of good.�
Chambers tilted his head. �I heard about you too. I guess over time a little bit of you did rub off,� he said. �Did you bring my guitar?�
Jeffers took his guitar out of his case and handed it to him. Chambers let it rest against his chest and his fingers ran over the frets and strings. �Thanks, man. I wanted to play her one last time.�
�It won�t be the last, you�ll��
�Come on now, we both know what�s happening. But having your best friend with you and playing together is not a bad way to go. When I get to where I�m going, I�ll get some guys together so you can join us some day � kind of like on the ship,� Chambers gasped. His voice was getting weaker. His breaths were becoming whiney.
Jeffers watched as Chambers� hands moved into a position on the frets and he began to play the Vivaldi Concerto. A peaceful look came over his face as he played. �It�s always been my favorite,� he sighed. He coughed a few times and continued.
Jeffers pulled out his guitar. �I have a surprise for you,� he said as Chambers played. He began playing an accompaniment he had made up to surprise him later on. The music blended into a beautiful duet. The simple melody and a soft harmonization filled the room and drifted out to the other parts of sickbay. Even the doctor stuck his head in to listen. As the music was played, Chambers lay his head back on the pillow. �That�s so nice,� he said.
They played for a couple of minutes when Chambers said just above a whisper, �Just a minute more please.� He began to play some wrong notes. His fingers were struggling to keep up. Then his guitar went silent.
Jeffers immediately switched to the melody. They had played the piece together many times. Now Jeffers would finish it for him. On the last notes, he looked at his friend. The color was already draining from his face. Carter felt for a pulse and found none. She eased his hands from the guitar and placed it beside the bed. There were tears in her eyes as she pulled the sheet over Chambers� face. Turning to Jeffers, she placed her hand on his arm. �I�m sorry, Rod,� she said through her tears.
Jeffers pulled her in for a hug. �It�s okay, Angie. He was happy.�
He put his guitar away and then grabbed the other. Jeffers looked at the doctor. �If it�s okay, I�ll take care of getting this to his family,� he said.
The doctor nodded. His eyes were wet as well.
Jeffers took the two guitars and left the space. For the first time in a long time, he felt very alone.
USS Iowa
Boats Patnaude was surprised at how many wanted to go to work. About thirty went outside to tackle cleaning up the mess the bombs had made. They began by pulling shrapnel out of the teak deck, then using welding torches to cut away the remnants of the after deckhouse that had been destroyed. Some went to apply grease to the steel cables on the boat davits and some of the other deck gear. To the Russians, it was just like some of the work they had done on their own ship. Several of the officers had tried to stir up trouble, but now they were keeping segregated from the others.
Misha Slovatin volunteered to help translate but then asked if he could go help in the ship�s after steering compartment. It was where he had served aboard his ship. Down deep in the stern of the great ship he came to a very familiar sight. The hydraulic rams were moving the rudder head just like on his ship. He sat down to watch and the young men on watch began to talk to him. Like most young people, curiosity got the better of them and they began talking and exchanging information about where they were from, what they did in their youth, their jobs aboard their ships and what it was like on opposite sides of the world. When one of the routine drills sounded and after steering took control, Misha was thrilled when they let him steer the ship. He would become friends with many of the crew.
Berlin
�So the America was the only one hit?� Hammond asked.
�Yes, sir. She took five missiles, but is steaming just outside the landing area, repairing her damage and getting ready to return home. Admiral Hustvedt said that the ship�s captain turned off the cloak just before the ship was hit and caused the missiles to lock in,� said an Army captain.
�I thought all the missiles had been reprogramed. Is it not working?� Hammond asked his intelligence watch.
�Actually, it is working quite well. Only two of our tanks have been hit and they were lucky shots from what I see. The air missiles are flying all over the sky and their artillery is hitting nothing but open ground. These missiles were from small patrol boats. It looks like the changes only go down to a certain level via the radio updates. They may get theirs from some shore command. In any case, by knocking out their satellites, the changes have to come via regular radio and we are jamming that. So far, it�s working,� the intelligence officer said.
�Well, we can�t predict everything, can we,� Hammond said with a smile. �Is there a closer place the America could be repaired?�
�Not really. She lost her bridge and CIC. Her hangar deck is a shambles. The best place for her is back home,� said one of the Navy staffers.
�Okay, send her home. Now how bad is the Iowa?�
�Fully operational as far as we can see. They rescued over 400 sailors and have to find places for them aboard. They did suffer a few casualties including their Deck Department Head. He got hit by the first bomb. They are requesting mattresses and a replacement, otherwise, they are ready,� said the Navy staffer.
Hammond thought a moment. �That�s still a lieutenant commander billet isn�t it?� he asked.
�Yes, sir.�
Hammond reached over and picked up the satellite phone. He dialed a number and it began ringing. �This is Admiral Hammond, let me speak to Admiral Hustvedt.� After a minute he came on the line. �Chris, it�s Roger. You all set for phase two?�
�Ready to go. The supply operations are already shifting to Turkey. The last of our supplies and equipment should go ashore this afternoon, then we are free and clear,� Hustvedt said.
�Good. Except for the America, you were able to do it without a hitch. Nice work. Did you see how the Iowa needs a department head?�
�Yes, sir, I saw. Do we have the same young man in mind?�
�Yes. Why don�t we send him TAD while I clear it through Naval Personnel? The way this is going, he should get plenty of time to make it count. When can he leave?� asked Hammond
�Hang on. You know he�s been wounded.�
Hammond sat straight up in his seat. A look of concern crossed his face. �What happened?�
Hustvedt relayed it all to him. Hammond felt pride rise in his chest for what his young friend had done. Yet he was still concerned about his wounds. �You writing it all up?� he asked.
�Every bit of it. I also have corroborating statements from witnesses. The doctor says he will be fine, but needs some rest. There�s one other thing. His best friend was killed. He may need some time for that as well. I ordered him to his rack and told him to stay there. I�m leaving the America today for the Wisconsin. He�s going to stay behind until the doctor releases him. Why don�t I order up an Osprey to take him to Iowa when Doc gives the okay?� Hustvedt asked.
�Sounds fine, Chris. Is there anything we can do from here?�
�No, Roger, he�ll be fine. Besides, a little time aboard your old ship will do him good,� Hustvedt offered.
Hammond took a second to remember what it was like aboard his ship. He grinned. �You may be right. Send him over, and when you talk to him, tell him I said to stay out of trouble.�
�Will do, Roger. You doing okay?�
�The usual headaches, but things are working. Let�s get this over with so we can go home,� Hammond said.
�I�m with you. Take care, Boss.�
�You too, Chris,� Hammond said as he hung up the phone. He sat back. �Damn. Smart as hell and brave too,� he said to no one in particular. There was a commotion at the far end of the table. Hammond got up to see what crisis had now been discovered.
Sakhalin Island
It only took twenty four hours. Thirty four foot by eight foot panels were set up next to the destroyed electric generation station outside Nogliki and connected to a set of transformers and converters. Those cables were then connected to the town�s electric supply. On signal, the black covers were pulled from the panels and the lights came on in every house in the town.
A food distribution station was set up at the old church and everyone was invited to come stock up on the same things the Americans were eating. Although the people didn�t speak much, they took the food and went their way. In some instances, if a person couldn�t read, special classes were set up to demonstrate how to use an MRE. By that night, the town was still lit up thanks to the battery trucks and two portable generators. The next morning, people were welcoming the Americans with open arms. It was too bad they had to leave. The American forces had already taken Korsakov at the southern end of the island. Teams were already deploying similar power stations along the way.
On the pier in Korsakov, the first of the ships was pulling in. These would bring supplies and their relief forces so the Americans could move onto the Russian mainland. The troops helping handle the lines were surprised at what they saw. Each ship flew the rising sun of Japan.


Chapter 14 
Panic

Moscow
�They simply are not showing up for their duty,� said General Ilianovic. �Over the past week over eight thousand young men have refused to come in as they were ordered. We sent people to their homes, but the parents say they are not there. We search the houses and we still can�t find them. Our quotas are being ruined,� he pleaded.
�Have their families arrested,� Borodin ordered.
�We have, but they still remain away. We even go to their extended families and get the same story. We have no idea where they are,� Ilianovic said.
Borodin slammed his fist on the table. �They have to be somewhere, damn it all!�
�I agree, but right now we are up against a stone wall. It is happening everywhere, in the cities and in the country. We believe those fliers being distributed are the cause, but we cannot even get them stopped. It is getting serious,� said Ilianovic.
Borodin let out a sigh. The pamphlets were everywhere and they had only caught a handful of people handing them out. He had to find the Patriarch and get it stopped. Until then, they needed people to fight the war. �Very well, if your young men and women aren�t willing to fight, the parents will take their place. Order in all men up to the age of forty and as young as sixteen. Reduce their training time by a week and get our numbers caught up. Anyone refusing to enter service will be arrested and tried as a traitor. Get those quotas filled!� he ordered.
Borodin turned to Pusko. �What�s this I hear about our missiles not hitting their targets?�
�It is true. Right now we do not know why. I ordered a look at the software. It�s also affecting our artillery and tanks. I told our forces to go back to the old way of visual sighting for the time being. It didn�t affect all of them. Our missile boats scored hits on ships in the Black Sea. I understand one large carrier was hit and is burning.�
�At least there is some good news. What about the other ships?� Borodin asked.
�We can�t verify it. Our air and fleet units have been decimated. I am trying to get a reconnaissance satellite up to overfly the area. We may know more then. Until then, we don�t dare send more planes. They are being shot out of the sky,� Pusko said.
Borodin got angry. He pointed his finger at Pusko. �Look, I don�t want to hear excuses. Our forces are falling back across the entire front. We have Americans in Georgia and on our eastern shores. I was just told the Japanese are involved and are taking back the Kurils. Even the Turks have invaded! We need to deploy forces to stop this incursion now! To not send in planes because they are afraid they might get shot down is absurd. We need the information on what we are up against. Get what you need in the air and don�t take no for an answer!� he demanded.
Pusko saw the anger in his president. He tried to ease the tension. �Of course I am trying to get things back in order. I share these with you because I am frustrated as well. My people are already at work on these things. Like you, I demand answers. Unfortunately they are slow in coming. You know I am totally with you on this,� he said softly.
The plea had its effect. Borodin�s eyes softened. �You are right, my friend. I know it is not of your doing. It just seems as if the Americans and the Europeans are too far ahead of us. We cannot lose this war. So we must do everything in our power to get our forces back on the advance. We know we outnumber them both on the ground and in the air. What if we sent huge forces at them like the Germans did in the Ardennes in 1944? We have the ability to sustain such an effort, unlike the Germans did. Might that work?� he asked.
�It could,� Pusko said with some thought. �We can draw back our forces in the oil fields and along the eastern and northern borders. If we concentrate our effort in one big push, it would cause them to expend their reserves, which means our forces would eventually be able to finish our objectives.�
�How long would it take?�
�At least a month to get everything in place. But once ready, there would be no stopping it.�
�Then let�s make the plans. We need to end this once and for all time,� said Borodin.
The meeting was ended and everyone filed from the room. The overhanging through on everyone�s mind was that Germany had lost the Battle of the Bulge. If this didn�t work, it would be the end of Russia as well.
USS America
Hustvedt knocked on the door and entered the stateroom. Jeffers was reading a book, but tried to get up when the Admiral entered the room.
�No, lay back down. I just wanted to stop by before we left. You feeling better?�
Jeffers stretched some. �I�m pretty sore right now. These cuts are starting to itch and I decided I don�t like pain medications. So I�m taking ibuprophen and toughing it out. One of the guys in the band brought over some books, so I�m getting my mind off my misery,� he said as he waved the book in front of him.
Hustvedt chuckled. �Well, I brought something to cheer you up.� He handed over a set of papers.
Jeffers looked them over. �TAD to USS Iowa? What for?�
�To take over as the department head for the ship�s deck department,� said Hustvedt.
Jeffers� eyes opened wide. �Will it count?�
�Hustvedt laughed. �Yes it will. You should receive PCS orders to that position within a few days. Roger promised he would make sure you got your tour and here it is. Their man was killed when the ship was bombed, so you go take his place. You�re done here anyway. Our command will detach and independently operate in the Black Sea until Richardson and the other forces link up somewhere in the Ukraine. Once that happens, we�ll all probably be leaving this glorified cesspool. So get over there and get this tour over. I have a feeling we�ll be at this a while, so make the most of it. Then go on for an XO tour and get a command of your own. That�s the pecking order and you are on your way,� Hustvedt said. �In the meantime, keep in touch. I appreciate all you�ve done and would love to serve with you in the future,� he said extending his hand.
Jeffers took it. �Thanks, Admiral. It�s been fun.�
Hustvedt winked at him. �Just take care of yourself. We�ll be seeing each other,� he said as he turned and left the stateroom.
Jeffers sat back and stared at the opposite bulkhead. Life was going on. He had lost a friend, but made many more. Now there was another opportunity provided by a previous friend. He would make the most of it.
Krakow
It was a slow process. The drones were used more often, preventing casualties for the Allied forces. A section of streets would be cleared, then occupied, and another section would be targeted. But the results meant that more Russians were killed than the Allies. In many cases, streets would be cleared with no Allied casualties at all. The platoon actions were working well and they were being expanded outside the city to pockets of resistance. Once again, technology was being used to take up the slack for the dirty job of clearing the enemy out of all the buildings. The heat weapons would get troops to try and move out of the way. When they did, they were exposed. The sound weapons would often clear a group out before the troops could get set up. But one of the most effective tools was what the troops called the Punisher. It was a grenade launcher that could be set to explode at a predetermined distance. This let the user hit targets behind walls or around corners. Nearly every kind of shell now had a digital component that helped. There wasn�t anything much to stop the Allied troops.
Master Sergeant Ricks called his top sergeants together for an early morning brief before the day�s operations. �Listen up, people. There are five new targets we have been assigned just outside the city,� he said as he pointed to the locations on the map. �The first is the rail yard near Podgorze. They have stockpiled material there on a train. The second is in the Institute of Environmental Sciences. They have occupied the dorms and some of the other buildings on campus. The third is the media center around Television Krakow where they are controlling broadcasts. The fourth is a wooded area just south of there where there is an encampment and the final one is up here to the east, where there is a wooded area with a small lake. This one is kind of segregated from the others out in farm country. There are about five hundred people using the lake as a rest area of sorts. Let�s get in there and break things up. The idea is to keep them on the move. No rest, no mercy. Just keep the pressure on. Any questions?� he asked.
Petyr raised his hand. �Master Sergeant, I know that last place. Once we get in there and block this road in, there�s not much of a way out except through these woods. We might want to use the grenades in these woods and drop them from higher up. I don�t much fancy going in down low with pistols,� he suggested.
�I agree. Why don�t you and your group lead this one? Any other questions? Then we kick off in thirty minutes. Get going,� ordered Ricks.
The men got up and left the room except for Petyr. He walked up to Ricks. �Dale, there�s something else we might try. Looking at the map, we are only five miles or so from our lines,� he said.
�Yea, so?�
�Ever think about taking prisoners?� Petyr asked. �I mean, several have thrown up their hands to our guys before. I have a feeling they are scared to death of these things. We might turn this into an advantage. If we go in today and the situation presents itself, let�s see if we can march these guys over the line?�
Ricks shrugged. �Sounds like a good idea, but we have to be careful that they aren�t pulling a fast one.� A puzzled look came over Petyr�s face and Ricks had to explain. �I mean, they may try and trick us,� he said.
�Still, it might work. The guys are getting tired of shooting people. If we could do it, I�d like to try,� said Petyr. �We even have a way of linking our speakers so that someone can make a big broadcast.�
Ricks nodded and slapped him on the shoulder. �Then give it a try. If any of them do surrender, we can arrange for them to get a free pass across our lines to some waiting troops. Nice idea,� he said. �But to make this work, we need more than just a platoon. I�ll get a few more to join in. If nothing else, we will scare them to death. I�ll come up once it�s arranged.�
�I�ll see you then,� Petyr said before heading off to his people.
***
As described, the lake was surrounded by trees and gave perfect cover for the men encamped inside. A kitchen unit had been set up and smoke rose from some of the tents. A number of men were in the small clearing about to get their first hot meal in a long time. Tents were all around the perimeter and there were about twenty trucks and armored vehicles near the lake. Small fires had been built near groups of tents to supply some warmth. It wasn�t much, but for troops who had been out in the cold for over a month, it was almost a paradise.
Suddenly the drones descended from over the trees and began coming up along the roadway. They swarmed in dropping grenades along the stacked supplies and on the mobile kitchen. The soldiers panicked and began running everywhere for cover. Anyone going for a rifle was shot. Several headed into the trees were turned back when they found grenades going off ahead of them. Very quickly the soldiers were herded into the center of the compound when a voice seemed to come from all the drones at once, �Keep your hands in the air. If you are peaceful, we will not kill you,� the voice said in Russian. Near one of the trucks, a man held up a rifle. A single shot from a drone which was directly behind him caused him to flop to the ground. One of the officers came out of his tent brandishing a pistol and screaming at the men to get to their rifles and fight. A single drone dropped down and went over to him. The man aimed the pistol and fired several wild shots. The drone operator moved in a little closer and shot the man between the eyes. Blood spurted from the hole in his forehead and he stood for a moment before crumbling to the ground. The rest quickly abandoned their weapons and raised their hands.
In the drone center, Petyr turned to Ricks. �Okay, you want them to walk or ride?�
�Let�s let them ride. It�s the best chance they will make it across alive,� said Ricks.
Petyr keyed his microphone. �Thank you for being so reasonable. Please do as we say and tonight you will be warm and fed. Do the trucks work?� He saw many of the men nod. �Good, leave your weapons and get in the trucks. Have the drivers go to the main road and turn right. You are to drive through the lines until we tell you to stop. We will be with you. As long as you do as we say, you will come to no harm. Now get everyone in the trucks.�
The soldiers did as they were told. They rushed to the trucks and climbed into the back until all were packed to overflowing. Some then climbed up on the running boards or held onto the sides as best they could. As the trucks moved out, a set of drones moved with them, some on each side and back and one on the top. They drove down the old dirt road past the farmhouse and turned right onto the paved main road.
In the center, Ricks was on the phone with the colonel in charge of the sector. �Yes, sir, there will be twenty trucks filled with Russian soldiers. They have surrendered to our drones and are headed your way. I have drones with each truck so you will be able to tell who they are. I may also have some of our guys keeping the forces opposing you in their holes as they pass. Just please don�t shoot these guys,� he said. After hearing a response, he said, �Yes, sir,� and hung up. He turned to Petyr who was seeing the last truck off. �All set,� he said.
Ten of the drones surged ahead of the trucks looking for anyone who might want to stop them. Along the way they saw several sets of troops moving along, but not very interested in much more than trying to keep out the cold. The guards at a checkpoint were eliminated along with several men manning machine gun positions beside the road. It was like a set of offensive linemen making way for a quarterback.
On the road, several of the men in the trucks were looking out at the drones. They were holding steady just a few yards away going as fast as the trucks were. One of the men sitting in the cab of a truck waved at the drone flying just a few feet away. He was surprised that the drone began tilting back and forth in response. He got the attention of the others who also began waving. They began to feel like their ordeal really was over.
***
After everyone had left the camp, Petyr and three others remained behind to make sure no one was hiding in the area. After several sweeps, they were satisfied and began making their way back out via the road. Petyr took his time. He wanted to see the house Freda had grown up in. It was a typical, colorful country farmhouse that looked undamaged by the war. As he came up the road, he saw someone come out of the house carrying a bucket. It was a female, and she made her way to the pump for the well.
Petyr gasped. It was Freda. Taking the controls, he rapidly moved his drone toward the farmhouse.
Freda had begun pumping the old pump to get water for the family. They had watched the Russians move away and she figured it was safe to go outside. The bucket was half filled when she heard a strange buzzing sound. Turning toward it, she saw the drone moving quickly towards her. She dropped the bucket and began running toward the house when she heard a voice.
�Freda!� Petyr almost shouted through the speaker of the drone.
She made it to the door and turned when she heard the voice. She was clearly frightened as she watched the flying apparition come closer to her. It was coming slowly now. She started to dart into the house when she heard it again.
�Freda, it�s me, Petyr.�
A puzzled look came over her face. �Petyr?�
�Dearest Freda, I thought you and the family were dead.�
Now she recognized the voice and her face turned to an expression of joy. �Petyr, it is you!� she said. She raised her hands to reach out, but didn�t know what to touch.
�Better not touch. I am flying this by remote control,� he said. �Is the family there with you?� Petyr asked.
Suddenly the door burst open and Rudy charged out with a large broomstick in his hand. Only Freda prevented him from beating the drone into pieces. �It�s Petyr!� she cried out.
Rudy stopped and stared at the machine.
�Hello Rudy,� Petyr said through the drone.
Sasha came out next, more out of curiosity than anything else. �So cool,� he said. Soon the whole family was out looking at the strange machine, smiling up at him.
�Our tenants here moved away, so after the building was hit, we decided to all come here,� explained Freda. �Since the Russians came a few days ago, we have been afraid to come out.�
�I saw our home. But I also saw one of your dresses and it looked like there was blood on it,� Petyr said.
�Freda helped one of the neighbors who was hurt. I couldn�t get the stains out,� said Petyr�s mother. �We had to leave so quickly there wasn�t time to really get everything, so we left it along with a few other things,� she said.
They spoke for only a few minutes before Petyr called things to a halt. �Look, I have to go back now. We are nearby and I hope when I can, to come home and see you. I�m just so happy to find you all alive,� Petyr said. �I�ll try and come back every so often to look in on you. Good-bye everyone,� he said.
They all waived at him as the drone lifted higher in the sky and disappeared in the distance. Petyr sat back in his seat and felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Ricks standing behind him.
Ricks saw the tears in the young man�s eyes and just smiled down at the boy. �Nice family,� he said. �I�m glad they�re alright.�
�You were right. I shouldn�t have given up hope,� Petyr said as he wiped the tears on his sleeve.
�Always listen to your sergeant,� Ricks joked. �Your prisoners have just crossed to our side of the line. You just saved over 500 people from being killed. The colonel was so impressed, he ordered the other units to do the same. We may run out of room at these POW camps,� he grinned. �Now, get your people back together, we have a job to do.�
Petyr smiled up at Ricks. �Thanks, Dale,� he said before turning back to his console and calling up his platoon.
Ricks looked at the boy with pride. It was nice to see good things happen to really good people.
USS Iowa
The Osprey flared out and positioned itself over the helicopter pad aboard the ship. After touching down, the rear of the plane opened and several people got out along with several pallets of blow up mattresses. Lieutenant Commander Rod Jeffers walked toward the superstructure and was met by an officer in a working uniform.
�Lieutenant Commander Jeffers?� he inquired.
Jeffers nodded and extended his hand. �That�s me,� he said with a grin.
�Russ Sampson, the XO,� Sampson said shaking his hand. �Sorry we had to bring you over early, but we were told you understand Russian, and we have over 400 of them aboard.� He ordered some of the men to carry Jeffers� baggage to his stateroom.
�Is there a problem?� asked Jeffers.
�Not such a big one, but I�d rather one of our own translated instead of using one of them. You never know what�s really being said. Besides, I need a First Lieutenant. The guys aboard are doing a great job, but I need a quarterback,� Sampson said as they made their way forward. Just aft of turret two they entered a passageway and headed toward the starboard side to the XO�s stateroom. �Come in a few and take a seat,� the XO said as he motioned Jeffers to the chair beside his desk.
Jeffers sat down and the XO took off his heavy jacket. �Rod, I appreciate you coming in to help out. Our First Lieutenant was killed during one of the bombing runs a few days ago. Have you had any experience as a first lieutenant?� the XO asked.
�Not much, but I worked closely with ours aboard the Kings Mountain. I was the gunnery officer aboard,� Jeffers said.
�Well, then you�ll have to learn quick. This ship is all steel and nothing but. Just keeping up with the rust is a full time job, not to mention all the boats onboard. You also have the unrep gear and ammo handling gear along with a couple acres of teak to keep clean. Needless to say, the Captain likes his ship to look good and you are the man to keep him happy. You also have the responsibility for your people. One of my pet peeves is the number of people coming to mast. Usually it is Deck Department that keeps my day busy on that note. I need you to make sure your people stay out of trouble,� he said pointing his finger at Jeffers. Then he softened a bit. �Naturally, I know you can�t control all these people, but do what you can. You know the drill. Talk to your officers and chiefs. They�re a good bunch and can fill you in on the details. Being a department head, you won�t be standing watches on the bridge, but I figure your days will be busy. Go over your watch quarter and station bill. That will tell you how many people you have for any one thing and where they go during the day. Do you have any questions?� the XO asked.
�Too new to ask, XO. But if I have any, I�ll come to you,� said Jeffers.
�Good. The CO wants to see you when you get settled. Your stateroom is just up the passageway. Get yourself set up then go see him. He will probably be on the bridge,� the XO said, extending his hand again.
�Thanks, XO. I�ll check in with you later on,� said Jeffers. He then turned and left the stateroom and made his way down the passageway where a sailor was depositing his belongings.
�Two guitars and a banjo?� the young man asked.
Jeffers nodded. �Yea, it gives me something to beat my people with,� he joked.
�Then I�ll stay out of your way, sir,� the man said with a grin.
�Thanks for the help.�
�No problem, sir. The head is just down there to the left and the wardroom is back past the XO�s stateroom. Go aft of the wardroom and up the ladder three levels and you will get to the bridge,� the young man added.
�I appreciate it.� Jeffers entered the largest stateroom he had ever �owned.� There were two closets, a set of drawers, a bed with more storage, desk, safe, and two chairs. There was a small television on the bulkhead at the foot of his bed. To the right was a sink and cabinet. All was standard Navy and all made of steel. The best part was there was only one bed. Not sharing a stateroom was so much nicer. He spent a few minutes hanging up his uniforms and unpacking the rest of his things, then made his way to the bridge.
On the starboard side of the bridge he saw a man sitting in a chair. Only one man could sit in that seat. He walked up and introduced himself. �Captain, I�m Rod Jeffers, your new First Lieutenant,� he said formally.
Rhodes� face broke into a smile. He put down the message traffic and extended his hand. �Good to see you, Rod. Admiral Hustvedt had some pretty nice things to say about you. Glad to have you aboard. Are you settled in?�
�As best as I could. I am anxious to get to the Deck office and talk to some people,� Jeffers said.
Rhodes saw him wince slightly as he pulled back his hand. �I heard you were hit. Will you be okay?�
Jeffers smiled. �The stitches are still in, but I was told you needed me here right away.�
�Well, don�t let that get in the way of healing up. When the time comes, you will be needed. Your people are doing a good job. Just keep my ship sparkling. This long period of time at sea isn�t doing the old lady much good, but when we get the time, I want to make sure we set her straight. Just come to me or the XO if there�s something you want to try that�s new or different. I prefer no surprises,� the CO said.
�Wouldn�t have it any other way, Captain,� said Jeffers. He glanced at his watch. �It�s almost lunchtime. I�ll get below and see where these guys sit,� he said.
�Good. We can talk more once you get settled in. Glad to have you with us, Rod,� said Rhodes.
Jeffers made his way to the wardroom. It was a large space that spanned the full width of the superstructure. There were portholes on either side and three quarts of the space was filled with two long rows of tables covered in a white tablecloth. There was a single short table at one end between them. Chairs were along each side of the tables and a number of officers were already there standing behind a seat. Jeffers went in and was introducing himself around. When the XO came in, everyone got quiet. The XO introduced the new First Lieutenant then a prayer was offered. Everyone sat down and the mess attendants began bringing in the soup.
Jeffers found himself sitting opposite several Russian officers. He said hello to the Russians, in English, and then when he received a cold reception, ignored them. Their conversations with each other began almost immediately. Jeffers concentrated on his soup. It was chicken noodle and wasn�t too bad by most wardroom standards. At least the cooks knew to lay off the salt. He was talking to another officer beside him when he began overhearing the Russian conversations. They were now feeling at ease and not too worried about someone overhearing.
�The soup is awful. I can�t wait till we get back home,� said one.
�Shut up, you fool, we don�t know this new man. He may be a spy,� said another.
�I doubt it. See. He sits with a stupid look on his face.�
�Americans don�t even teach our language in their schools. It is safe. Don�t forget to get the knives today. This should get us enough for at least twelve people. I got with Oslevic just a few minutes ago. He will meet us in their cafeteria. We will start in the engine rooms. If we can open the gears, we can lock up one of the shafts or possibly shut down their electric power. Oslevic says he knows how to do this. From there, we can gain control of the ship.�
�Good. Once we do this, we can sail her into Sevastopol. We will be heroes of the Republic.�
�Never mind that, we can get home,� said one.
�What time did you tell them,� the first asked.
�Tonight at around 11 pm. One hour before their shift changes.�
�Good. We must be ready.�
They were interrupted when another officer leaned in and started trying to talk to the men. Despite their reluctance, they began answering general questions about where they were from and what home was like.
After lunch, Jeffers waited until they had left before grabbing the CO of the Marine Detachment and going to see the XO.
***
At 11 pm, the four officers entered the messdecks and sat down at a table. The area was mostly empty except for a few cooks preparing midrats, or midnight rations to give the oncoming 12 � 4 watch a little something to eat before going up. No one paid any attention to the men sitting there. In a few minutes they were joined by one of the enlisted men. A few more minutes and they were joined by several men trying to appear as if they were just waiting for something to eat. After handing out something to the others, the men got up and began sauntering up the port side and going down the armored hatch just forward of the turret three barbette. Gathering at the foot of the ladder, they were able to see the entrance to �Broadway,� the passageway that runs from turret three all the way to turret two. It connected all of the engineering spaces. No one was seen.
Using hand signals the men began to separate and enter the four engine rooms. Easing down the metal ladders they came down onto the metal mesh deck and began making their way to where they could see men standing in front of the engine control console with its myriad of wheels and gauges. They had only gone about five feet when the Marines sprang from their hidden positions around the engines and behind the electric switchboards. The M-16s and shotguns pointed in their direction forced the Russians to raise their hands. Not a word was said as the dejected looking Russian sailors slowly made their way back to Broadway where the rest of their men were standing under Marine guard. The Marines escorted them to the wardroom where the Captain was waiting. He was standing there with several other officers and the Master at Arms force. Jeffers was standing beside him.
�Gentlemen, you just tried to perform an act of espionage aboard my ship. I am afraid I cannot let that go unpunished,� the Captain said. Jeffers then translated it into Russian. The look on the four officers� faces was priceless. The one who had warned the others turned and gave them a �dumbass� look.
�Fortunately, I am not going to take my revenge on all of your crew, but you will have to be restricted in your movements for the rest of the time you are aboard. The enlisted men will be moved to the ship�s gym up forward in the ship. There is only one way in or out and you can sleep between the machines. However, for the officers, I cannot trust you to remain under a house arrest, so I have a special place for you where you will not be able to have any conversations with your crew.� He stopped and let Jeffers translate again. �My plan is to get you and your crew off this ship as soon as I can. Until then, you are restricted to the two areas I put you. Hopefully there will be no more such incidents,� he said.
Once again, Jeffers translated, then stopped once more. �Captain, may I say something to them?�
Rhodes grinned. �Sure.�
Jeffers turned to the men. �That had to be the stupidest thing you could do. You realize there are over 1,500 men on this ship. Even if you had taken an engine room, there would be nowhere to go. The officers are supposed to be smarter than this, and you enlisted � well, I understand how you feel. My mother told me about what it is like in her home country. My grandfather bragged of how rugged the Russian people were. He would be ashamed of this effort simply because if it had played out, a lot of you and your crew would be dead with nothing to show for it,� he said. Then he looked at one of the officers. �And keep in mind that the person with the stupid look could be the worst enemy you ever encountered,� he said angrily, pointing his finger at the man. He turned and looked at the Captain.
�You done?� the Captain asked.
Jeffers smiled. �Yes, sir.�
Rhodes nodded. �Captain Bollander, take these men and secure them in their spaces. Put on a double guard. I don�t even want them to think before I know about it.�
The men were escorted from the wardroom and everyone let out a long breath. Rhodes turned to Jeffers. �You�re a handy guy to have around. What did you say to them?�
Jeffers told him. �I insulted their officers and consoled the enlisted about their stupidity. It will wound their pride. Most of the enlisted guys wouldn�t do this on their own. But they are scared to death of their superiors. One word from them and when they get home things could go bad for them and their families. I doubt anything else will happen, especially since word will get around fast on what happened.�
�I believe you�re right. Anyway, the officers won�t be getting out of the brig until we offload them,� the Captain said. He turned to the others. �Nice work, people. Now let�s get some shuteye. We will be at our target about 0900. It�s time to sink some trains and bridges,� he said.
Slowly, the men left the room and went to their staterooms. Jeffers looked at the few things he hadn�t unpacked and decided it could wait until tomorrow. It would be his first gunshoot.
Voronezh Malshevo Airbase
Major Vasiley was disgusted. It had taken a month to get replacement bombers and pilots. What had come looked as if it came from the third world country. The pilots were mostly around twenty and totally wet behind the ears. Most had fewer than ten hours flying the SU-34. That meant they barely knew how to get the thing off the ground. Not that that mattered. The aircraft that had been ferried in were barely complete. Vasiley had inspected his new aircraft the minute it arrived. It looked nice, with a new blue camouflage paint job, but in the cockpit, wiring was hanging from under the instrument panel. In a few places he could see holes in the side of the aircraft where the rivets had not been completed. All along the body were rivets which had not been ground down to be flush with the surface. It was much like some of the old planes from the Great Patriotic War � everything rushed to get equipment into service.
�How do they expect me to go up and win air battles with something like this?� he asked his maintenance chief.
�They are all the same,� the chief told him. �Number 27 flamed out when it was landed. It turned out the engine hadn�t even been installed properly and disconnected itself from its own fuel line. It�s a wonder the thing didn�t come out and slide along the runway,� he complained.
�Vasiley spit on the ground. �First they tell me to kill our own people. Now they want to kill us by putting us up in inferior equipment. These new pilots won�t know what to do when something goes wrong. They�ll end up digging a deep hole in the ground,� Vasiley said in disgust.
�They�re also scared to death,� said the chief. �My guys had to clean out four of the aircraft where they had vomited their guts out. And this was a routine flight,� he said.
�I can�t let this happen,� Vasiley said.
�What can�t you let happen?� asked Colonel Chenik, walking up beside the aircraft. He was their commanding officer.
�Did you see these planes? My son could build better with those little plastic blocks. It will take at least a month to get the aircraft ready and another month to train these new pilots. If they go up it will be like a death sentence,� Vasiley snarled.
�Yes, I saw. And I agree with you. If the Americans don�t kill them, these planes will. I was about to go to the wing commander. You want to come along?� asked Colonel Chenik.
�Yes, indeed!� said Vasiley.
The two men made their way to the administration building and went into the office of General Giorge Fedinko, commander of the bomber wing. They were immediately escorted into his office. Fedinko sat in a huge overstuffed chair resplendent in his formal uniform. He looked up from the papers on his desk.
�What do you need, Colonel?� he asked sternly.
�General, the aircraft they sent us are in a terrible state of disrepair. Most are barely able to fly, and the pilots are going to need a lot more training to get them ready to take on the Allies. The Major and I fear we will need at least a month to get everything up to some acceptable level,� the colonel reported.
Fedinko gave him a withering look. �These squadrons have been down for more than a month. Our forces need us in the air and on the job tomorrow. It�s your responsibility to make that happen. If you can�t do the job, I will find someone who can,� he growled.
�General, you were a bomber pilot like the rest of us. You know that sending these fresh pilots out right now will almost mean sure death. With the state of these aircraft, we may find that tomorrow night we will be down for another month,� pleaded Vasiley.
The general rose from his chair, his face beet red. �Yes, I was a pilot and I always followed my orders. We had to overcome many things in my career, and you will have to do so as well. We also knew the risks. It makes no difference how much training they have. This will give them hands on experience in combat, which is much better than playing around in a simulator. The first mission will be tomorrow morning. If you need to work on the aircraft, I suggest you have your lazy aircrews work all night. Better yet, you work alongside them. These new pilots will need to know their aircraft anyway. Now get out and never come complaining to me again!� Fedinko screamed.
The two men came to attention and saluted before turning and leaving the room. Vasiley looked up at his superior. �This is murder, and that man is an idiot. He forgets I have been up against the Allies and it will take more skill that I have to win a victory.�
�I�m afraid you�re right, but we have to get these guys as ready as we can. Why don�t we take them up with the few planes that are acceptable, and get at least a little training in. You up for that?� the colonel asked.
Vasiley nodded. �Not that these few hours will make a difference. At least I can give them an idea of what to look for,� he said with a sigh.
They found six aircraft in good enough shape to fly. Vasiley took three up at a time. The first three had difficulty using their radios and came back down. The second three achieved altitude but when they began aerial combat maneuvers, two of the places simply fell apart leaving two smoky plumes to mark the place where their pilots had died. Getting the one pilot left on the ground was a chore. His brother had been one of the pilots killed. Upon landing, Vasiley went to the colonel�s office and closed the door. The discussions lasted nearly three hours.
Moscow
�Patriarch, we are hearing from a number of Army units that have been called back to reform. I understand there is general mistrust in the ranks for the senior leadership. We were able to spread some of your words to those units,� said a young monk.
�Ahhh, so it is true the things we have heard,� said the Patriarch.
�Yes, and they have confirmed the terrible losses by our forces. One sources told us that the Army has lost another 250,000 men just in the past month. The men and women are scared. They long for a change. Many are vowing never to return to the front,� the monk relayed.
The Patriarch nodded in understanding. For two months he had been forced to hide in basements and in one case a cave, to evade the Russian government. It had stiffened his resolve immensely. �Father, get word to our brethren in the services. Tell them God is hearing their voices. We urge them to let their consciences help them decided what to do. Tell them that God is always with those who desire righteousness and good. They have the blessings of the Patriarch of Moscow and all Rus,� he said calmly.
�Holy Father, if you are captured��
The Patriarch held up his hand. �Be at peace, my son. Our cause is the cause of our Holy Father. I will not rest until his will is done,� he said.
The Kremlin
The morning brief was not going well. �We can�t just keep throwing men and equipment into this. Production cannot keep up with our losses,� said the Defense Minister. �I don�t care what the generals say. We are bleeding like a butchered cow. I have pushed the production facilities to the breaking point, and we still are losing up to 100 aircraft a week. I won�t even go into the tanks. We are now bringing back some of our older models just to keep up. Then there are the people. No one is making their enlistment quotas. Now even the older men are refusing to leave their homes. If we cannot stop this hemorrhage, our efforts will be catastrophic. Now you want us to pull all our forces together for a giant push to the Channel. We are doing it, but it means leaving our eastern shores vulnerable. I have also stripped our forces from the oil fields and northern areas. Everything will go. I have also cut the rest and rebuilding of our already hard worked divisions and ordered them back to the front. We will make this big thrust, but it had better work,� he said firmly.
�It must work!� demanded Borodin. �The rest will work itself out in time. The American incursion on our east coast is a feint. Nothing more. The forces in Georgia and Ukraine must use what they can to stop the Turks and the other Allies.�
�That is easy for you to say,� shouted another minister. �In one month they have taken Baku on the Caspian Sea. Their forces are already on the other side of the Caucasus Mountains and moving west! By the time they reach Stavropol we won�t have a force left to engage them. And what about the Spanish and Italians? They are already in Moldova! The Moldovan government sent a message saying they do not have the forces to stop them and will remain neutral. At this rate, the forces will join up within the month. I have heard that their General Richardson is making plans to liberate Kyiv!�
�It won�t make any difference! Once our forces get through France, there will be no supplies to maintain their efforts,� countered Borodin, his anger rising.
�And what of our supplies,� said the Transportation Minister. �Our people are still in the dark. I have reports of people freezing to death each day. I have no fuel to run the trucks for the general population and the food shortages are getting dire,� he said calmly.
�It will just be for a short time more,� said Borodin. �The priority is our armed forces. We Russians can take whatever it costs in order to achieve a victory,� he said.
The Minister looked him square in the eyes. �You have been saying that for four months now. It has been a terrible winter so far and we still have another month of it. Now even our army is having difficulty getting their supplies through. You are correct. This big push of yours had better work,� he said with a hint of warning.
Borodin slammed his hand on the table. �Enough! I have heard enough bickering. We will all get behind this effort and that is an end to it!� he demanded. �Anyone not doing his part will find himself in a gulag in Siberia. Go back to your offices and make this happen!� he insisted before turning and storming out the room.
The Ministers looked at each other and gathered their papers. As they began leaving the room one of them murmured, �Now I know what it was like in the Fuhrer�s bunker.�
Several nodded at him as they silently left the room.
Vyazemsky, Russia
The cold was so bitter no one dared venture out of a building. With the fuel almost gone and the electricity still off, school had been cancelled until everything was restored. In most homes, the families had resorted to purchasing a wood stove to provide some heat. Several old buildings in the city had been ravaged to obtain wood for burning. In many cases, windows were taken out and flue pipes shoved through the openings, then anything nonflammable was used to seal it back up. There were no cars on the road and even the trains had stopped running. It was a surprise when the residents heard a train making its way down the tracks. The long blast of its horn echoed between the buildings in the driving snow. Many residents peered out the window in hopes that some relief was finally arriving. Instead they saw a train loaded with military vehicles headed south. Upon closer look, the tanks and equipment looked different. Only when they saw an American flag flying from one of the cars did they realize what was happening. It also came with another realization. Russia was losing the war.
Aboard the train, General Harold Bryant looked out his window at the stark houses and countryside. He couldn�t imagine how people lived in this wasteland. At the same time he was thanking his stars that it was the dead of winter. Since using the LCACs to come across from Sakhalin Island, they had only encountered very weak resistance, mostly soldiers who didn�t want to be there anyway. It had been a stroke of luck about the train. He had expected to have to travel the 800 miles from Sakhalin to Vladivostok by truck. But sitting in the rail yard on one town were ten locomotives and hundreds of cars set aside because there was no fuel to run them. He then found out that the train service hadn�t been on line in over a month. To the army, fuel was not a problem, so he decided to replicate what the Russians had done in southern Poland. Within one day everything was packed onto the rail cars and they began moving out. It would take one more day before reaching Trudovoy on the outskirts of Vladivostok. By then, he hoped the second surprise would be waiting. It would be fun working with the Koreans again.
Berlin
�It�s a massive buildup,� said the intelligence briefer. Using a pointed, he pointed to the various places where they were seeing assets being moved. �They are still bringing in troops, tanks, planes, artillery and almost every other kind of military supplies. They are using mostly rail lines,� he said pointing to specific main lines heading toward the western front. �Over the past week they seem to be moving people and equipment from the east coast and the northern territories to these locations. Just yesterday they began moving some equipment and troops from around their oil rich provinces.�
�It goes with what we believe. They are going to mount a massive attack along the Polish border to break through to France and the Channel,� said General Pol. �With these numbers, they could well do it. Our forces could never withstand such an attack,� he said.
�How well, I know it,� said Hammond. �If they break through across here, it will cut off the supplies for the Spanish and the Italians. That would leave Richardson holding the bag. Her supply lines are getting pretty long,� he said.
�I wonder why they are ignoring the army on their east coast?� asked Dortmund. �They must know it would let us take Vladivostok.�
�Yes, but I am figuring they don�t really care about that as much. Remember, this is over in Siberia. Even they don�t like going outside over there in the winter,� said Hammond. He thought for a second. �How soon before they reach their objective?�
�First thing tomorrow morning. The Koreans have been massing troops and tanks along the border ready to move in. From what we are seeing, they may not even realize that General Bryant is halfway there,� said Dortmund.
�The power�s still out, right?�
�Yes, sir. Their fleet can�t even move because they are out of fuel. It would be nice if they just surrendered, but I doubt they will,� said Sir Richard.
�Well, when they find two armies surrounding them, they may think again,� said Hammond. �Now let�s get back to the current problem. We need to start pounding away at those assembly points. Every time they make a move, we hit them. I also want to hit every train line again from Moscow westward. They can�t make a war if we break their toys,� he said. �Remember the Battle of the Bulge? Well, when the allies opened up with their air power, everything kind of folded up. In this case, the Russians are trying to make their own kind of bulge, except this time, we know what�s in the Ardennes. It�s time to break them. I also want drone strikes everywhere their army has a heat source. That usually means mobile kitchens or showers or some kind of barracks. We�re going to make their army�s life miserable. At least more miserable than it already is. Let�s make them all want to go home,� Hammond said.
�That will go along with one other thing in my brief,� said the Intelligence briefer.
Hammond grinned. �Oh! Sorry, we kind of got away from ourselves. What else do you have?� he asked.
�No problem, sir. You just need to know that evidently the Russian Patriarch is raising some hell, no pun intended. We just found out he is communicating with troops in the rest areas and offering assurances that God would look favorably on those who resist the government.�
Hammond got a surprised look. �Well, isn�t that interesting. You think some of the front line troops might be hearing the same thing?�
�I believe it is inevitable, sir.�
Hammond nodded. �Not too bad,� he said.
Voronezh Malshevo Airbase
The entire base turned out to see the bombers take off. Each had been fitted with long range external tanks in addition to their bombs. General Fedinko made his way to the control tower to watch. On signal, the bombers began moving at the far end of the field. One by one, the bombers rose into the sky. The base mechanics had worked up until an hour before to make sure each aircraft would be able to fly. They stood by the now empty hangars and watched them take off.
The bombers rose into the sky and circled the field until all had moved into their positions in the formation. On signal, the formation turned and made one more run over the base.
General Fedinko watched through his binoculars as they began making their last overflight. Suddenly he saw the aircraft begin dropping their bombs on their own base. One plane moved around sharply and dove toward the control tower.
Major Vasiley carefully lined the tower up in his sights. He keyed his radio. �General, I know you are listening. No one should send his people to almost certain death without their approval. You no longer have our approval.� He triggered the bomb release and watched as six bombs dropped free. Banking sharply he saw each of them strike the area around the tower. One struck directly on the glass control center. Climbing back to altitude he called out. �Vulture leader, mission accomplished.�
Colonel Chenik called out to his group. �Radio silence. No one speaks except for me. Form up on me and follow my lead,� he said as he banked his aircraft toward the Allied lines.
Berlin
�What the hell is this?� asked one of the watchstanders. Several of the people came over to look at his sector. �Sir, it looks like this flight of planes is bombing their own air base,� she said loud enough for all to hear.
Several watched as miniature explosions were seen all along the runways. They also saw the control tower explode and topple to the ground. �Admiral, you better come see this,� the supervisor called out.
Hammond turned and walked back to the table. It was obvious something had happened. There was a cloud of dust all around the air base. He also saw the flight of planes headed toward Poland. �You said something about bombing their own base?�
�Yes sir, they just took off and circled, then they made a run over the base and dropped their bombs,� said the first watchstander.
Hammond turned to a technician. �Would this thing be able to see if these aircraft are carrying weapons?�
�No, sir. We can see them, and define a shape, but the ordnance is under the wings and we wouldn�t be able to tell,� the technician said.
�Get a couple of our fighter squadrons in the air to intercept. Tell them don�t shoot until you verify they are unarmed. They may be trying to defect. If so, they are to escort them to the Warsaw airport. Land them at the civilian airport, not the air base. You got that?� Hammond ordered.
Five minutes later two squadrons of F-35 Lightnings lifted off and made their way toward the incoming Russian formation. It would take an hour to get there, but the outcome might be worth the wait.
***
Colonel Chenik was worried. They were getting close to the battle lines and he knew from experience that the Americans would come out of nowhere. He constantly scanned the skies for a hint of where they might be. He had tuned his radio to the international distress frequency and hoped there would be time to explain. Until then he had to remain silent. The Russian Air Force would be listening as well and if they got to his formation before the Americans, they would pay a heavy price.
The radio crackled to life. �Russian bomber on my starboard side, this is US fighter. We see you are unarmed. Please follow me,� the voice said. Suddenly Chenik saw an F-35 lift up from below him and take a position to his side. The pilot held up a sign that read, in Russian, �defect?� Chenik nodded his head. He saw the pilot say something and very shortly their force was surrounded by the American fighters. The American motioned for Chenik to follow him and took a position in front of Chenik�s plane. For the first time in months Chenik felt relaxed. Vasiley had been right. The Americans seemed to somehow know what was going on. He also seemed to know that the Americans would not fire if they saw they had dropped their bombs. He had now saved the lives of forty good young men and women. It had meant going against his government, but he was sure it was well worth it.
Skies over Poland
Major Sean Pennick was amazed. He was flying in his B-1 bomber along with the rest of the 9th Bomber Squadron on the way into Russia. That was normal. What wasn�t normal were all the rest of the Allied aircraft in the sky with them. Before today, most of the action he had seen was on the squadron level. They flew in to a specific target, dropped their loads and went home. Today he looked out of the cockpit into a sky filled with aircraft. Below them were German Tornadoes. To the left were French Mirages. To the right were Spanish F-18s. The British were high and to the right, and the Italians low and to the left. High above, he could see the contrails of the B-52s. Today Ivan was going to get pounded.
Checking his link, he could see the others around him and saw the distance to the target. Supposedly it was some major assembly point deep inside Russia. In front of them was a line of fighters. Although they knew that the new cloaking system worked like a champ, it was good to know they were taking no chances. In the brief they explained that the assembly area was massive and that each group was assigned a certain section. His was a tank farm that was supposed to have about a thousand tanks in it. He was carrying 96 GBU-39 Small Diameter Bombs. Each had been set up to attack one of the tanks. There were fifteen planes in his squadron that day. That meant they had the ability to take out 1,450 tanks in his squadron alone. That�s why after the raid, they had permission to move along a specified corridor and look for targets of opportunity. It would be a fun day.
Pennick looked over at his copilot, Captain Jay Sweeney. �Take it a minute so I can stretch out some,� he said.
�My airplane,� came the reply.
Pennick stretched in his seat. Despite the comfort built into the seats of the aircraft, long flights were hell on the rear end. Moving around in his seat he tried to limber up again. It was no use. He reached back and grabbed a bottle of water and drank down about half of it. �I�m getting too old for this shit,� he said as he put the bottle back into its holder and sat back into the seat. He keyed the mike. �How soon to target?�
�One more hour, Major,� said the Offensive Systems Officer (OSO). �By the way, we just passed into Russian airspace.�
�More good news,� the Major said. �Well if your butt can take it, so can mine. Is the targeting set up through the link?�
�All set, Boss. I have been updating it for the last hour just to have something to do. We�ll be dropping seventy this go round. That will leave us with another 26 to play with. I expanded out towards the corridor and see a bunch of things that way. We�ll be home in time for supper,� said the OSO.
�Just as long as I can sit in one of those hot tubs for about an hour,� said Sweeney. �It will take that long to get the wrinkles out from all this sitting.�
There were chuckled from the rest of the crew. �Well, let�s get back to business,� said Pennick. �Keep an eye open for the bad guys. Maybe we�ll get home anyway,� he said.
The hour passed uneventfully. No enemy fighters rose to meet them. It was about as exciting as watching paint dry. The closer they came to the target, the more things got exciting. Pennick went through the checkoff list and got everything ready. The OSO was busy counting down the miles and times while the Defensive Systems Operator or DSO kept his eyes glued to his instruments. Despite the fact that there were no enemy fighters, the men on the bomber were sweating.
�Systems lock. Launch sequence start. Bomb bay doors opening in ten seconds,� said the OSO. Now the bomber was on autopilot and the bombs would be dropped automatically by the computer. The doors opened and the men inside could hear the rush of air as the doors changed the aerodynamics of the aircraft. �Bombs away,� said OSO.
The bombs were dropped individually in a rapid succession. As they left the plane, they nosed down toward their target and a set of wings spread and stabilized the bomb. Inside the seeker, the computer matched a target with the target designation fed to it by the link. Once correctly identified, the bomb nosed down even further and plunged into its target, a T-14 main battle tank. The warhead penetrated the top of the tank�s turret before it exploded, sending the turret high into the air after igniting the ammunition inside. By the time Pennick and his squadron had left the area, there was not a tank left untouched. Most were burning fiercely.
�Okay, folks, let�s go hunting,� Pennick said to his crew. The squadron broke up and made their way along a corridor where the supplies and equipment were coming in.
Berlin
In the command center the people were almost cheering with each strike. There were two large groups going after the two largest concentrations of equipment. In two adjacent sections of the room the cameras from Eyeball had been focused on the two staging areas. Each hit was graphically displayed for the command team. Once the bomb runs were complete, a damage assessment was done to see if there would be another strike.
�My god, this isn�t warfare, it�s like being in a slaughterhouse,� said one of the men.
Hammond overheard and turned to him. �Yes, and that�s why we are showing that warfare on this kind of scale can no longer be afforded,� he said. Hammond pointed to the destruction. �How many people do you think have been killed? A few hundred? A thousand? If those tanks had crews in them it means we have killed over five thousand people in that one run alone. They didn�t stand a chance. With the kind of technology we have today, we can see everything that goes on anywhere. There�s not much of a way they can hide anything. With this new cloak, they can�t see us coming. Even if they did, they couldn�t lock onto us. It�s like Patton said about the so-called push button warfare. There�s no honor, no heroes, just people living and people dead. If we�re lucky, this will be the last war. But I doubt we will be that lucky,� he said sadly. He caught himself and looked at the young man. He gave a slight grin. �Sorry about that. I didn�t mean to vent.�
The young officer smiled back at him. �It�s all right, Admiral. I don�t mind and that�s something a guy has to do sometimes,� he said.
Hammond placed his hand on the man�s shoulder. �Well, I keep hoping and praying that in the future people will be too afraid to start something like this to ever do it again. If we have the patience, this war will be over soon. Then we�ll see if humanity is smart enough to let that happen.� Hammond turned back to the board. Now targets were being hit along the corridors they had specified. He turned to the air watch officer. �Are the runs set for tomorrow?�
�Yes, Admiral.�
�Good. We won�t need to hit these again. Go for the secondary targets and send out the orders,� Hammond said. He watched a little while longer before he gave the young man a wink and turned and left the room.
Krakow
Anton Bugayev was in a bind. The Russian forces had been driven out of Krakow and surrendered. In the north, the Russian army was being forced back to the border with Ukraine and Belarus. He was receiving no orders and the Polish State Police had his photograph and were looking for him. Transportation was still nonexistent. On his last meeting with the Russian army officials, Bugayev sensed the fear and panic going through the units. There was nothing more he could do in Poland. He had planned on joining in on the crowds of people exiting the cities for the countryside, but since the Russians had capitulated in the area, those people were on the way back to the cities. He would stand out going the opposite direction. His only hope was to travel the roads at night.
Two days out he found a deserted farmhouse. In the barn were the remains of a long departed Russian Army unit. They had obviously used the place for an encampment, and had been removed forcefully. Bullet holes riddled the house and bard, but in the barn he found rations and even a sleeping bag and backpack. That day had been the first in a week that he had slept warmly. Before he left, he found a pistol and some ammunition along with a good pair of gloves and a clean scarf. Despite the extra clothing, that night�s hike had been miserable. The bitter wind had cut almost through every layer and even his joints felt as if they might seize up.
The next day he slept in an old shed beside a field. There was no fire, but the combination of the sleeping bag and an old horse blanket he found allowed him to thaw out and sleep. Each day he became angrier at his situation. When he had asked to be sent home by the army, they had said he didn�t have a priority, especially since they were too busy trying to get themselves out. Bugayev felt isolated and betrayed. Yet, there was one thing still burning inside him. Over the past months he had been able to find nearly all of the men who had been with him that night the police had arrived. Those still working for the Russian cause were allowed to live. But seven of the men he had taken the satisfaction of murdering. Only two of the men he had not been able to find. Bugayev had determined he would finish that job at some time. It may take a few years, but he would get back and finish his mission. That hatred drove him onward.
Just before dawn on the fourth day, Bugayev came upon what once was a small store. The building had been hit by some sort of artillery and one side had collapsed inward. The roof was at an angle and no windows were intact. Finding an entrance, he made his way past a few remaining shelves until he saw the door to a room in the back. It was a small space with no windows, but on one side was a metal bed with a dirty mattress. Making sure the door was secured, he spread out his sleeping bag and crawled inside it. Although some light seeped in through some cracks in the wall, the room remained relatively dark and within a few minutes he was sound asleep.
Ustya, Ukraine
�Pete, how would you like to take a trip to Berlin?� asked Ricks just prior to the morning brief. The drone units had been moved into the Ukraine to help out the Spanish and Italian forces.
�What is going on in Berlin?� asked Petyr.
Ricks grinned. �Well, it seems they want us to go up and develop a tactics manual for future drone operations. The Commander in Chief also wants a detailed briefing on how these things are working. Your government seems to think you are the expert on these matters so they asked if we wanted to go. You up for a trip?�
Petyr�s face lit up. �Sure. When?�
�Like now. Our orders are being typed as we speak. Go pack your stuff and meet me in front of the barracks in about thirty minutes. We�ll be driving there,� Ricks said. �And by the way, we will be stopping in Krakow for a day or two along the way. You think your parents can find room for us? If not, I guess I can find a place in town,� he grinned.
The realization hit Petyr like a breath of air. Seeing his family again would make be wonderful. There was so much he wanted to say and do. �We�ll find room,� he said before rushing out the door towards his barracks. In thirty minutes Ricks pulled up to the entrance with a Humvee. Petyr threw his things in the back and climbed into the passenger side.
�Buckle up,� said Ricks as he put the vehicle into gear and moved off.
The roads were not as they once were. On occasion there were potholes made by the ravages of war. But it was early March and the roads were at least mostly dry now. Civilian traffic was still sparse in the newly liberated areas, but life was returning to the countryside. All along the way Petyr provided a travelogue of where they were and the history of the area. It was obvious that Petyr was proud of his homeland. Ricks noticed a change in him as they got closer to his home. He talked less as the anticipation built up.
By five that evening the Humvee turned down the dirt road leading to the house he remembered seeing in the drone monitors. They pulled up beside the house and stopped. Mr. Polski came out of the door along with Petyr�s father. Ricks was the first out and smiled and said hello. There was a sudden gasp from behind the men. Freda rushed past the men and threw her arms around Petyr as he came around the back of the vehicle. He twirled her around in his arms before kissing her passionately. Only after Ricks gave a cough did Petyr step back. By now the whole family was out, welcoming both men. Petyr became surrounded by his mother, sister, brother and Freda. It was a while before they finally escorted the men toward the door.
Ricks held up a hand. �If you can help, we brought a few things for the family,� he said. Mr. Polski and the two boys translated to the others and they all went to the back of the Humvee. It was loaded with boxes of food and a few pieces of equipment. Everyone grabbed something and they all went inside. As the food was put away, Ricks brought the men into the small living room. He opened up some of the equipment.
�This is something that will generate electricity for you and your family. We are handing these out to all the farms to use until the main power comes back on,� he said. �Tomorrow morning we will hook it up and you will have electricity at least during the day,� he said. Ricks then pulled out two plates. When they were uncovered, they glowed like an electric bulb. �This can provide light at night,� he said. The men began talking about the equipment, asked lots of questions and wondering how it all worked.
In a small room in the back, Petyr sat with Freda holding her hand. �For a long time I thought you were dead. I never felt so sad and alone. Then when I saw you on my screen, it was all I could do not to get in a vehicle and come to you. I can�t live my life without you. It was almost unbearable,� he said softly to her.
�Petyr, you know I feel the same way. With the Russians gone, we will be able to start our lives again. The war can�t last that much longer,� she said.
Petyr took a breath. �I don�t know. We are doing well, but Russia is a big country and they have a lot of people and equipment. It may be a while yet,� he sighed.
�Then we can be patient and wait. The time will come. Then we will make a family together. I am told the university will make special places for anyone who served. So our plans are the same, just delayed,� she assured him. �Where are you going when you leave us?�
�Berlin. They want me to help design operations of the drones I have been flying. I don�t know how long I will be there, but maybe we will be able to visit again on the way back,� Petyr said.
Freda snuggled up to him. �That would be nice,� she said.
They heard Petyr�s mother calling everyone to dinner. �Let�s go eat, then you bring your things in here with me. Camille is going to sleep upstairs.�
Petyr gave her a look. She smiled back. �We may need some practice for those children,� she said before leaving the room.
USS Iowa
Like in the Korean War, Richardson had the Iowa, North Carolina and the Wisconsin patrolled along the coasts. As a result, the Russians pulled back inland by at least 25 miles or suffered the consequences. It was unfortunate that the Crimea was only about 23 miles wide. It meant that until they surrendered, the Russian Army was going to be hit almost constantly. LCDR Jeffers found himself stationed as the Officer of the Deck during General Quarters. The Iowa took some getting used to. On the Kings Mountain, he felt as if the ship would turn on a dime. The Iowa was slower, almost stately as she made her turns. It took a lot to make 58,000 tons move in a different direction.
The good part of it was that he was there to watch every gunshoot. Jeffers had thought the Kings Mountain was the ultimate warship, but now he was being swayed. Nothing could compare to the immense firepower of the Iowa�s 16-inch guns. The fact this was nearly 100 year old technology was even more impressive.
Today, the Iowa was off a small town called Yakovenkove. The Russian Army was in a headlong retreat along the center of the Crimea and was currently near Hornostaivka, just 13 miles inland. Wisconsin was already shelling the road near Ivanifka, five miles east of the town. The remotely piloted vehicles were not in use. The cloak would not permit their operation. However, the targets were clearly visible from spots one and two. On the Iowa, Master Chief Skelly had his eyes on a long column of trucks making its way along the road.
�Target in sight, Captain,� Jeffers reported. Up forward the big 16-inch turrets had already turned and the barrels were pointed toward the column. �The weapons officer is requesting batteries released.�
Rhodes scammed the ship�s starboard side to make sure the range was clear, then ordered, �batteries released.�
All nine 16-inch guns roared out almost at once. Jeffers saw the black shapes of the projectiles briefly as they sped away from the ship toward their target. Almost immediately the guns lowered to loading position as more shells and powder were loaded into the breeches. A little over thirty seconds later a second salvo left the ship. Jeffers was watching as water suddenly erupted just three hundred yards from the Iowa�s starboard side. �Counterbattery, starboard side,� he called out as he began scanning the shoreline to try and get a glimpse of where the fire was coming from. The second splash was only 100 yards from the ship. This time, Jeffers saw a puff of smoke coming from a clump of trees near a brick home with a pointed metal roof. Jeffers called out, �I have it,� as he took a bearing from the gyro repeater on the starboard side. �The target bears 003 in that clump of trees,� he said.
Rhodes hit the bitch box. �Secondary Plot, Bridge, counterbattery bearing 003 in a clump of trees. Engage with the secondary battery,� he ordered.
�We have the target, engaging now,� came the reply.
In the starboard 5-inch mounts the men suddenly had something to shoot at. The crews slammed the round and its propellant into the trays and the rammer was shoved home. Nearly all the mounts fired at the same time giving off a loud crack which was actually more disturbing than the 16-inch�s boom. Jeffers saw sand and debris begin rising all around the area as round after round was flung at them. He saw a flash and flame as the gun�s ammunition was hit. He also saw what looked like the remnants of a gun and its carriage flung into the air. �They got him,� Jeffers reported.
The 5-inch stopped firing and the Weapons officer reported target destroyed. Meanwhile, the 16-inch guns were still firing at the primary target. Most of the trucks in the convoy were now either burning or overturned. The men in Spot One could see people running everywhere trying to get away from the devastation. It had only taken about ten minutes. Rhodes called main battery plot. �Do we have any more targets?� he asked.
�Skelley says everything�s been given the once over. He says there isn�t much left to shoot at but people,� came the reply.
�Very well, cease fire,� he ordered. The big guns fell silent. Turning to Jeffers, Rhodes said, �Let�s take the ship offshore so that they can�t take any more pot shots at us.�
Jeffers said, �Aye, Captain. JOOD, come left to 200. Increase speed to 15 knots.� As the order was relayed, the ship made its way away from the shore. �Captain, I�d like to take us out at least ten miles. That would be far enough away to keep from getting hit and still close enough to respond to call for fire.�
�Make it so,� said Rhodes. He called Main Battery Plot again. �Weapons Officer, is that the last that you see in our sector?�
�Yes, Captain. They�re not seeing anything else up top. I plan on keeping a watch up there scanning the area just in case,� the Weapons Officer said.
�Good plan. I�m going to stand us down to Condition Two to let everyone get something to eat. Let me know if you find anything,� Rhodes said.
�Will do, Captain.�
�Officer of the Deck, stand down from general quarters. Set Condition Two. Tell the cooks to feed the crew as quickly as we can,� he ordered.
With general quarters relaxed, the regular watch came up to the bridge and people began moving around the ship again. The regular OOD relieved Jeffers and they reported to the Captain.
Rhodes got up from his seat and walked out with Jeffers. �Rod, you seem to be fitting in pretty well. Are things going well in the department?� he asked.
�Yes, sir. I�ve got a few things of my own going on now and I�m sure Boats Patnaude will keep me from getting too far out of line,� Jeffers said.
Rhodes chucked. �You know, when I was still an enlisted man, Boats was my superior. I liked working for him then and do now. He still lets me know if I need to do anything,� he said with a smile. �But you�re right. Just listen to what he says and you�ll do fine. I saw your suggestion for a display board. I like the idea. Have you got what you may need?�
�Yes, sir. I�ll get with the engineers to hang it once we�re done. If nothing else it will be impressive,� said Jeffers.
�That it will. Keep handy in case we have a call for fire. We may go back to GQ at any time,� Rhodes said as he entered his sea cabin behind the bridge.
Jeffers made his way down to his cabin to take off his heavy coat and cap. The wardroom was already filling for lunch. It seemed a little more open now that the Russian sailors had been sent over to the LSD. Jeffers had gotten to know a few of the enlisted sailors. They were like most other sailors. They worked hard and seemed to enjoy pitching in. Some actually didn�t want to go. He remembered the faces of a few when they saw the first gunshoot while aboard. None had ever seen anything like what the ship could do. After that several seemed to take some pride at being aboard.
Lunch was about halfway over when the general quarters alarm sounded again. Jeffers quickly donned his foul weather gear and went to the bridge. It would be another afternoon of shooting.
Krakow
It was Sasha�s turn to get up and light the stove and the fireplace to start the day. Everyone took turns so that his mother could sleep a little later and wake up to a warm house. The sun was just peeking over the horizon as he placed the wood into the stove. The small stuff was always first, followed by larger blocks on top. After making sure the flue was open, he opened a small port, struck the match and lit the kindling on the bottom layer. He had actually put some paper in under the kindling just in case. Within a minute the flames were licking at the larger blocks. Next, he went to the ceramic stove that sat almost in the center of the house. He opened the fire box and checked inside. As usual, there were still embers burning from the night before. Like the stove, he placed a handful of kindling over the embers and began to blow on them. Almost immediately the kindling caught. It was only a matter of feeding the larger sticks and then larger wood into the box until the flames reached the perfect height. Soon the heat began permeating through the ceramic and warming the whole house.
Sasha headed back to his room when he noticed something strange. Standing beside the couch were two artificial legs. He was staring at them when he heard a voice.
�Good morning,� said Ricks, lying on the couch.
Sasha almost jumped. He looked over at Ricks. �Sorry. I did not mean to stare,� he said in broken English.
Ricks sat up on the couch. The layers of blankets that had kept him snuggly warn through the night were pushed back and Sasha saw the stumps of Ricks� legs as they swung around. Ricks shook his head. �No, it�s okay. It is not often you see such things,� he said.
�Did you sleep well?� Sasha asked.
�The best I�ve slept in a month.� Ricks reached down and grabbed a leg, inserting it into the pin and wrapping the plastic membrane up the stump. After finishing with both legs he saw Sasha staring at his efforts. �I lost these in the Korean War,� he said to the young man.
�What happened?�
Ricks smiled. �It�s a long story,� he began. Quietly he told Sasha about the mission to rescue the school children and how the North Koreans were holding them as hostages while they were shooting at the American forces with a gun on an upper floor. As he was telling the story, Rudy came down tucking in his shirt. He too sat down to listen. For some reason, Ricks related every detail, telling them on the young Marine lieutenant named Dickson who had been killed during the mission, how they had been getting the children out when the North Korean�s opened fire. In the middle of telling the story, Ricks realized he had never told anyone what had happened that night. It was like putting down something old and reaching for something new. He began feeling refreshed.
�Then the explosion happened on the floor above us. All I remembered after that was the ceiling falling. I woke up in the hospital looking at my wife�s face,� he said with a smile. �For a little bit I felt sorry for myself, but then my wife, Su Lynn, told me we were going to have a baby. Well, a guy can�t feel sorry for himself when he�s going to be a father. In just over a month, I put these on and I�ve been walking on them ever since,� he concluded.
�You are still in the Army?� asked Rudy.
Ricks nodded. �Yep, and I can still get around with my troops. So I always tell people never to let things get you down. There is a way to make things happen,� he said, slapping Rudy on the arm.
�That�s a good story,� said Mr. Polski, leaning against the doorpost. �I would believe that you have many more. Did you get a medal for that effort?� he asked.
Ricks blushed slightly. �Yes, I got the Silver Star and the Purple Heart. The big one, I got for an earlier action,� he said shyly.
Petyr�s mother came out of her room like a breath of fresh air. �Good morning,� she said as she passed through the room. �I hope you slept well, Mister Ricks,� she said in Polish. The boys translated for her.
�Very good, Ma�am. Thank you for your hospitality,� Ricks said.
�Good. Now I will fix a nice breakfast,� she said as she breezed into the kitchen.
The door opened from the third room and Petyr came out. His hair was mussed and he looked like he had just thrown on some clothing. He came over and plopped down next to Ricks. �Hi,� he said rubbing his eyes.
Ricks took a sniff and turned up his nose. �Pete, you need to wash up,� he said quietly. Sasha broke into a wide grin.
�What do you mean?� asked Petyr.
�Dummy,� said Sasha. Rudy poked Sasha in the arm.
Ricks almost laughed. He leaned in close. �Because you smell like a brothel. We can tell you were busy last night,� he whispered.
Petyr�s eyes went wide. He jumped from the couch and made his way outside where he grabbed a work bucket and filled it at the pump. Grabbing a rag, he took the bucket back into the bedroom and closed the door.
Sasha sat back and laughed hard. Even Ricks sat back and chuckled. Rudy got a disgusted look on his face and left the room. In a few minutes, Petyr came out looking much better. He had put on a clean uniform and had combed his hair. A few minutes later, Freda came out, brushing her hair and trying to look as if nothing had happened. It only fueled the fire for Sasha. He started to say something more when Mr. Kursov called him onto another room. They came back and Sasha sat down in a chair to sulk.
The rest of the day was a blur. The warm house and good conversation kept everyone in good spirits despite the war still raging just miles away. Later in the morning, the men went outside and set up the electric panel. A metal stand was driven into the ground and set in a position so that the panel would have sun all day. The panel was attached and the heavy insulated leads were run to where the electric cables were attached to the house. Following the instructions, the leads were bolted on.
Inside the house, the women were working on lunch when they heard the refrigerator come on. The overhead light also came on. Camille went over and felt along the heating strips on the baseboards of the house. They were putting out heat. Just to be sure, Freda went over to the electric stove that hadn�t been used since the Russians had invaded. Upon turning on an element, she felt it began to get hot. As the men came in, she exclaimed, �We have electricity back. Everything is working!�
With the electricity back on, Mrs. Kursov threw open the rest of the shutters and sunlight poured into the rooms. She began humming and singing tunes while she worked. It was the first time Anton Kursov had seen her happy in a long time.
In the late afternoon, after hours of telling stories and sharing experiences, Ricks stood and stretched. He called over to Petyr. �Pete, why don�t we walk back to that lake you were telling me about? I need to stretch out a bit,� he said.
Petyr grabbed his heavy jacket and led Ricks outside. They had driven the Humvee into the barn and Ricks went inside to get his gloves. The wind was still very cold but the two could tell there was a thaw in the air. In the barn, Ricks could see Mr. Polski liked keeping things neat and orderly. A number of farm implements were mounted on one wall from axes to scythes and other implements. Ricks felt of the edge of one of the tools and was pleased to see it was sharp as a razor. Being from a farm himself, he appreciated someone who knew how to take care of their tools.
The walk to the lake was pleasant. There wasn�t a cloud in the sky and the air was clean and crisp. Coming up on the trees, Ricks could see the evergreens swaying in the wind. The lake itself was beautiful, although the scene was marred by tons of leftover equipment where the Russians had left it. A number of boxes of stores had been opened and gone through.
�My father and Mr. Polski said they came up here and gathered what they could use. The food was the most important thing,� Petyr said.
�Yea, survival at its best. It was a good thing we were able to get those troops out of here,� Ricks said, remembering the joy on Petyr�s face when he found his family alive. Boxes and equipment were stacked everywhere. There was still more food, some fuel and lamps, even personal gear. They rummaged through the leftovers until it began to get dark, then made their way back toward the house.
***
Anton Bugayev started early for the evening. He was getting tired of only traveling at night. The cold seemed to almost never go away, but it was the only way to get across the border undetected. Today he started before dusk. The evening sky remained clear and blended from a blue to various shades of orange and red. After only thirty minutes walking he saw a house in the distance with lights burning inside. He wondered if there might be a chance to get a hot meal and be warm for a change.
Making his way slowly along the ditch on the side of the road, he looked for any sign of danger, but seeing none, he continued on. Bugayev decided he would simply knock on the door and ask for help. With refugees all over the country, the people may take pity on him and let him in. His hands fingered the small P-96 pistol in his coat pocket. It was his insurance in case he ran into trouble. The trusty pistol had been by his side for the last ten years. He made sure it was well maintained and fully loaded.
Coming up to the house, Bugayev could see people inside through the clear glass. Taking a deep breath, he walked up to the door and knocked. To his utter amazement, Bugayev found himself face to face with Anton Kursov.
A look of shock and fear crossed Krusov�s face. �What are you doing here,� he almost spat.
Instantly the 9mm pistol was in Bugayev�s hand. Aiming it directly at Kursov he poked it into the man�s stomach, forcing him back inside the house. Camille saw the man with the gun and let out a high pitched scream before Bugayev slammed the door.
Ricks and Petyr stopped in mid stride. �That was Camille,� said Petyr as he began to run toward the house with Ricks right behind him.
�Stop at the barn,� called out Ricks as the two men neared the house. Dashing into the open door, Ricks found what he was looking for, two broad axes that had been hanging on the wall behind the door. �Okay, now we�re armed. Before we go in we need to see what we�re up against,� said Ricks. �Let�s go by the kitchen window.�
Ricks and Petyr made their way in a wide circle so that they could see in the window but were too far away to be seen from anyone inside.
�I know that man,� said Petyr. �He was the one I told you about who was setting up those demonstrations.�
Ricks nodded in understanding. �He�s carrying some sort of pistol. Let�s move in a little closer.�
Inside the brightly lit room Bugayev stood in front of the whole family. The evil smile on his face was accentuated by the pistol in his hand. �Isn�t it amazing how things work out,� he said. �I have been looking for you a long time. Now that I have you, I want to enjoy the moment,� Bugayev said.
�What would you want with us? Look around you. The war is over here. You lost,� said Kursov.
�Possibly, but the man who betrayed me to the enemy should be made to pay,� hissed Bugayev.
�Betray you? I was picked up along with the rest and interrogated for hours. Only after a long wait was I told to go home. When the war started no one cared to question me anymore,� said Kursov. It was a lie, but it fit.
Bugayev shook his head slowly. �No, that isn�t possible. I have found all but one of our party and they all said they were innocent, even when I shot them.�
The revelation that Bugayev had murdered the others was a slap to Kursov. It meant his folly would now strike at his own family. An angry look came over his face. �You killed those who supported you? Who worked for you? They were willing to give their all for Russia and now you have repaid their loyalty with this? Look what has now happened. The Allied armies have pushed Russia back almost to our borders. All the killing has come to nothing! Now you want to kill some more. This is not the Russia I remember. The Russia I knew had a soul, despite the Communists. You are nothing more than evil and hate, still trying to get your way. Very well then, shoot me and leave this place. Take out your revenge on me,� shouted Kursov, stepping forward slightly and puffing out his chest. He fully expected the bullet at any time.
Bugayev laughed. �Brave words, but no, I do not kill you. First I kill each of your family as you watch. It will be slow so you can feel the pain I felt at the hands of my captors.�
Around him the two families clung together. Mrs. Kursov took Camille and Sasha in her arms while Mr. Polski placed an arm around his son�s shoulders.
Bugayev looked from side to side at the family before him. �The question is who shall be the first?� he said slowly as he moved the pistol in an ark. His eyes focused on Freda. �You will do,� he said as he squeezed the trigger.
The pistol fired, but not before Anton Kursov sprang like a coiled spring in front of her. The bullet struck him in the upper left chest, spinning him around and knocking him to the floor. Mrs. Kursov let out a scream and rushed to his side. Rudy grabbed the back of a wooden chair and was about to throw it at Bugayev.
Bugayev hadn�t heard the door open, but as he was about to dispatch Rudy he felt a blast of cold air on his back. He had just begun to turn when an axe appeared out of nowhere, chopping its way through his upper arm and burying itself in the side of his chest. Petyr had swung the axe like a baseball bat. The blow knocked Bugayev over onto the kitchen table where he collapsed onto the floor. The severed arm lay on the floor, still gripping the pistol in its now dead hand.
Petyr placed his foot on Bugayev�s back and pried the axe from his side as if removing it from a tree. He watched the ever spreading pool of blood spreading over the wooden floor in a widening circle. Bugayev stared up as Petyr leaned over him. Just before his eyes fluttered shut he heard him say in a voice sounding like death itself, �You were wrong. I was the one who turned you in.�
Petyr turned to the others. �Get some towels and bandages. Mr. Polski, can you get a tourniquet on this arm? I want to keep this man alive,� he ordered.
The rest of the family jumped into action as Petyr went over to his father. He was lying on the floor being tended to by his mother. He knelt beside him and smiled. �You saved Freda�s life,� Petyr said. �I think I understand a little now. In many ways, I am proud of you, Father.�
A very pale Anton Kursov looked up at his son and smiled. �And I have always been proud of you, Petyr. You were right. I was foolish, and you have brought pride and honor to our family,� he said. He placed his hand over his son�s and grasped it.
�Now I need to get you to the hospital.� Petyr said.
They heard the Humvee pull up outside and Ricks came through the door. �Let�s get these two in the vehicle,� he said.
Kursov was eased into the front seat while Bugayev was lifted into the very back of the vehicle. Petyr and Mr. Polski junped in the back seat. Ricks shoved the Humvee into gear and sped down the highway toward Krakow.
USS Iowa
The Osprey eased over the fantail and slowly positioned itself over the deck of the Iowa. Once the wheels touched down, the back of the plane lowered and two passengers got off. Captain Rhodes greeted the two and escorted them back to his cabin. As they left, the Osprey shut down its engines.
For Hustvedt, the Iowa reminded him of his old ship, the North Carolina. The strength of the ship could be felt almost immediately and they were greeted by members of the crew as they made their way forward. Using a critical eye, there wasn�t much that could be said was wrong aboard the ship. The ever present rust was almost nonexistent, and the decks were clean and neat. Even when the party entered the skin of the ship there was little wrong. The decks were spotless and nothing seemed out of place. Rhodes led them to the port side and up to his inport cabin. �Come in. I had some sandwiches brought in since you probably didn�t eat on the plane,� said Rhodes.
Claire Richardson looked around the cabin. �This brings back memories. The last time I was aboard Hammond was in command,� she said as they made their way to the table. The three sat on one end and selected a sandwich. Chips and tea were at each place.
�Then welcome back,� said Rhodes. �Now that you�re here, you mind telling me what you have up your sleeves? The message was rather cryptic and you mentioned a special mission.�
Hustvedt took a bite out of his sandwich and began. �Well, Captain, as you know we have just about taken the Crimea and a big chunk of the Ukraine. General Richardson has noticed that the troops are getting a little tired of the operation,� he began.
�Captain, this war has been fought totally different from anything previous,� said Richardson. �The use of the drones has pretty much taken the real danger out of going forward. We have been killing the Russians by the thousands with few casualties of our own. When that happens, we are finding that our people grow weary and sick of just killing, and to tell you the truth, I am too. More and more of our efforts are going toward trying to get the enemy just to give up. I already have over 250,000 prisoners.�
The numbers shocked Rhodes. Being at sea kept them away from such things. �My soul, that�s a little astounding,� he exclaimed.
�Yes. As a matter of fact, our estimates are that the Russians may have lost over two million people in this,� said Hustvedt. �Between that and our keeping the population cold and dark, these people are suffering,� he said.
�That brings us to this operation,� said Richardson. �Captain, I want to take Iowa into Sevastopol harbor and see if we can get the city to surrender as a whole.�
Rhodes sat back in his chair. He had a sharp vision of the Iowa being pelted with every gun imaginable before even getting into the harbor. �That�s a huge risk,� he said slowly. It was obvious he wasn�t thrilled at the idea.
�I know it is. We don�t really know what might be up against us. But if we go in under a white flag and talk to the local commanders, it might just work. Of course the Wisconsin and North Carolina will be just offshore. The Queen Elizabeth is out there too, just in case,� Hustvedt explained.
�Who will be going ashore?� Rhodes asked.
Richardson spoke up. �Just two of us. I will go and I would like to take Lieutenant Commander Jeffers along as a translator,� she said.
Rhodes looked skeptical. �Just two of you, with no escort, into an active war zone. Ma�am, I wouldn�t do that on a bet.�
�Most sane people wouldn�t,� Richardson chuckled. �But the way things have been going, I wouldn�t be surprised if they jumped at the chance. They have the Spanish and Italians to the northwest and we are coming in from the east. These guys have to know what�s about to happen,� she said.
Rhodes sat back. Yes, it was a gamble, but the harbor is wide and deep. There would be plenty of room to turn tail and run if the shooting started. No cloak would be able to hide them, that was for sure. Besides, unless they were shooting huge guns, there wasn�t much they could do to the ship. He rubbed his hand down his face. �Well, I�m in. I�ll get you there and back and will sit in the harbor with my guns cocked if they do anything stupid. But maybe we need to ask Jeffers if he�s in on it,� he said. �I can�t order a guy to do what you�re asking,� he said as he reached for the phone and had Jeffers come to his cabin.
A few minutes later there was a knock on the door and the sentry announced the First Lieutenant. As Jeffers stepped into the cabin his face broke into a smile.
�Rod! How are you,� exclaimed Hustvedt.
�Just fine, Admiral. It�s good to see you both again,� Jeffers said shaking their hands. Rhodes had him sit and they explained the plan to him. He listened intently, then let out a breath. �You make me wish I didn�t know Russian,� he said.
�I know, Rod, but this is important,� said Richardson. �I have other translators, but they don�t have the background and understanding you do, so I�m asking if you will do this with me,� she said.
Jeffers� smile widened. �Of course you know I will,� he said. �When do we go?�
�Actually, we go in tomorrow morning. A message will be sent to them letting them know we will be coming in under a white flag. We are offering to negotiate aboard the ship or ashore depending on their wishes. Hopefully that will mean a free passage at least,� said Richardson.
�What about you, Admiral? Are you coming too?�
Hustvedt grinned. �No, I am going aboard my old ship to be there just in case. If somebody does start shooting, I�ll make them wish they had never pulled a trigger,� he said.
�Well, I guess we�re both in then,� said Rhodes.
Hustvedt slapped him on the shoulder. �Good. I had a feeling you wouldn�t turn us down. Now I have a request. Could I address your officers and chiefs in the wardroom?� he asked.
�Of course. When would you like to do it?�
�Why not now. I�ll have to leave to get to the North Carolina soon anyway. So if you don�t mind?� Hustvedt asked.
Rhodes asked Jeffers to take care of it and Jeffers left the room. That was when Hustvedt told him the reason for the assembly.
The wardroom was filled with men sitting and standing. The conversations and speculation filled the air. Suddenly the aft door opened and someone shouted, �Attention on deck!�
The room fell silent as Hustvedt, Richardson and Rhodes entered the room. The head table had been cleared and the officers took a seat. Once seated the rest of the room took their seats.
�Officer and Chiefs of the Iowa we are privileged to have Vice Admiral Hustvedt and General Claire Richardson with us today. Tomorrow morning we are going to be included in a special mission to see if we can get the city of Sevastopol to surrender. I�ll brief you more later, but the Admiral asked if he could address you before he left. Admiral,� he said as he turned to Hustvedt.
Hustvedt stood and placed a package on the table. �Ladies and Gentlemen, than you for letting me come aboard today. It�s nice to be around battleship sailors again,� he said. There was a chuckle from the men in the room. �I came here today to not only talk about this special mission but to also single out someone for some of the bravest actions and most brilliant work I have been privileged to witness. Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, could you please come forward.�
Jeffers, obviously caught by surprise, looked at the people around him before standing and making his way to the head table. As he got there, he was asked to come to attention.
Hustvedt pulled out a blue document holder and a smaller blue box. �Many of you may not know it, but Operation Arctic Wind was authored by a virtually unknown officer who was told to write something up as an exercise just to get some experience. That exercise became one of the greatest operational plans since the Normandy invasion in 1944. The author of that plan is standing before you today. �The Secretary of Defense takes pleasure in presenting the Defense Superior Service Medal to Lieutenant Commander Roderick Jeffers for his amazing intellectual skills in conceiving, and planning Operation Arctic Wind during the War with Russia. Your keen grasp of the tactical and strategic mission of the Allied Forces, their abilities and the execution of what has become the largest amphibious operation since the Second World War reflects great credit upon yourself, the Navy and the Department of Defense of the United States. Your expert planning and execution of Operation Arctic Wind has been instrumental in the success of Allied efforts. From the Secretary of Defense. Congratulations,� said Hustvedt, as he opened the smaller box and pulled out the yellow, blue and white ribboned medal emblazoned with an eagle. The wardroom broke into applause as Hustvedt pinned the medal on Jeffers� chest.
After a respectable time Hustvedt motioned for quiet once more. Jeffers turned and began to go back to his seat when he heard, �Not so fast, Commander.� Hustvedt motioned for him to return, then called the wardroom to attention. Everyone stood.
�The Secretary of the Navy takes pleasure in presenting the Navy Cross to Lieutenant Commander Roderick Jeffers for services set forth in the following citation. For conspicuous gallantry, extraordinary skill and supreme courage while serving on the staff of the Commander Allied Black Sea Expedition. After several missile strikes, Lieutenant Commander Jeffers, with little regard for personal safety, did take command of the USS America upon the death of her commanding officer and incapacitation of the ship�s executive officer. Despite being wounded and surrounded by flames from several missile hits, his quick actions allowed him to regain control of the ship and prevent the America from colliding with the aircraft carrier, USS Enterprise. He continued to pilot the ship, alone, helping firefighting teams in their efforts to extinguish multiple fires aboard the ship from incoming missiles while providing medical aid to the ship�s executive officer and other crewmen. Despite being wounded a second time from enemy missile fire, Jeffers maintained his vigilance for two hours as the ship�s personnel battled raging fires to get to the bridge. Despite fires which threatened to consume him, he maintained his post and brought the ship to safety. His actions bring great credit upon himself and the Naval Service. From the Secretary of the Navy.�
The medal was a cross of gold with a blue and white ribbon. Hustvedt pinned it on Jeffers� shirt, then shook his hand. Jeffers couldn�t hear the shouts and applause from the others in the wardroom. He simply looked down at the medal on his chest. It was the second highest award in the United States, only below the Medal of Honor. He was stunned. Then he saw Hustvedt pull out another blue box and pin on the Purple Heart. He went back to his seat in a daze. His shipmates were congratulating him and patting him on the back, but it didn�t really register. Jeffers didn�t consider that he had done anything spectacular. He had just done his job. His emotions were mixed. During these same actions he had lost his best friend. Even now, he couldn�t bring himself to play his guitar or banjo because of it. Yet others called him a hero.
After some more talking, the meeting broke up. Jeffers walked to his stateroom and closed the door. He took off the medals and placed them back in their boxes. They were just trappings to be pulled out on special occasions. As he turned around he saw himself in the mirror. The face looking back at him looked older. There were a couple of scars still healing, but it was still the same eyes, nose and mouth from before. In his mind, he didn�t want any special recognition. He just wanted to be a naval officer like all the rest. Jeffers hoped things would not change.
After putting everything away, Jeffers heard flight quarters sounded. He grabbed his helmet and jacket and went aft. He wasn�t really needed, but it was a part of being the First Lieutenant. When he got there, Hustvedt said goodbye and re-boarded the Osprey. The engines came to life and the aircraft lifted into the clear afternoon sky.
Jeffers turned to see Boats Patnaude staring at him. He walked up to him. �You look like you need to talk,� he said.
�No, Boats, I�ll be okay.�
�Bullshit. Don�t forget I been around for a while. This bothered you, didn�t it?� he asked.
�A little.�
Patnaude smiled. �That�s because you�re a good man, Commander. You don�t want to be better than anyone else and you don�t seek glory. And you know what? That makes you one of them top one percenters,� he said. �I�ve seen too many people just go for the glory. They usually end up being a pain in the ass. So don�t change, Rod. Just keep doing your job. I�d rather have ten people like you to work with than a thousand of the others,� he said. �Come on.�
Patnaude led him back forward to the Deck Office across from the post office. They sat and talked for a couple of hours. Along the way, Jeffers began to feel better about things. He even shared the loss of his friend. Boats shared a few sea stories of his own. By dinner Jeffers felt exhausted. This time he accepted the congratulations and the support around the wardroom table. He was one of them and they were happy to be around him.
After dinner, Jeffers checked on a few things and made sure the eight o�clock reports were ready, then went to his stateroom. He took off his uniform and crawled in between the sheets. Cracking open a book, he read for a while till he was interrupted as the Captain came on the 1MC.
�This is the captain. Tomorrow morning we are going into Sevastopol harbor to take General Richardson in to discuss their surrender. We�ll be going in alone, but the Wisconsin and North Carolina will be just outside the harbor just in case. Guys, I won�t make this sound pretty. We don�t know what they might do when we get in there. We know their fleet is basically gone, but they can still shoot at us. The plan is to go in and launch my gig with the general aboard, then wait. If they start shooting at us, we can shoot back, but not till then. So it�s going to be a little tense for a while. I don�t know about you, but I am definitely going to say my prayers tonight. For all the Catholics, maybe ask our Father Danner for a little help. I know he�s up there looking out for us and a little extra help wouldn�t hurt. So get some good sleep tonight, and while you�re at it, thank God for the redheads.� The 1MC clicked off.
Jeffers was sorry he had missed Father Danner. It seemed as if everyone he met had something good to say about the man. Even Patnaude shared a few of the hair-raising escapades involving Danner. He sounded like a lot of fun. Jeffers put the book down and turned out the light. Just before going to sleep, he said a little prayer of his own.
Krakow
It had been a late night. Upon arrival at the hospital, both men had been rushed to surgery. Mr. Kursov had been lucky. The bullet had lodged in the muscle near his shoulder. After only a few minutes the bullet was out and he was bandaged up and made ready to go home. Bugayev was a different matter. After two pints of whole blood, with the doctors pouring over his arm, the decision was made that there was no use in trying to save it. A flap of skin was pulled over and sewn to the other side. They were hampered slightly when a squad of police entered the recovery room and handcuffed and shackled Bugayev to his hospital bed. They took the arm, with a pistol still in its hand, and wrapped it up.
Erich Bolin looked down on the still unconscious man. �You won�t get away from me this time,� he said. He turned to the others. �No one leaves this room. I want eyes on him twenty four hours a day. If he tries anything, you are to further restrain him. Gag him if you must, but no one gets to him and he sees no one except the medical staff,� Bolin ordered. He had already seen the Kursov family and the American soldier. Those statements alone would get Bugayev a life sentence. He had other ideas on that.
After getting his father into the Humvee, the Kursov�s, Polski and Ricks made their way back home. The family was waiting. Mrs. Kursov was particularly happy to see her husband alive and well. She had spent several hours cleaning the blood off the floor and now the house was once again spotless.
Freda had rushed to Petyr�s side, but she could see something had changed in Petyr. He had become introverted and didn�t smile much when he returned. Ricks saw it too and pulled her aside.
�Freda, Petyr is going to be a little different for a while. He nearly killed a man tonight and that does things to a good man. He needs to understand it was something that had to be done. But most of all, he needs to know you still care about him. So just be patient with him tonight. He�ll come around,� Ricks told her.
Freda nodded. In a few minutes, she led him to the bedroom and helped him get undressed. Remembering how he had helped her when her mother died, Freda simply pulled him to her side and held him.
***
Driving in the Humvee toward Berlin, Petyr didn�t say much, and Ricks let him be with his own thoughts. After three hours into the drive, Petyr turned to Ricks. �Why didn�t you come in with me?� he asked.
Ricks grinned. �Because you didn�t need my help. I could see what you were going to do, and frankly, I didn�t want to be around you while you were swinging that axe. You didn�t notice, but I moved around to swing from the other side of you missed,� he said.
�I�ve never done anything like that before,� Petyr said.
�A man can do a lot of things when he is protecting his family. That�s what you were doing. That was even what your father was doing when he jumped in front of that guy. He could probably see it in his eye when he was going to pull the trigger and he knew who would get hit. Your father did it for you and for Freda,� Ricks said.
Petyr thought about that for a minute. His father really was trying to protect the family, even if it meant getting killed himself. The idea made him feel warm all over. Ricks saw the slight smile cross Petyr�s face. The kid will be alright, he thought.
The White House
The days were taking their toll on O�Bannon. It seemed as if there was always too much going on needing his personal attention. So when his Chief of Staff, Jim Butler, came in with a pale look on his face, O�Bannon cringed. �Okay, I can tell something�s wrong,� he grunted.
�Sir, Bob Kelso of CNN is on line two. I would have sent him over to the Press Secretary, but this is too deep even for me,� Butler said.
A curious look came over O�Bannon�s face as he reached over and picked up the line. �Good afternoon, Mr. Kelso. What can I do for you?� he asked.
�Good afternoon, Mister President. Something has come up with several of us and we need to talk to you about it,� Kelso began.
�Glad to help. What do you need?�
�Sir, we are getting information concerning former CIA director Harmon and some sort of investigation. In particular, it has something to do with something called Eyeball,� Kelso said.
O�Bannon�s eyes shot wide. He looked up at Butler who nodded in response. O�Bannon�s worse fears were coming true and he wasn�t sure of how to deal with it.
�You still there?� came the voice on the line.
�I am, Bob, you just stunned me, that�s all. Can you tell me what you know?�
�Well, sir, we are getting information leaked to us that Harmon was fired over this system and that you have directed the FBI in probing several senators and congressmen who recommended him. It makes it sound like a vendetta of some sort. Personally it sounds a little fishy, but as of now, I have it along with the Washington Post, CBS, NBC, ABC and the AP. Because of the way it is coming across, this news might be a little beyond our agreement, especially when you were named. We have gotten together and decided to call you first,� Kelso said.
O�Bannon thought for a moment. �Bob, I am going to be frank with you. There is an investigation, but not through my office. I asked the FBI to check into something Harmon did while in office and they did so, uncovering enough that the Attorney General appointed a special prosecutor. I have nothing to do with what the prosecutor is doing and don�t know anything more of the matter. What I do know is that it is touching on one of the most secret efforts the United States has ever achieved. Quite frankly it scares me that word about this program may have gotten out.�
�Is it based out of the CIA?�
�Yes, but being used by the Department of Defense.�
There was a pause on the other end of the line. �Mister President, this is putting us in a difficult position,� Kelso said.
�Think about it from my perspective. This is something we never talk about. At the same time, I gave you a promise to answer your questions. I want you to trust me and this even makes me feel insecure. Can you answer one question for me?� asked the President.
�Sure.�
�I know you can�t give your sources, but are they from a government agency like the CIA or Defense, or even my staff for that matter?�
Kelso thought a second. �Mister President, our sources are not from any of those agencies. I�m not sure I would go any further than that,� Kelso said.
The President let out a sigh. �Well, at least it�s not coming from the people I�m working with. Let me think a second,� O�Bannon said as he placed the receiver on his chest. Butler stared at the man and could tell he was grinding through some options. The President put the receiver to his ear again. �Bob, how many media outlets are involved at this time?�
�Only the ones I mentioned, Mister President, although there could be more at any time. We�ve kept this to ourselves so far,� said Kelso.
�I tell you what. Can you all come to the White House tomorrow by 9 am? I would like to give you a little something that may help you understand my concerns,� said the President.
�Yes, sir, but I hope it�s not just another explanation.�
�No, but I thought you might like to see what it�s all about,� the President said.
USS Iowa
The morning dawned clear with a calm sea. During the night a message had come through saying the Mayor of Sevastopol would meet with Allied representatives aboard the ship when it arrived. Nothing was mentioned of the military commanders. As the sun came up, Iowa separated from the two other battleships and made her way toward the harbor entrance. The southern tip of the Crimea was heavily populated. Yalta, on the other end of the peninsula, had already fallen. Odessa, Ukraine, had been taken the week before. Now Sevastopol was surrounded.
Iowa sailed slowly past an old abandoned and recently shelled runway on the tip of land going in toward Sevastopol. The crew could see the remnants of an old early warning radar station beside it. Turning northeast, they passed more abandoned military areas, some sprouting old antennas and gun emplacements. The beaches looked rocky and uninviting. Aboard the ship all eyes scanned the shore looking for missile or gun emplacements that might open fire on the ship, but none were seen.
Iowa soon saw her destination. The mouth of the harbor had a concrete breakwater with a quarter of a mile opening. There was a small lighthouse on one end. What concerned them most was the old fortress guarding the harbor. Painted white, it had multiple openings in the side, but no one could see what was inside it.
Rhodes turned to Jeffers conning the ship. �I sure hope those prayers to Father Danner did some good,� he said. Entering the harbor, Iowa made her way just inside and then stopped. They would not anchor. That would give them time to get back underway quickly.
Most of the harbor was surrounded by high rise housing and shoreline establishments. Marinas sprouted along the shore along with shipping terminals and tourist attractions. On the right side was a huge monument with two soldiers, one holding up a rifle. They began to notice that along the shoreline, people were already coming out to watch.
The Pentagon
The motorcade drove to the north entrance where the Secret Service and Pentagon security forces had everything set up. The media got out of two black Suburbans, were met by General Black and some staff members and ushered into the Pentagon. They stopped in a small conference room and asked to sit. One minute later the President came in. He went to the head of the table.
�Gentlemen, thank you for meeting with me today. Bob, I appreciate you getting this set up,� the President said. �Gentlemen, Bob told me about your concerns and they are my concerns as well. I have a feeling what you have been getting is politically motivated. So I decided to do something that is grossly irregular. I am going to show you what this is all about. When the war started, this system had just been placed online. Mr. Harmon failed to act on the early warning this system provides which could have saved countless lives. That is why I asked the FBI to investigate. But now you need to know why this can never be revealed to anyone. Never. This agreement I have with you on media coverage works both ways. I am now showing this to you and only you so that you fully understand why I must ask you not to let this get out. I feel once you see this you will agree with me that it is something too vital to our national interests. Do you agree that this is a fair request?� he asked.
The men around the room nodded. �We agree,� said Kelso.
The President smiled. �Okay then, but prepare yourselves. You will not believe your eyes.�
The door opened and the men were led down the corridor to an outer office full of security. They were then led into a darkened room. In the center of the room on a huge table was Eyeball.
�Oh my God,� exclaimed Brad Freeman from CBS. �Is this what I think it is?�
�Yes it is,� said Roger Hammond as he stepped in from another door. �This is Poland, Belarus, Russia, Slovakia, Ukraine and points west. This image is from one of the cameras. The computers alert us to any and all movements of troops, planes, equipment, supplies or anything else going on in Europe. From there, we can move in for more graphic detail,� Hammond said as he motioned to a technician. The three dimensional image zoomed into one of the battle areas where the true value of Eyeball could be seen. The men watched as planes flew into and out of the area, saw tanks advancing along with ground troops and even some sort of flying bugs in advance of the Allies engaging enemy troops.
�Are you telling us this is real time?� asked one man.
�We are maybe about a second behind. It takes time for the light to get to the satellite and then back down to us,� said Hammond.
�I never thought something like this was possible,� said another man.
Hammond chuckled. �Neither did I,� he said. �And that�s why I flew all the way here to give this brief myself. You don�t know this, but when this war started the Russians had six to one of everything we and the Allies had. When they asked me to take the job, I told them that in order to have any chance, we needed to use every bit of the technology we possessed to even the playing field. This,� he said spreading his hands over the table, �is the biggest piece of that technology. It has allowed us to see every move the Russians have made from the battlefield to the supply lines. It allows us to stop them before they get things started and to hit them where they are the weakest. They have no idea we are watching. Several of you have gotten a little miffed because we have not been sharing our casualty numbers. Part of that is because of this and because no one would believe us. I will now share those numbers with you. To date, the Allies have lost 10,560 troops killed and another 16,010 wounded. Most of those losses were at the start of the war. But because of this, we know that the Russians have lost two million some odd killed and another eight hundred ninety thousand wounded.�
Several of the men gasped at the numbers. �How could it be so high?� asked Kelso.
�I�ll show you,� said Hammond. He looked at the operator. �Take it to the front so they can see the drones.�
The image zoomed in further and the men could see the drone units going across the landscape. In several instances, troops in front of them simply fell over dead as they passed by. Allied assault troops followed the drones in and continued, unhindered, on their way. �Eyeball is linked to our Link 16 system and everyone on the ground can see where the bad guys are. We coordinate things all the way to the ground level. Of course, the troops and fliers have no idea where the Link is getting its information, but they know it is accurate,� said Hammond. With a motion, the operator moved the image back to a broader area.
�This is why I am asking that no one ever know about what you are seeing here. If it got out, our enemy might find a way to counter it or to down our satellites. It would mean our casualties might climb almost as high as the Russians�. I want to get our people home and safe. This is helping me do that,� Hammond said.
Hammond stopped talking and let the men see the marvel in front of them, then said, �Take it to Sevastopol.�
The image shifted to the city on the Black Sea. �This is what we are watching at present.�
The men saw an American battleship entering Sevastopol harbor with two more battleships patrolling offshore. �Who is that?� asked Freeman.
Hammond smiled. �That�s my old ship, USS Iowa. They are going in to see if the Russians will surrender the city.� He pointed to a large group to the east. �Those are the Americans and the Turks.� He pointed to the northwest. �Those are the Italians and Spanish. The city is surrounded and we are hoping we can all stop here,� Hammond said. �If they fire on her, all bets are off.�
Sevastopol
The R-44 crew was freezing. With the electricity out throughout the country there was nothing to power the electric heaters on the ship. Men huddled around in heavy blankets and multiple layers of clothing. Very little maintenance was doing since there was no way to effectively work in the engine rooms or lower spaces. It was miserable. When the orders came to sortie against the American ship, the crew just looked up with cold, tired eyes. Even Captain Potemkin had given up trying to make sense of it. But he had a job to do, even if it meant killing his crew. Barking out orders, the crew finally went below to fire up the ship�s main engines.
Knowing there was only a few hundred gallons of fuel in the ship�s tanks, the crew climbed down into the ship�s engine rooms and stared at the huge diesel engines. A team went over to the diesel generator and with a few adjustments, it started and the lights came on throughout the ship. A few more switches and the ship�s heating systems came on. At least they would be warm when they met their deaths.
After priming the fuel and lubrication pumps, the engineering crew hit the starter on one of the main engines. Nothing happened. The engine turned over, but the cylinders did not fire. While several men began checking the engine over, the second engine was made ready. Once again, the engine would not start. Now men frantically began checking the fuel systems to make sure fuel was getting into the engine. The glow plugs were checked to see if they were working. Everything was looked into. After fifteen minutes the generator began spitting, lost revolutions and finally died. Once again, the lights went out throughout the ship. Working with flashlights, the men finally figured out what had happened. Water was in the fuel tanks. The last of the usable fuel had been used by the generator. Now there was no way to get underway. A tired, but happy crew settled back in their blankets. At least they knew they would remain alive.
Five trucks scurried through the streets of Sevastopol trying to get to the high ground above the harbor. There was already an old battery of guns there, but they hadn�t worked in ages. Instead, they were dragging Sprut anti-tank guns, a 4.9 inch weapon that had armor piercing rounds available. These were the last pieces of artillery the Army commander had. They had been salvaged from the battlefields several times and looked beat up, but they were available.
On the way up the hill, one of the drivers looked back to see smoke pouring from one of the wheels of his gun. He tried to slow to a stop, but as he applied the brakes, the wheel came off the gun, causing it to dig into the ground. This broke the pin on the tongue of the truck mounting and the gun flipped over the side of an embankment, striking a house and causing the wall to collapse on top of it.
Another driver was racing along a dirt road. The ruts and potholes had the entire gun carriage bouncing like a rubber ball. The pin holding the trailer to the truck was just a piece of steel the driver had salvaged when the original pin was lost. As the pounding intensified, it too snapped. The tongue of the gun carriage immediately dug into the ground. With the truck going nearly 50 miles per hour, it flipped the gun over landing with a bang on the gun itself. When the driver stopped to see what could be done, he found the gun and its mechanisms scattered across the road.
Three of the guns made it to the old gun emplacement. Men piled out of the trucks to plant the pads to stabilize the guns, then turned them toward the huge ship coming into the harbor. Ammunition was brought forward and they quickly found that one of the guns was a different variant from the others and used different ammunition. The other two were quickly loaded and on orders from the General in charge, prepared to fire on the ship.
The breeches were closed and the men stood back. The young officer in charge ordered the guns to fire. On the left gun, a sergeant pulled the lanyard only to see the firing mechanism spring off the gun and land on the ground. The securing mechanism had shattered. On the right gun the lanyard was pulled and nothing happened. It was reset and pulled again. Once again, nothing happened. Carefully, the breech was opened. There were no marks on the powder casing. Upon careful examination, the firing pin was bent and jammed in the breech.
The dejected gun crews could do little else than to watch as the ship came to a halt within range of their guns. There wasn�t another piece of artillery they could get. The tanks that had been assigned were still at the front.
At six different positions around the harbor, rocket launchers were aimed at the American battleship. In each case, the trigger was pulled and nothing happened. Two of the missiles were found to be duds. Another two missiles were later found to have broken leads to the firing squibs. One missile went off only after the operator had become disgusted that it seemingly didn�t work and had pointed it toward their own troops. It bounced off the road several times before striking a tree. The last missile caught fire in the tube. The operator threw it to the ground and watched it burn.
Inside the white fortress, one old piece of artillery remained usable. Ammunition had been found and the gun loaded. No one really wanted to be around the old piece when it went off, but one man finally volunteered to pull the lanyard. The old powder went off with a fizzle and they saw the projectile come out of the barrel and hit the ground thirty feet away. The officer in charge saw it was a hopeless effort. He ordered his men to put the ammunition away and watched as a small boat with a white flag left one of the piers and made its way toward the ship.
The Pentagon
The men made their way back to the small conference room and sat down. Most were too stunned to speak at first. What they had seen seemed surreal. It was well beyond description. Bill Kelso finally broke the silence.
�Mr. President, we cannot let this get out,� he said. �Now, for the first time I understand what you are going through and the things you must endure to keep things such as this a secret. Some would shout this achievement to the hills, but if you do, you have already lost the advantage. I can�t understand with so many people using it, how can it possibly be kept a secret,� he rambled along.
�Bill, we keep it a secret because almost all the people working with it understand the importance of keeping it so. To let people know about this would mean someone else finding a way around it. When that happens, people get killed, things are changed and we find ourselves in the middle of a war that we cannot win,� said Hammond. �I came here today because it is that important to me to keep Eyeball away from the general public. I don�t want to see young American and Allied lives wasted because someone who doesn�t understand decided they knew better than we do and this was something that everyone should know. You all know how everyone wants their moment of fame. Well, if they go to you and it goes public, we could well lose this war. We have worked very hard to use the technology we have to level the playing fields. In this case, it has tilted the field in our favor. Let�s not give that away,� he said.
�Can you share this thing about Harmon? That seems to be the center point of all this,� said Freeman.
�I�ll tell you what happened with me,� said the President. �Eyeball was up and operating just before the Russian attacks on our forces. Mister Harmon and others at the CIA saw the launches some ten minutes before they struck. Harmon made the decision not to warn us, but instead to call someone else, who also did not spread the warning. As a result, a few thousand of our people were killed who did not need to. If they had a warning, our ships would have had time to prepare and respond. But that did not happen. I found out a day later in a briefing. He actually told me that I could not tell him how to use the system, that only Congress had that authority. That is when I fired him and called the FBI to find out who was undermining both the Presidency and the security of the United States. I was later told of a special prosecutor and do not know anything more. I personally consider Harmon�s acts treason, but until we hear from the prosecutor, I will bide my time.�
�Now it makes sense,� said Dan Harley of NBC. �My primary source is on the staff of a member of the Senate Intelligence Committee. The senator is in the opposing party. I got another bite from a staffer of a congressman on the House Armed Services Committee, also in the opposing party,� he said. It was obvious he was getting angry. �Those sons of bitches were trying to use me to undermine this nation! They would give away our greatest asset just to satisfy their political aims. My god, what has all this come to?� he exclaimed.
�It�s not just you, Dan, it�s all of us. We can talk later to see if we are hearing from the same people. I think we can all agree this must stop. As Americans, we cannot let this get out. The question is what do we do about it?� Kelso said.
�Gentlemen, on my part, I would turn your information over to the FBI, but I understand your need to protect your sources,� said the President.
�No, it may be we have gone too far on that side. We must protect sources when we are trying to get to the bottom of a real problem, but we cannot let the media be used to destroy the nation we serve. We also cannot allow ourselves to become immersed in traitorous activities. Edward Snowdon hurt a few, but didn�t actually help anyone. In this case it would mean we would have the blood of our youth on our hands. I can�t let that happen. I think maybe the major media leaders need to meet and help solve this problem,� said Kelso. He turned to the President, �Mister President, I truly appreciate what you have done today. It has opened our eyes to a whole new world as far as how you and the government works and how much you depend on people like us. I know you probably will catch hell for sharing this with us, but I assure you on my part, I will never reveal Eyeball or anything else I have seen or talked about today. Thank you for sharing this confidence with us,� he said.
The other men in the room spoke up to pledge their secrecy and support. President O�Bannon thanked them, then turned to Hammond. �Roger, I appreciate you coming all the way here to be a part of this. Is there anything more you would like to say to these gentlemen?�
Hammond blushed slightly. �Only a couple of you have met me before. I appreciate your efforts to control when and how things get out about this war. My whole aim is to get it over with so we can all go home with the fewest casualties and some of the greatest stories our people can tell their grandkids. From what I understand, your people with our troops are doing a great job. After today, I feel much better working with you,� he said.
Kelso smiled, �Admiral, how are we really doing? Off the record, of course.� The others chuckled.
Hammond smiled at them. �Well, our troops should have the last Russians out of Poland by the end of the week. I fully expect the Ukraine to be next, but not before we take Vladivostok.�
�Vladivostok?� came the gasp of the men at the table. �We�ve advanced that far?� asked Freeman.
�Yes, we thought the incursion into eastern Russia might bring some of their troops east in response. It turns out not to be the case. As a result, our troops have now surrounded Vladivostok and all oil supplies from the east have been cut off. Once Vladivostok is taken we may move westward,� said Hammond.
�How far might we go?�
�As far as it takes.�
Sevastopol
General Markus Leftvorno was upset. He had expected to have his artillery, rockets and the Navy to attack the ship as she entered the harbor, but for some reason, nothing had worked. Now he was forced to meet with the Americans to discuss a surrender. The city�s mayor had insisted. Even his staff had felt that to continue the fight would mean a slaughter, both of his troops and the local population. Word from Moscow was to begin burning everything so that there would be nothing left for the Allies to benefit. No one he talked to went along with that notion. For all practical purposes, his career was over.
They had scraped together five gallons of fuel to get the general, his aide and the mayor to the ship. Mayor Anatoly Trodenko and Colonel Ivan Sovatich sat opposite from him in the back of the small boat. All were looking at the monstrous hulk of a ship sitting in front of them. The huge guns pointed skyward as they approached, but there was no doubt their crews had them already loaded and ready in case anything happened. Some sort of stairway had been lowered down the ship�s side for them. The boat made its way to it and a crewman hooked onto it to steady the boat as they got off and went up the side of the ship.
As they reached the top of the stairs, the general saw two lines of immaculately dressed sailors standing on either side of the top of the stairs. Immediately, a whistle was blown and the men saluted. Leftvorno returned the salute as he walked down the line. There to greet him was an officer in dress blues who welcomed them aboard and ushered them up a ladder to a spacious cabin. The cabin was well lit and warm. They were greeted there by a female wearing the uniform of a three star general and another officer.
�Welcome aboard USS Iowa,� said Richardson as she extended her hand. Leftvorno wasn�t sure of the protocol in such matters, but shook her hand anyway. She invited them to sit at the table. Tea was offered but turned down.
�General, I asked for this truce in the hope that we might save lives. As you know, the Allied armies have advanced to surround Sevastopol and now sit on its outskirts. Our fleet is sitting off your harbor. Throughout this campaign, you and your people have fought well and bravely. We do not wish to prolong the suffering of your troops or the civilian population. Although we are ready to enter the city by force, I am sure you know what outcome that will bring. I hope we might come to an agreement where the fighting ends and we can bring food, supplies and power back to this city,� Richardson said.
All the while, Jeffers translated her words. They noticed the glances between the men. The general looked slightly angry while the others more contrite.
�You are enemies of my country,� Leftvorno said in a huff. �We have enough men and supplies to drive you out of the Crimea. Already we are expecting reinforcements from Moscow.�
Richardson gave him a tired look. �General, we both know that is not the case. No supplies are on their way. Right now we estimate you have around five thousand people defending the city. We saw your artillery on the hill and the gun in the old fort. We also know you deployed some rockets. We know what remains of the fleet is sitting cold in their berths. The rest we destroyed at sea weeks ago. We have the survivors of those ships aboard one of our vessels even now. I am in command of over two hundred thousand troops, not to mention the fleet in the Black Sea. Do you really want us to come in here and tear everything apart? Sevastopol is a beautiful city. It would be such a shame to level it,� she said.
The mayor spoke up. �I do not wish this either. We must come to some sort of agreement, if nothing else to save my people,� he almost pleaded.
�Mayor Trodenko, nothing would please me more. But I must be assured that all fighting will cease. Once done, I have a container ship loaded with food and fuel to bring in and electrical generators to return the city�s power. I would much rather my troops help with that than using their weapons,� said Richardson.
�But we have our orders,� said Leftvorno.
�From a government thousands of miles away, which cannot give you the support to get the job done, much less provide for the citizens of this city,� said Richardson.
�I will not let you kill half my people in this insane determination to commit suicide,� Trodenko nearly shouted.
�Perhaps we might hear your terms,� the colonel said calmly. His remark seemed to anger Leftvorno, but he kept quiet.
�I will offer you the same terms I offered the North Koreans when I entered Pyongyang,� said Richardson. �All fighting must cease. If you and your men desire to go home, I will provide food and fuel to get back to Russian territory. If you decide to stay, you will remain in your camps and we will provide food and fuel to stay warm. You will be held responsible for your people, but we will need to make sure they no longer take up arms against us. All weapons will be collected and placed in a safe place. If you desire, your people can work alongside ours to help bring food and supplies into the city. I know we are planning on having the sailors we return to you help us out. Once done, you can all sit out the remainder of the war here in safety and relative comfort,� she said.
�You do not send us to a camp?� asked the General.
�What would be the use? There is no place to go since I already offered to transport you back to your own lines. Wouldn�t it be better to keep your troops together and help out the people of Sevastopol?� she asked.
Jeffers turned and asked for permission to add something of his own. Richardson nodded.
�General, I would like to share something with you,� he said. �My mother and her family are from Russia. They are very proud of their heritage. My grandfather often related to our neighbors of the things Russians had accomplished over the years. They left Russia in the nineties when my mother met my father and they got married. I was raised feeling that pride they felt. Although they all eventually became American citizens, their feelings for Russia never changed. I have to ask myself, if my grandfather were still alive, what would make him proud here in Sevastopol? What can we do here that would make Russian citizens proud again? I am an American, so I cannot make that decision. With all that is happening right now, what would make my grandfather proud?� Jeffers concluded.
The general smiled at Jeffers. �You are proud to be an American?�
Jeffers nodded. �Yes. And because of my grandfather, I am also proud to be part Russian,� he said earnestly.
The three smiled at Jeffers. Leftvorno slapped him on the arm. �You speak well, Commander. Too bad you are on the wrong side,� he said with a wink.
�May we have a few minutes alone, please?� asked Trodenko.
�Of course,� said Richardson. She and Jeffers got up and left the room. Once outside the door Jeffers went to the adjacent pantry and listened in at the pantry door.
�The young man is right. What shall we be proud of?� Trodenko asked. �The Allies have swept across the Crimea as if on a holiday. Do you really think your meager forces can stop them?�
�Yes, but we are at war!� shouted Leftvorno. �My job��
�Your job?� asked Colonel Sovatich. �Just three months ago you were a major and I had just finished military school. We have done our job despite the fact we were abandoned down here, simply because our illustrious President is fixated on the rest of Europe. I for one do not want my name associated with a massacre. That, I can be proud of. We fought as best we could. Now, for once, let our people know we are looking out for them. Let them feel like their lives matter more than just a strip of land. This war is over for us. Let the others fight it for a while. If you want to leave, so be it, but I�m staying here to help out. I�ve had it with my government and with our leadership,� he argued.
�Some may consider that treasonous,� said Leftvorno.
�It�s common sense,� said Trodenko. �Did you not see the guns on this ship? They alone could lay waste to this city. There are two more like her outside the breakwater. You and your men, along with many innocent people will be killed. The government talked about taking care of all Russian speaking people, well, it is time to start doing it. All we have seen so far is death, starvation, cold and suffering. This can change that,� he said tapping his finger on the table.
�Look,� said Sovatich, �even the guns you sent to shell this ship for some reason didn�t work. Neither did the rockets, a helicopter, two tanks and our remaining navy. The few ships remaining all had problems and couldn�t respond. I don�t know why, but nothing seemed to work. Out of all that, nothing! I have a feeling we will keep running into problems like that. We really have no choice.�
Ledtvorno hung his head. The man was right, there really was nothing more he could do. His people had little food and barely enough ammunition to last a week. The thought of surrender was almost more than he could bear, but he had to face the fact that he would be leading his men to their deaths. The young man had touched a nerve. That would not be something to be proud of. He looked up at the others and nodded. �We will do it. We will also stay and help the people of this city as much as we can. I will take responsibility,� he said softly.
Richardson and Jeffers were called back into the room. After a few minutes the three left, but not before another ship entered through the breakwater. They stopped to watch a moment. This was more like a transport ship than a warship, but all along her decks were cheering, shouting Russian sailors. They noticed that a number of the Iowa�s crew were on deck waving back. Perhaps this was an omen of good things to come.
Moscow
�Sevastopol has surrendered?� screamed Borodin. �Get some troops down there! I want a new commander in place today! We cannot lose control of the Black Sea,� he shouted to the people in the room.
�It is too late for that,� said one general. �Everything we have is being thrown at the Allies in Poland. Even that will probably be over in the next week,� he said. �We have done everything possible to make this happen, yet our supplies and troops can�t even get to the front anymore. They attack our trains, truck convoys, our ships, everything!� he exclaimed. �It is as if they are watching everything we do.�
A man came rushing into the room and handed Pusko a message. He quickly scanned it. �We just received word that Vladivostok is surrounded. The commander says it is the Americans and the Koreans,� he said numbly.
�The Koreans? They aren�t even in this war,� Borodin wailed.
Pusko sighed. �It seems we underestimated how much support the Poles and Americans would get,� he lamented.
Borodin pointed a finger at Pusko. �You told me this would be over in a month. You told me there was nothing the Allies could do to stop us. You told me it would not impact the rest of our people. Now you say we have lost? That is unacceptable. How many are carrying arms right now?� he demanded.
�A little over two million carrying arms,� said one of the men.
�Well, two million is a lot of troops! Pull them from everywhere we can. Let the internal security forces deal as best they can with disturbances within our borders. Get them to the Polish border and tell them to move!� Borodin shouted.
�The way our people have been killed, it may not be enough,� said the first general.
�Then we will make it enough,� Borodin said angrily. �How many tactical nuclear weapons do we have ready to move?�
The men in the room grew pale. It had now come to this. None thought this was the way to go. �Bringing nuclear weapons into this will surely bring retaliation from the Allies,� said one man.
Very well, we have chemical and biological weapons, do you propose using those?� Borodin asked.
�Definitely not! We would be killing our own people almost as fast as we kill the Allied troops. Besides, our equipment is not that good,� said Pusko.
�Then ready the tactical weapons.�
�It will mean our people will have to march through the areas we just obliterated. The residual radiation will make some sick and others will eventually get cancer,� said another.
�I don�t care about long term effects. Once we get across Europe and this is over, we can take care of the after effects,� said Borodin.
�There are over 5,000 warheads we can use for this. Most are artillery rounds, while some are for our bombers. They range in strength from two kilotons to twenty kilotons. Once we start using them, our people could march through the next day and be relatively safe. We will immediately start issuing protective gear and dosimeters to each soldier. That will let us know what to expect later on,� said Pusko. �We can start on a broad front, then narrow the area and use them as needed to keep the Allies out of the way,� he said.
�Then do it!� demanded Borodin. �You have one week before we begin operations. Get the troops in place and equipped by Saturday or we start regardless,� Borodin said as he turned and stamped out of the room.
The generals looked at each other. �You realize they will respond with weapons of their own,� one man said.
�It is the end of us all,� said another.
�Show some backbone!� demanded Pusko. �The Allies are as frightened of these things as we are. They probably will never use them. In the meantime, our troops will be able to get behind their lines and move out.�
�You realize this leaves the rest of our nation without Army support. We won�t be able to protect the rest of our borders.�
�Give more arms to our internal security forces. They will have to make do until this is over,� Pusko said. �Make the plans and get them executed. I will be attending the latest graduation from the academy day after tomorrow, then will be back for your reports,� he said as he left the room.
The men looked back and forth at each other. This had to end. Russia was bleeding to death and they simply wanted to open the wounds further. Somehow, they needed to make it stop.


Chapter 15 
Decisions 

Belarus
Ivan Olevski, President of Belarus, stared at the messages in his hands. The Allies were now at the border with Belarus and the Swiss Ambassador had brought a message from the Allied leaders asking what his intentions were. �Allied forces are now at your border. We do not desire to bring the war to your country; however, we are ready to do so. If you wish for Belarus to be a neutral in this war, all Russian troops must leave. Any desiring to surrender, may do so, however those desiring to continue fighting have two days to leave Belarus before we enter. Allied forces will enter the country beginning in forty eight hours. The Allied nations are at war with Russia. Our intentions are to cross your country in this effort. Your decision will determine if we come through as friends or as enemies. Please relay your decision via the Swiss delegation,� he read aloud.
He lifted the other message and also read it. �This one is from Borodin. �Nothing is to be left which may benefit the Allies. Burn and destroy everything in their path. Your troops must help your fellow Russians holding the line against the aggressors,�� he read. Olevski threw the message on the floor. �The fool thinks he�s Stalin. Of course he wants to bring back scorched earth, because it�s our earth that will be scorched. He started this war and wants our citizens to pay for it,� he spat. He turned to his defense minister. �Do they have any chance of turning this around?� he asked.
The Defense Minister shook his head. �The way I see it, there is none. They are getting desperate. Look at this,� he said handing over a small device.
�What is this?� Olevski asked.
�It is a dosimeter. It�s used to measure radiation. They have started handing these out to all the troops,� he said. �It can only mean one thing.�
Olevski looked at the device in horror. �Scorched earth. Only in this case he�s ready to ignite a whole world. This has made up my mind.� He turned to the Swiss delegate. �Thank you for bringing this to us. Please let the Allied commanders know Belarus is neutral and will not oppose their advance through our nation. Please ask if they can send a delegation to discuss things further with us,� he said.
I will be happy to do so,� said the delegate. Please feel free to use our consulate in anything that can bring about peace,� he said as he shook Olevski�s hand and left the room.
Olevski turned to his Defense Minister again. �Get with your people. Make sure our people are ready. Then inform our Russian troops they must either surrender to the Allies or leave Belarus within forty eight hours. But offer this as an alternative. They can transfer to Belarus control and become a part of our army if they desire. That may be a better alternative than either surrender or continuing the fight,� he said.
Olevski looked back at the others. �Now let us send a response to our former Russian friends,� he said.
Moscow
�Neutral?� cried Borodin. �He has lost his mind!� he screamed. �Where are our troops?�
�They have told them to leave Belarus within forty eight hours. We want them to stay, of course, but if they do, the Belarusian Army will begin attacking us as invaders. We don�t have the men to retake Belarus and keep the Allies back,� said General Alexev. �On the other hand, bringing our troops back to our borders will give us more time to get ready for this thrust. Even if we must use our weapons in Belarus, it should not delay us much in the long term. Let them come back. It will take time for the Allies to come through and time is something of value to us,� he said. �When the weapons go off, our men will be rested and ready to move to France,� he said.
Borodin thought for a minute. The use of their tactical nuclear arms in Belarus would be fit punishment for this betrayal. �I agree. They will learn not to betray their allies,� he said.
Berlin
�Thank God,� said Hammond. �This just gave us several hundreds of miles of advance without casualties,� he said. �Now what�s this other information they shared with us?�
�Sir, the Russians are handing out these to all their troops,� the Swill delegate said as he handed over the small device.
General Pol recognized it immediately. �It�s a radiation dosimeter!� he exclaimed. �They don�t hand these out unless they are planning to use nuclear weapons!�
Hammond hung his head. �You�re sure?�
Pol held it up and looked through it. �There�s no doubt. Roger, we need to find out if they are distributing these across the entire front or only one place.�
�I was told it was everywhere in Belarus,� said the delegate.
�What can we do about this?� Pol asked.
Hammond thought for a moment. �We let the world know what we know,� he said. Walking over the communications center, Hammond got in front of one of the satellite sets and punched in a number. In a few seconds, a face appeared.
�White House Center, Major Jackson.�
�Major, this is Admiral Hammond, I need to speak to the Boss.�
Jackson recognized Hammond on the screen. �Hang on, Admiral. I�ll let the President know you are on the line,� Jackson said. He left the screen and Hammond looked over the device in his hand. In a few minutes the President sat down in front of the camera. �What�s up, Roger?�
�It�s serious. You ever see one of these?� Hammond asked as he raised the dosimeter in his hand toward the camera.
�Can�t say as I have. What is it?�
�According to General Pol, it�s a Russian dosimeter. He says they would only distribute these if they were expecting a nuclear attack. Since we aren�t planning one, it only means they are. I am told it is being distributed all across Belarus,� Hammond said.
�Damn! How can we protect our troops from something like this?� asked the President.
�That�s why I called. I think we fight this in the world court,� he said.
�The court in the Hague would take forever, we��
�No, not that court. I mean the world media. What if we let them know about this. We let everyone know what is about to happen. Include Radio Free Europe and Voice of America. The world backlash would be tremendous. It may even trigger a response in Russia itself,� Hammond explained.
The President thought a moment. �I think you�re right. When do you want to do this?�
�Let�s do it now. We don�t have time to waste. For all we know they may be detonating one as we speak,� Hammond said.
�Then why not right now? I�ll get the Press Corps in the Media Center. I can introduce you and you tell them what we know. I�m sure they can take it from there,� the President said.
�I�m ready. Might want to let Howie know so he can be there plus anyone else handy.�
The President turned to someone off camera and began barking orders. In minutes Hammond was put on hold while they transferred his call to the media�s briefing room upstairs. It took ten minutes to get the men and women gathered up and ready and to alert the media outlets that there was an important message coming from the White House.
Precisely five minutes later the President walked to the podium. �Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming on such short notice, but it has come to our attention that the Russians are about to escalate this war. I have asked Admiral Hammond to speak to you about this,� he said.
The television screen came to life and Admiral Hammond looked out over the people in the press room. He held up the dosimeter. �This is a pocket dosimeter. It is used by Russian troops to measure how much radiation they receive in a nuclear attack. It is currently being distributed to every soldier on the Russian front.� There were gasps in the room.
�To us, this indicates that the Russians are planning to possibly use tactical nuclear weapons in the European Theater of Operations. It has been the policy of the United States never to use such weapons, however, we have also maintained that if such weapons were used against us, we had the right to retaliate with our own weapons of mass destruction. This is not something that the Allies desire to happen, however if the Russians use them, we may have no choice. We all deplore the use of such weapons and I can assure you that the Allies will never be the ones to initiate their use. We urge the Russian government to rethink what they are doing and to keep such weapons in their bunkers. If deployed, the consequences could be catastrophic for them and the Russian people,� Hammond concluded.
The President stepped forward again. �This information was received only minutes ago. My staff is even now contacting Allied leaders to let them know of what we feel is a dire circumstance. We are hoping that the world population will join us in deploring this action. To the Russian people, we are sharing this with you so that you know how serious this is and can do something about it. The consequences may be more than anyone can bear.�
�Mister President, does this mean they will use strategic missiles against us?� asked a reporter.
�We don�t know. Anyone thinking about using nuclear weapons in any form could be capable of almost anything,� the President said.
�Admiral Hammond, what are you doing to protect our troops?�
�There�s not much we can do. I have ordered the distribution of our nuclear, biologic and chemical gear, but that only goes so far. Coming to you is our best defense. The world needs to know what is happening and you are the best means for this. Please let everyone know. We hope this may change some minds,� Hammond said.
The conference lasted only a few minutes more, then with the termination of the signal, Hammond sat back and let out a long breath.
Pol looked at the man. �You think it will work?�
Hammond looked up at him with tired eyes. �Let�s pray it will,�
Voronezh
Marshal Pusko stood before the graduating class for new conscripts. Their training had been cut from eight weeks to just one month. A large number of men and women back from the front had been mixed in so the new conscripts could get a better feel for what they would be up against and prepare themselves. Unfortunately, most of the veterans were in no mood for training, much less taking these green recruits back to the front. Where it was hoped this new idea would inspire the younger recruits, all it did was make them angry and unmotivated.
Pusko stood in the large assembly hall and looked out over the assembled men and women. He could actually care less about their motivation. He needed them at the front, but he felt a rousing speech might help. �Soldiers of the Motherland. You are the pride and hope of our nation. Russia is now engaged in a war against the aggressive efforts of the European allied nations and the United States. They would enslave our Russian peoples and force us to bend to their will. They would sweep in and take away the great heritage and history that is Russia. They would take away from us all the things we have strived to do in our new Russia. But we will not let this happen! You are the ones who will thwart their efforts and aims. Tomorrow you will begin your journey to take back what is ours and preserve the Russia we all know and love. You will join your brothers and sisters in arms to drive the Allies away��
The shot echoed through the large assembly hall and Pusko suddenly stopped speaking. A growing red stain appeared in the center of his chest as he looked down in amazement. Pusko tried to speak, but nothing but blood came from his lips. He slumped and dropped to the floor as the men on the stage tried to get out of the way. Several more shots were fired and a number of officers on the platform were killed.
Now everyone in the hall began scrambling for the doors. There were screams and shouts as the people stampeded in every direction. Outside, several batches of new conscripts were huddled outside a building when they saw the doors to the assembly hall fly open and people cascade out. Most didn�t stop running. Security police appeared in their vehicles and made their way inside. It was too late. Pusko was dead along with the commanding general of the base and several senior officers. Searching the building, the security teams found nothing except a printed notice urging the soldiers to revolt. Next to it was one of the printed notices of the day�s event. Pusko�s name had been marked through.
Moscow
The Patriarch looked over the message and let out a sigh. �Evil would destroy the world,� he said softly. He looked up at the young priest who brought the message. �You are sure this has happened?�
The young man nodded. �Yes, Holy Father. It came from someone we trust in the military and has been confirmed by another trusted son. Even the American radio station has been proclaiming it to the world. I believe the Americans are crying out to our people not to let this thing happen,� he said.
The Patriarch nodded. �Please sit, my son,� he said offering a chair. The young priest sat down and noticed the Patriarch go into prayer. He bowed his head and remained silent. After a few minutes the Patriarch stirred. He looked at the priest and saw his questioning face. He then smiled and placed a hand on the young man�s arm. �It is always good to pray before making a decision,� he said. �Now, go and rouse the staff. What you are hearing on the radio, I believe is the voice of God. Our Father is telling us it is time to act. We must get the word to our people. We meet in Moscow Monday next on Red Square. I will be there to lead our flock beginning at nine a.m.,� he said determined. �That should give everyone time to be ready.�
�But Holy Father, they are looking for you,� he said in a concerned manner.
Again the Patriarch smiled. �And they shall find me. The church shall rise up and I will be there with our people,� he said softly. �Now go and make preparations.�
The young priest scurried from the room as Patriarch Gregory sat back and closed his eyes. Once again he felt the warm glow of satisfaction as it coursed through him. God was calling and he and all Russians of Faith would answer that call.
Bulyzhino, Russia
The special trucks pulled into the nuclear weapons storage facility with heavy guards. They were met at the gate and escorted to bunker number 12 where the artillery weapons had been stored. Already the large caliber guns had been sent to the border for use. The shells were the last piece of the plan to blast a corridor through the Allied lines and make their way to the English Channel. The men were tired and on edge. The Allied aircraft were everywhere and none of them even expected to make it this far. Each truck had arrived via a different route to avoid attention. They had been on the road for several days without stop except for fuel. There would still be another 24 hour drive just to get the shells to their destinations.
The arsenal personnel were taking their time. No one ever wanted to handle these weapons. The thought of dropping one was unthinkable, even though their superiors had told them it wouldn�t go off. The first truck backed up to the large heavy steel door and the lift gate was hydraulically lowered. The men stepped back.
Two men went forward with sets of keys to unlock the bunker. First there was a combination lock, which was dialed in, then two men tried to insert their keys. For some reason, the keys wouldn�t fit in the hole. Checking again, the men tried several times, but nothing worked. Upon closer inspection, it appeared there was something in the keyhole itself. One of the men pulled out a small penknife and tried to pry the object out. A small piece of semi-clear plastic chipped off into the man�s hand.
�It�s epoxy,� he exclaimed.
An officer ran forward and examined the chip and the two locks. �We have to get this open,� he said firmly.
�Colonel, this is ten inch thick armored steel. The hinges are on the inside. It would take a welder over a week just to cut through it, much less open these doors. Perhaps we should try another bunker,� one of the men suggested.
The men and trucks went to bunker 23. The same epoxy was in those locks as well. The colonel jumped in his car and went around to all the adjacent bunkers. They too had been epoxied shut. He returned and ordered his men back to the administration building. He called the arsenal at Zhukovka where another stockpile of the shells was stored. After a quick check, they found the same thing had happened there as well. It would be a while before Russia would be able to access its tactical weapons.
The large 8-inch guns used to fire the shells were having their own difficulties. Spring was in the air and the melting snow and rains turned some of the roads into soup. That in itself was not so much of a problem as the people. As the weather had warmed, the people along the borders had decided they needed to leave their homes to escape the coming battles along the border. There was no fuel for their cars or trucks, so they had loaded their belongings onto wooden carts, fashioning them out of whatever rolling stock they had. Like pictures of refugees from the Second World War, the people began filling the streets and highways in long lines headed away from the border. The elderly and small children rode the carts with baggage and a few sticks of furniture while the others walked, pushing the carts along the way. There were so many people they clogged the roads in each direction. Trucks pulling the huge guns had to stop. To leave the road meant getting into the mud and getting bogged down till summer. So the trucks stopped, hoping that by evening, the lines would go away. It didn�t happen. The people didn�t want to get into the mud either, so they camped on the hard surface of the road. Allied planes saw the artillery pieces, but left them alone. They weren�t going anywhere and there was no desire to harm the people fleeing for their lives.
Berlin
After a week of what the Americans called �brainstorming,� the group elected Petyr to write the manual on drone operations. There was only one problem. Although Petyr had become quite fluent in speaking and reading English, writing a technical manual in the language was a little beyond his capabilities. Instead, he wrote the manual in Polish. The deadline was approaching, so Petyr spent forty eight hours fleshing out the document. By the time he was finished, the manual was some fifty pages long, not including the photos, diagrams and other graphics.
After sending up a request for a translator, a young American was detailed to the office. He didn�t make a great impression. His uniform looked like he had slept in it, and his attitude matched the uniform. Ricks and Petyr had been sitting in the office going over last minute selections for the graphics when the corporal entered the office, slapped down a small stack of books and said, �Okay, I�m your translator. What do you guys need me to do?� You could tell by his attitude that he could care less for the job.
Petyr looked over at Ricks and shrugged. Ricks returned to his work while Petyr motioned toward the computer where the manuscript had been stored. �We need to have this manuscript translated from Polish to English so that it can be distributed to the Allied armies. I need you to get this done by day after tomorrow,� said Petyr.
The corporal looked the document over. �Fifty pages? In two eight hour days? Whose brilliant idea was to write this thing in Polish anyway?� he groused.
Petyr looked at the man. �It makes no difference. Get it done in the time frame we set out,� he said calmly.
The corporal turned in his seat and looked at the screen. �See if he gets it in two days. He�s not even an American,� he muttered under his breath.
Ricks heard the remark and was about to say something when Petyr opened up. He reached down and jerked the seat back so the man was facing him. That was when Ricks found out that Petyr had picked up a lot of extra language while working with the Americans.
�Corporal, I didn�t ask you, I told you. You are talking two eight hour days, well I�ve been writing this shit for forty eight hours straight. So you better have that complete in two days or I�ll shove my boot so far up your ass it will leave in imprint on the back of your tongue,� he growled.
The corporal turned and began working rapidly as Petyr turned and grinned at Ricks. �Now I guess I can go get some sleep,� he said.
Ricks held up his hand. �Hang on a few minutes. A friend of mine is coming down and wants to meet you,� he said.
Petyr�s eyebrows lifted and he gave a tired look. �I may not stay awake.�
There was a knock at the door and Roger Hammond stepped into the room. Both men came to attention and saluted, but Hammond extended his hand to Ricks. �Good to see you, Master Sergeant.�
Hammond turned and saw a stunned look on Petyr�s face. He smiled and extended his hand to him as well. �You must be Sergeant Kursov,� he said. �We�ve been hearing a lot about you.�
Petyr shook his hand, still too stunned to speak. �Yes, sir, I�m Petyr Kursov,� he stammered.
�Thanks for working so hard on this project. Have you met General Pol?�
Pol had followed Hammond into the room. He was gratified to see a very professional looking young man standing before him. �Sergeant Kursov, you have made the Army of Poland proud,� he said.
�Me?�
Pol almost laughed. �You�ve turned out to be one of the best people we have in the drone program. You have been an effective leader and have come up with a number of innovations on the use of military drones. We especially like your ideas on taking prisoners. I hope you got that down in your operations manual,� he said.
�Yes, sir,� said Petyr.
�Good. Now, while the Admiral and Master Sergeant talk, let�s sit down for a few minutes,� Pol said. He led Petyr to the opposite side of the room and sat in two seats. �Sergeant, I know you have only just turned eighteen, but I was wondering if you had plans for after the war,� Pol said quietly.
�Well, sir, I wanted to go to the university. I am interested in biology, but after all I�ve been through I am thinking more about becoming a doctor. After all this killing, I feel like I need to do some healing to make up for it,� Petyr said.
�That is a fine thing,� said Pol, �but might you be interested in staying in the Army? We might be interested in making you an officer.�
�I�m not sure, sir. I appreciate the offer, but I also have someone I want to marry. I don�t know if I could give my career the kind of attention I have to give it now.�
Pol smiled. That was an answer far above a mere sergeant. �Just remember that in peacetime, the work is not nearly as intense. Besides, the Polish Army has doctors too. Think about it and let me know. If you decide to stay, I can make sure all your education is taken care of,� he said.
�I appreciate that, sir.�
Pol reached into his pocket. He handed over two rank insignia for Technical Sergeant. �Now put these on. You are doing an amazing job. When this is over, come and we will talk,� he said with a smile.
Petyr stared at the two stripes on the insignia. He was already far above what he thought he would achieve. This would mean more authority and more pay � something that would come in handy when he returned home. �Thank you, General. I wasn�t expecting this, but I really do appreciate it.�
�You do our nation proud, Sergeant. I am glad to have you with us,� Pol said.
The two got up and went back over to Hammond and Ricks who were joking about past experiences. Hammond looked up and grinned. �General, are you ready?�
Pol nodded and Hammond and Ricks stood. Pol turned to Petyr. �Come to attention,� he said.
Hammond came forward and produced a rectangular box from his uniform pocket. �Sergeant Petyr Kursov. It is my distinct honor to make this presentation to you on behalf of your native Poland. For conspicuous service in the war against Russia, Poland awards you the Meritorious Service Medal. You are being singled out for your unwavering devotion to duty, skills demonstrated in a new kind of warfare, namely ground support drone operations, your superb abilities in leadership and your ability to grasp difficult situations and find intelligent and unique solutions in stressful combat situations. You have earned the admiration and respect of your superiors and fellow soldiers alike. Your actions are consistent with the highest standards of the Polish Army. We congratulate you on a job extremely well done,� Hammond said as he pinned the medal on Petyr�s chest. �In case you are wondering, your recommendation for this medal came from the officers over you, not just because you are the friend of this guy over here,� he said nodding towards Ricks. �When General Pol told me about you, I asked if I could make the presentation myself. I am proud to have you serving with me,� he said as the two turned to pose for a photograph.
After a few more pleasantries, Hammond and Pol left the room to return to their headquarters in the next building. Petyr sat in a chair and looked at the medal on his chest. In a moment he looked up at a grinning Ricks. �But I didn�t do anything special,� he said.
�Oh yes you did. I remember when we got started and you jumped right in, helping when needed and teaching some of the slower trainees so they would be ready. I remember you making suggestions along the way to make things run a little better. I remember watching as you led platoons of people into densely packed areas and clearing them out for our troops to follow up. I watched as you worked with others who were having problems dealing with what we were doing. These are things a much more senior person might do. They are things even officers do. These kinds of things get noticed. I noticed them and I know the Colonel noticed since he often mentioned them to me. That�s why I ask you for help. That�s why I like hanging around with you. You are special, Pete. Don�t worry about it, just keep doing it,� he said. �Now, the Admiral just told me about a great seafood place. If you can hold off sleep for another hour, we�ll go eat a bite, then you can sleep for three days if you want.�
Petyr laughed. He shook his head. �It�s too much to take in. It�s also got me wired up. Let�s go eat,� he said.
Ricks slapped him on the shoulder and led the young man out the door.
Moscow
Borodin sat down opposite Marshal Phillipe Andropov and studied the man. After Pusko�s assassination, Andropov had been the unanimous choice to be his replacement. He had never been one of Borodin�s insiders and he had a reputation of being totally honest, but he also had a reputation of getting a job done. Borodin needed that now more than anything. A drink was offered, but declined. Borodin had forgotten that the man didn�t drink at all. He might not have even been Borodin�s choice, but he needed the Army support and Andropov was their favorite. It helped that his great grandfather had once been the head of the Soviet Union. He sat, resplendent in his uniform as Borodin looked through his service files. �Your record is impressive, Marshal Andropov. I appreciate you wanting to meet with me privately so that we can get acquainted,� Borodin said.
�As leader of our nation you deserve to know your commanders so that you will know how we might act and how we may serve. In this case, I also wanted to tell you of some of my concerns. That way you can understand my reasoning,� Andropov said calmly.
�I understand fully and hope we can agree on a course of action for this war. As you know, my orders continue to be to advance our army at any cost to the English Channel and to assimilate all of Europe under our control. Are you ready to carry this out?� asked Borodin.
�I will always follow the orders of the head of our government,� said Andropov with a grin. �I still have grave concerns, which I am sure you also carry. At the present time, I am afraid we may not be able to achieve our goals. The technology of the Allies has been extremely troublesome. Our troops are frightened of their drones. I ordered the issue of shotguns to some of the troops to attempt to down some of these drones, but it would have to get very close for this and so far this has been ineffective. When we use automatic rifles we get some success, but because they use them in teams, we may get one, but another will kill the shooter before we can get another. At night it is impossible. The Allied aircraft and ships appear to be using some sort of stealth technology we do not understand. They appear to be invisible to radar. The only way we can be successful in an attack is to get close enough to see them, but by then, they have effectively eliminated the strike force in its entirety. Even their ground units seem to have this technology. But most telling is their ability to know when we move things around. They see our convoys, troop movements, air strikes, tank movements, everything we do. As a result we are attacked unmercifully. When we press in an attack, we meet little resistance, then suddenly get attacked from a different direction, or they meet us with such devastating force, our units are torn apart,� he said listing off each problem. Andropov stopped and grinned. �Of course you know all this and I do not wish to seem defeatist, but it just means we must be smarter at what we do. For example, I have ordered all supplies be delivered by individual truck. They no longer travel in convoys. As a result, our supplies are getting through. A few trucks are hit, but the rest make it. I also ordered the use of civilian trucks. The Allies won�t bomb them because they think they are feeding our population. They are a caring bunch,� he smirked.
Andropov shifted in his seat. �I have ordered everything to travel camouflaged. Guns are transported in what looks like school buses along with troops. Trains look like they are empty, but are carrying a half load with what looks like an empty car on top. Our troops are dug in ten miles behind the lightly manned front lines. That way we know when the drones are in the air and can take shelter. These are just some of the ways we are getting things ready for the final push into Europe. I also ordered the remaining naval personnel to be given rifles and sent to the front. The fleet is gone anyway, so we may as well use them where we need them. I am doing the same with some aviation units. This should give us the people we need to get the job done. Because we no longer have use of our tactical nuclear forces, we will hit them with overwhelming firepower, then follow up with our tanks. It is the only way we have to get the job done. It will be costly, but should work,� he said to Borodin.
Borodin sat back in his seat. �This is a good plan. You seem to be thinking outside our conventional ways. That is good. We will need that to achieve victory. Since you think they are watching, I assume it is with satellites. How do you plan on eliminating this threat?�
Andropov sighed. �It is not within our capability as yet,� he said. �Everything we send up gets destroyed before reaching its orbit. I am told we are working on it, but that will take time. This is why I am using deception to achieve our goals. It is cheaper and still effective in the short run,� he said.
Borodin slid a stack of papers across his desk. �I read your estimate on our total loses so far. I must admit I was unaware it was that extensive.�
�I am afraid Marshal Pusko was not totally up front with you when he made his reports. I am more conservative and believe you need to know so that you can make better decisions. Russia is in trouble and steps must be taken to get her out of this situation. You need to know that I am here to serve my country. I will do whatever is in my power to save her and restore her to glory. Of that you can be sure,� he said proudly.
Borodin nodded. He liked this man and for the first time in months began to see hope. He got up from his desk. �Continue with your plans, Phillipe Ivanovich. You have restored my confidence in the Army. How soon before you strike?�
�Just a few days. Most of the supplies are already in place and I am now getting the rest of the troops where they need to be. This effort will change Russia forever,� Andropov assured him.
�Good, very good,� said Borodin as he escorted the man out of the office.
CNN
�In new just released, Polish authorities have captured a Russian field agent who admits that the Russian government sent agents into surrounding nations to stir up the populations just prior to the war. Robert Cartman has more,� said the host, Pamela Mason.
The image shifted to a small holding room where a man sat at a dark table. He had only one arm and was wearing an orange jumpsuit. Anton Bugayev sat looking at one of the men in the room. His face was haggard and his beard had several days of growth. There were bags under his eyes indicating he had been up for some time. He spoke in Russian with a text translation at the bottom of the screen.
�The plan was always to stir up rage against the seated government against our Russian people,� he said almost proudly. �My job was to do this in several large cities. It started in the Ukraine and moved to each of our former allies. My last job was in Poland.�
�Did this involve killing innocent people?� asked a voice from off camera.
�Yes, we did whatever it took. The whole purpose of this was to incite riots in each city. What better way than to have someone supposedly shot by local police,� Bugayev said with a grin. There was something about his face and voice. There was a drowsiness in his speech and actions. This became obvious when he sat back and laughed. �You people are so gullible. You have become so soft you cannot even tell when you are being manipulated. You should be strong like Russians. We never get taken in by such things,� he said.
The image switched to a reporter standing in front of a prison. �Russian agent Anton Bugayev was captured by Polish authorities after a demonstration in Krakow where he shot and killed three people and wounded two more. At the time, the incident fanned the flames of dissent by ethnic Russians for local authority. While the government was concentrating on this event and others throughout Poland, Russia invaded, starting the Third World War. Officials here say Bugayev and his fellow agents were part of an overall plot to weaken the Polish government just prior to their initial invasion. They say this further proves Russia had been working for years toward ultimate European control. In all, officials are telling CNN there have been four other agents captured and are saying the same things. I guess this is shaping up for an interesting war crimes trial. Pamela.�
The image returned to Atlanta and the CNN headquarters. �Any indication who all may be involved, Robert?� the Mason asked.
�Pamela, it�s obvious it goes all the way to the top, but we have received information from some sources that this was also backed by major business leaders in Russia who were anxious to expand their business efforts throughout at least Europe. If so, that would go into areas well outside their government,� said Cartman.
�I�m sure we will be learning more as we press further toward Russia. In other news�� Mason continued as she moved to another story. The broadcast was being run both on television and via the radio where broadcast stations were sited all along the German border. For the first time, Russians were able to hear one of their own agents tell of what their government had done. Bugayev had spoken of gullibility. Now they felt the shame for some of their own.
Berlin
�Is everything ready?� asked Hammond.
�We roll in two hours,� said Dortmund. �Moynahan is at the front and has spoken to the Belarusian government. There�s no fear of those remaining Russian troops doing anything. Most asked to join their army. The planes from the United States are already on their way and will hold and refuel over Germany. Everything goes at once,� he said.
�What about the civilians?�
�They have been leaving the border areas for a week. Most homes are empty and we know where the soldiers are hiding. We will try and leave the homes alone, but if there are soldiers about, we may have no choice,� said Pol.
Hammond nodded and thought a moment, then looked at the assembled officers. �Once again we enter the breech, dear friends. Launch Operation Arctic Flames as scheduled,� he said.
Two hours later, a massive bombardment began along the Russian border with Belarus. Artillery and aircraft pounded a one hundred mile strip in the province of Smolensk. It wasn�t the kind of bombardment you saw in old war movies. This one hit preselected targets in a precise order to prevent any additional resupply and to take out all hard positions. At the same time, the Turkish Army continued northward past Volgograd and the American Marines struck out, crossing the Ukranian border into Russia. In the east, General Bryant was back aboard a train. Vladivostok had fallen and now he was heading west. Well over three million tons of ordnance was scheduled to be dropped on Russian lines before the drones went in. Then the bombardment would move further eastward on the way to Moscow.
USS Iowa
Iowa eased into Naples and made her way to the large shipyard, Cantieri del Mediterraneo. The ship was in need of some repairs to two of her shafts. The long high speed chase in the Black Sea had been rough on some of the old parts and two shaft bearings and a thrust bearing needed attention. Three months at sea took its toll on the crew as well. They were looking forward to some liberty in Naples. People lined the shoreline to watch the great ship come in. Italy had a winning stake in this one and they were savoring the pride they felt. Women waved and the children pointed in awe. Then the ship�s band began to play and all along the waterfront people began dancing and cheering. This was the American ship they had heard about. To have it in Naples was a thrill. It almost guaranteed everyone would have a great time that night.
Jeffers watched from a position on the bow. Boats and his crew were there ready to handle the lines and there wasn�t much for him to do, but it beat sitting in his office. Looking out over the city it seemed to be almost a living thing. He could imagine what it might be like ashore, but tonight he didn�t feel like going out on the town. He had been having a rough time sleeping since that day on the America when he watched his friend die. In his dreams, Jeffers saw Evan leave to run back into the flames on the ship to pick someone up and drag him to safety. There was an explosion and Jeffers would jerk awake in his bed. Evan always had a smile on his face, and he always went back in. For some reason Jeffers couldn�t get that image out of his mind. He had talked to Doc Dickerson about it, but there wasn�t much Doc could do but let him talk it through and then prescribe some anti-depressants, which Jeffers refused. Luckily, the dreams didn�t affect his work. Things were going well.
Jeffers looked back toward the bridge. Below the ship�s ribbons, was a large panel displaying all of Iowa�s achievements. Jeffers had remembered how ships used to paint symbols on the side to indicate the numbers of planes shot down and ships sunk. His people had recreated the same thing, except this one spanned a period of nearly ninety years and four different commissions. It clearly showed Japanese planes and ships, but Jeffers included all the shore bombardments from the Pacific to the Black Sea. At the end were two broken ships in Russian colors along with a couple of aircraft. The entire display was thirty feet long. It would be interesting to see people�s reactions.
Later that evening after a walk around the deck, where he could hear the music and excitement in the city, Jeffers turned in. In the darkened cabin his thoughts once again turned to Evan. As he sat in his bed, he looked over and saw the dim outline of Evan�s guitar. He wasn�t too sure now that he could take it back to his family. Thinking of Evan was becoming too difficult. But he had promised. He was deep in thought when a fragrant smell came through his cabin. He finally recognized it as the smell of fresh cut roses. He smiled. Who would be bringing roses onboard the ship, he thought. The fragrance hung in the air and suddenly Jeffers felt very sleepy. His eyes fluttered closed as his mind drifted to other things. Jeffers fell into a deep sleep which would remain with him the rest of the night.
Moscow
The sun began to rise on what would be a clear, sunny day. Red Square was surprisingly empty for a Monday morning. Policemen waved through some of the few government cars still on the street and people began filling the huge square. At first the police didn�t think much about it, but the people didn�t seem to be going anywhere. There were more of them too. Many began to congregate in the center of the square and just talk among themselves. Children were with their parents and in some instances, people greeted each other warmly. By 8 a.m. people seemed to be pouring from almost every side street. Like the others, the gathered with the crowd in the center of the square.
A few of the police tried to talk to some of the crowd, but they were ignored. As the mass grew, the police began to panic. Calls were sent out for help, but for some reason, none came. Instead, the officers were told to do nothing but help if needed. Not understanding this change, they simply moved back and let the crowd grow.
By 9 a.m., there were 200,000 people in Red Square with more filing in. Yet the crowd was quiet. There was talking, but no shouts and no aggressive behavior. It was as if people were on a holiday.
At 10 a.m., the square was full. Almost on que, someone began singing the old hymn �Oh Lord, Save Thy People.� It was a favorite, which had been used by Petyr Ilyich Tchaikovsky to start his 1812 Overture. At first it was only a few people, then the sound grew until over 300,000 voices lifted it into the air. Work in the city stopped as the hymn was sung and more people looked down from office windows and from other buildings.
At the end of the hymn came another sound. Nearly one hundred Russian Orthodox monks, dressed in black robes, began singing the old chant, �Let my Prayer Arise.� They began filing out of a smaller street into the square. The people moved to each side, giving the monks room. Many of the monks swung incense burners, filling the air with the smells and smoke. Others carried holy icons or crosses. Soon the people in the crowd began singing along. Once again, the old hymns filled the air on Red Square.
Suddenly there was a shout as people saw Patriarch Gregory dressed in his finest gold robes step into the square. As he walked, he offered blessings to the crowd. Many fell to their knees as he passed and the crowd became overcome in happiness at seeing their Patriarch safe and sound.
In the center of the square someone set up a portable loudspeaker system and hooked it to a battery. The trail of monks and the Patriarch made their way there singing hymns and gesturing to the people. The speakers were set high on a pole. There was a small box set up beside it. The Patriarch stepped up and looked over the crowd and he held up his hands for silence.
The Patriarch led the crowd in prayer before addressing them. �Children of God, today we being His voice to those who run our government. His voice fills our hearts. His voice rings in our ears. It tells us what they are doing is wrong! It tells us that you may no longer rule our hearts and minds. In the name of our God, you must step away from your posts and leave. In the name of our God you are beyond redemption until you do so. If you do not, I declare you excommunicate from the Church of our Mother Russia and condemned. In the name of our God, I command the gates of the Kremlin be opened. We, the free people of Russia wish to enter!� he shouted.
The crowd let out a yell and began moving toward the main gates to the Kremlin. The Patriarch stepped down and moved with the people. To their utter amazement, the gates opened.
The Kremlin
Borodin heard the singing from his office. One of his aides burst into the room and told him of the crowd. Angered, Borodin called for the Army to restore order. He tried to work, but the sound of the hymns filled the air. In a few minutes there was a knock on the door. Marshal Andropov entered the room.
�What are you doing about the crowd in Red Square?� demanded Borodin.
�It is being taken care of,� said Andropov. �I have finally gotten all my people into position and we are ready to move. I have also taken steps to end the bombardment that has been going on for two days. When you are ready, I will give the orders,� he said.
Borodin smiled. �Then give the order. I want things to happen now,� he said firmly.
Andropov saluted and turned and gave an order through the door. Two squads of soldiers suddenly entered the room with their weapons facing Borodin. Borodin looked in horror as Andropov pulled his pistol and pointed it directly at him.
�You may recall I told you I would do all in my power to save our nation. Now I shall. You are under arrest. You will be taken to Butyrka prison where you will be held on charges of crimes against the Russian people. Do not resist, or I will shoot you myself,� Andropov ordered.
�Have you lost your mind? I am President of Russia! You cannot arrest me,� shouted Borodin.
Andropov barked an order and a strait jacket was forcibly placed on a protesting Borodin. A gag was placed in his mouth and he was led to the window to see that the gates of the Kremlin were open and the crowd was gathering inside. He saw the Patriarch move to the steps of his building and silence the crowd for a moment.
�They are waiting for us,� said Andropov.
The soldiers dragged Borodin down the halls from his presidential office and down the main staircase. The front doors were thrown open and the crowd erupted as the men pulled a resisting Borodin past the Patriarch and into a waiting vehicle. Andropov stepped beside the Patriarch and watched him leave, then turned, knelt, and kissed the Patriarch�s hand. The crowd erupted in joy, gathering around the men until the Patriarch once again called for quiet.
�People of Russia, I am Marshal Andropov, in command of the Russian Army. We have overthrown our dictatorial leader and have assumed the responsibility for the state. Today I have called for the Duma to reconvene. I am asking for general elections so that we may reestablish a representative government of the people in Moscow. Once this is done, that government will once again rule our nation. I am also contacting the Allied powers so that we may bring this unholy war to an end.�
The crowd let out a cheer and it took several minutes before they quieted again. Andropov continued. �Fellow Russians, I ask your help. We have been led down the wrong road for a long time. It will take time to get things going again. We are going to do what we can to bring civilization back to our nation. Power needs to be restored and our businesses rejuvenated. I will not rest until we have brought every person who has led us to war to justice. Until then, reach out to your neighbors and friends. Let us solve our problems together. Let us build Russia into a place of prosperity for all. Let us go to work,� he said. Then he began to sing another song. It wasn�t their national hymn, but something much older. The crowd immediately recognized it as the old Imperial Anthem, except instead of singing �God save the Tsar,� he sang �God Save the People.� Smiles spread around as others picked up the notion and began to sing. It was a new day in Russia and the people were in control.
Berlin
�Admiral!� shouted one of the officers. He was pointing to a news broadcast. The room got quiet and the sound was turned up. It was a crowd of people singing. Hammond recognized the song, but not its significance. The label said it was inside the Kremlin in Moscow.
�My God, that�s the old Imperial Anthem,� said Dortmund.
The announcer began to speak over the music. �Just a few minutes ago President Borodin was seen being taken away in a strait jacket. The officer is identified as Marshal Philippe Andropov, a relatively unknown player in the Russian Army�s hierarchy. He is standing beside Patriarch Gregory of the Russian Orthodox Church. In a brief statement to the crowd he stated that the Army had taken over the government and they were calling in the Duma, something that hasn�t happened since Borodin assumed full control. He pledged to restore order and services in Russia and told the crowd he was contacting the Allies to put an end to this war.�
Hammond turned to his staff. �Order an immediate cease fire on all fronts. Everyone hold their positions. Contact the Russian government and offer to meet at a place near the border. Let them know we are initiating a truce in order to negotiate a cessation of this conflict,� he ordered.
Hammond turned to his supply coordinator. �Harry, we will need to get food, fuel and power to as much of Russia as we can, as quickly as we can. If this is legit, we just changed from an army to one big nonprofit. See what you can do to get some things rolling,� he said.
The men and women began rushing to telephones and issuing orders. Within minutes all bombardment of areas inside Russia ceased. The front lines became silent.
The White House
Everyone had been watching the news feed. No one knew it was being provided by a CIA asset who had been provided with a small camera and battery operated satellite feed. Most had predicted that the demonstration would be met by violence. No one had expected that Borodin would be arrested. The image of him being led out of the presidential office in a strait jacket had stunned everyone there. They were even more stunned when a military man, in uniform, had stepped up to take control.
The phone rang in the situation room and a staff member answered it. On a separate monitor Hammond�s face appeared. The President tapped a button at his seat. �Admiral, did you just see this?� the President asked.
�I was going to ask you the same. I have ordered a cease fire on all fronts for now. Since this new guy, Andropov, wants to talk, I am going along. I need some advice though. Since I�ve never handled a surrender before, I need a little input,� he said.
�Have you received any word on when or where it will take place?� asked the President.
�Not yet, but I�m hoping it will be shortly.�
�Well, just use your best judgment. I�m not sure I trust them yet. This is happening way too fast. I felt sure we would be well into Russia before anyone even hinted at talking,� said the President.
�I agree, but we need to get some sort of coalition to determine what the terms will be. I have my ideas, but this is a job for the politicians, not me,� said Hammond.
�Let me hear your ideas.�
Hammond sat back in his chair. �Well, first off, we make it an unconditional surrender, at least at first. We can soften it to fit their situations, but demand those responsible, war crimes stuff, etcetera and so on. I want to hear their perceived needs and then act accordingly. Somehow after this, I get the feeling they won�t be demanding much. I don�t recommend an occupation. That didn�t work in the last big one. I also don�t recommend we simply leave them alone. The vacuum both politically and socially, would be a disaster. I would recommend we only send in teams to help restore their power, water, food, you know, basic needs. Maybe send in some of the international teams to help get the place back to normal. The fewer military types in there the better, but we make it clear that we are just along the border and ready in case of trouble. I figure the first meeting will be a good time to hear their thoughts and then we make our plans. That way I can keep everyone informed and we can make the final decisions together,� he said.
�That�s a good start. I will get with the other leaders and try to hash out what we want the post war world to look like. Just be ready to join in when the fir starts to fly. In the meantime, get the meeting established and we will go from there,� said the President. �Are you going to meet with them personally at first?�
�Yes. At this point, I want them to feel a little more comfortable. Military to military might work a little better, especially if this Andropov is involved.� Hammond was interrupted as a piece of paper was handed to him. He read it quickly. �Interesting. Andropov wants to meet in Smolensk tomorrow. He requested a truce to begin immediately. There are more details, but that�s the main point.�
�Then go with it, Roger. Talk to the man while I sound out the other leaders. Then we can make decisions,� the President said.
Naples
Naples exploded when they heard the news. Despite the fact that no surrender had been made, the Italian government acted as if the war was over. People emptied the shops and cafes, pouring into the streets. They danced, and celebrated from midday on into the evening. The Iowa sailors were swept up into the celebration. They found themselves kissed by everyone from beautiful teens to elderly women. Bottles of wine were thrust into their hands and everyone was invited to meals with other happy citizens.
Jeffers decided to walk out into the city to enjoy the festivities. The days were warmer now but his dress blues still felt comfortable in the offshore breezes. All around him were people drinking, singing and having an amazing time. On occasion, someone would throw confetti out of an upper window and it would rain down on the people in the streets below. Several sailors passed by with young women on each arm. One tried to salute but couldn�t because the girl was holding his arm so tightly. Jeffers grinned at the young man and returned the salute anyway. After an hour of roaming the streets, he found a small restaurant and went through the front door. It was already full of people but the owner showed him to a small table to one side.
Once seated, Jeffers scanned the room. The restaurant was much quieter than the streets outside. The patrons were talking with each other and enjoying their meal. The interior was dimly lit and the walls were plastered and decorated with grape vines with an overhead trellis that allowed the artificial vines to fall down toward the tables. In some places, the vines had made a natural separation between sections of the room. The tables and chairs were older, but solid, adding to the ambiance of the room.
Seated next to Jeffers was a man who looked familiar. He couldn�t place him, but knew the face from somewhere. He was dressed in civilian clothes, but had a haircut more in line with a military member. He was looking at a menu, then glanced up and their eyes met. A look of surprise came over his face. It quickly turned to one of interest. He put down the menu.
�If I am not mistaken, we have seen each other,� the man said in English.
Jeffers smiled slightly. �Yes, but I can�t recall when,� he said.
The man suddenly smiled broadly. �You were standing on the bridge of the American ship, America. There were fires burning around you, but you asked me to be your guide,� said Captain Michael Hufnagel as he extended his hand and introduced himself.
Jeffers remembered the lone figure on the bridge wing of the German Frigate who stood by to help the stricken ship. �Rod Jeffers. It�s good to meet you, Captain,� he said.
Hufnagel invited him to join him for dinner and Jeffers moved to his table.
�You know, during that whole time I felt like you were the only one really trying to help. I really had my hands full,� Jeffers said.
�I could tell. We wanted to help, but my fire equipment wouldn�t reach that far. I was hoping I wouldn�t have to rescue your crew from a sinking ship,� Hufnagel said. �When I saw you were alone on that bridge, I felt like I had to go back aft just so you could see me.�
�I did. I also saw you motion when we made a couple of turns. I can�t tell you how much it helped,� Jeffers said.
�Glad to do it. I was relieved when I saw the repair team come up and take you and the others down. We ended up leading the ship for another twelve hours until they got some rudimentary navigation systems going. But what are you doing here? The America didn�t pull in, did she?� Hufnagel asked.
�No, I was on Admiral Hustvedt�s staff. Shortly afterward I received orders to the Iowa as a department head,� Jeffers said. �We are in getting some maintenance done.�
Hufnagle sat back and smiled. �USS Iowa,� he said wistfully. �I actually was aboard way back in 1989. I even got permission to stay with her for a short period of time. But those were my younger days. I�m sure those guys are long gone. There was this one guy named Patnaude that used to have those guys jumping.�
Jeffers grinned. �Patnaude, huh? Well, you and I are going back to the ship after dinner. I�m sure Boats would be glad to see you.�
Hufnagel got a surprised look. �He is still aboard? That can�t be!�
�Most of the crew is made up of veterans who have continued to maintain and man the ship during conflicts. They were there during the Korean War and are back again. There may be several people aboard you knew,� Jeffers said.
�Let�s eat then and go back. I�d like that,� Hufnagel said with a grin.
The meal was excellent. It consisted of several courses with various meats prepared with different sauces along with pasta. He wasn�t sure of the names, but it was delicious. Returning to the ship, they walked down to the Deck Office. As usual, Boats was there kicked back in his chair with a coffee mug in his hand, shooting the breeze with some others. When Hufnagel entered a grin came over his face. �Well I�ll be damned if it isn�t my favorite German. It�s been a long time there Huf,� he said as he stood and shook his hand. Everyone sat down and swapped sea stories for more than an hour. At one point, a few calls were made and others came in, including the Chief Engineer. Hufnagel and Dan Kimberlain had become friends while he was aboard. Even Captain Rhodes came down.
�Damn, this is getting to be old home week,� said Rhodes as he shook Hufnagel�s hand.
�You are a captain?� Hufnagel asked. �The last time I saw you, you were a petty officer.�
Rhodes laughed. �And you were just a lieutenant. Now look at us. I�m in charge here and you are getting glory for sinking the two Russian corvettes that attacked the Lincoln. Nice work Mike,� he said.
�That was you?� asked Boats. �Shit, I must have trained you right.�
The men laughed and resumed their sea stories. The session finally ended near midnight when everyone bid their farewells.
Jeffers felt better than he had in weeks. Too keyed up to go to bed, he made his way to the O-10 level, the highest deck on the ship just below spot one. From that height he could look out over almost the entire city and even across the bay. The breeze was refreshing and the view something people would die for. He caught a whiff of flowers in the air that seemed to relax him even more. If they were right, the world was at peace once again. He felt elated that he had survived the war and would go home, but it still had a hollow feeling. Although he was sleeping better, he was still bothered by the loss of his friend. But something had changed. He felt he could return the guitar and talk to his family now. Evan had always wanted him to meet his family, especially his sister. He chuckled at how Evan kept trying to push him on her. But he often talked of his family and Jeffers had wanted to meet them one day. It was too bad about the circumstances.
Jeffers looked down on the waterfront. Along the wall he saw a young couple turn to kiss each other. They stood and embraced despite the fact that hundreds of people were walking nearby. Oh, to not have a care in the world, he thought. The fragrance of roses was in the air again. Jeffers felt his cares lift and his shoulders sag. He silently wished the couple the best of the world as he made his way down to his stateroom. He would sleep well again tonight.
Smolensk
Hammond wasn�t sure what to expect. All his training was in warfighting, not in diplomacy. But here he was about to meet with the leader of Russia. The previous 24 hours had been one phone call after another from different leaders wanting concessions from the Russians. The French were demanding complete disarmament and reparations for the war. The Poles not only wanted reparations but military occupation in several places. �Let them see what it feels like,� said the Polish President.
Interestingly it was the German government that urged Hammond to work more closely with the Russians. �Change them from within,� said the German Prime Minister. They favored a helping hand and more open relations. Every country wanted something different. President O�Bannon finally said just to use his best judgement and get something on paper. With so many demands, there was no way to get it all down and accepted. The Russians might want to continue the war just so they wouldn�t have to try and meet them. At least he knew the President would back him.
They met in a conference room of the beautiful old town hall. Hammond was surprised when he, his stenographer and interpreter entered the room and only Andropov and one other person were there. He stood resplendent in his uniform with a smile and outstretched hand.
�Admiral Hammond, I am so glad we can meet today,� Andropov said in perfect English.
�Yes, indeed, Marshal Andropov. I hope we can end this war,� Hammond said.
�My hopes as well. Shall we be seated?�
The two men sat in two comfortable chairs beside the fireplace at the end of the room. Hammond dismissed the interpreter and the two others opened notebooks and began taking down what was said.
�If I may, I would like to make this a little easier,� said Andropov, opening the conversation. �I have been named the interim President of Russia until new elections are held in three months, so whatever we decide will be binding on our part,� he said. �After some careful thought, we would like to unconditionally surrender to the Allied powers and the United Nations. This war was not of my making and we in Russia have suffered greatly from those who started it. Only peace can allow me to care for my people and to get our country moving again. Toward that goal, I offer to turn over to you any person deemed to have been a part of the start of this war. I also open our records freely so that your people can gather any evidence for atrocities. In some cases, such as former President Borodin, Russia requests we be allowed to try them first. I feel it would be important for Russians to demonstrate they know and understand justice and are willing to carry it out. Once we have conducted our trials, we will be happy to turn over these same people for your own justice.�
�I would also ask that we be allowed to bring all our forces back within the borders of Russia. My intentions are to reduce our armed services to only two divisions of men and equipment. We no longer wish to be considered a superpower, but simply a member of the European nations. I feel that this rush for power has been much of the cause for this war and we cannot afford to do this to our people any longer. The Allies are free to station forces within Russia if you wish. Unfortunately, I feel we cannot pay any substantial reparations at the present time since we must now rebuild our entire infrastructure and take care of our people. I would ask your forbearance on that point,� Andropov said.
�Lastly, because we came within a breath of using nuclear weapons, I ask that the United Nations remove Russia�s nuclear stockpile to a safe place so that it may be dismantled. I never want to come that close again,� he said.
Andropov looked at Hammond almost pleadingly. �You see, we never want this to happen to our people or the world again. My country has lost over three million of its children in this war. We have seen how terrible war can be. It had touched us at our own doors. Please help us make sure it never happens again,� he pleaded.
It was the sincerity in his face that moved Hammond. He had already touched on most of the points many of the European leaders had made. That was when he took the que from what MacArthur had done in Japan after the war. He leaned forward. �President Andropov. No one deplores war more than those who must fight it. That is why it is best that we, as military men, should find the ways to end it in the right way. I accept your terms on behalf of your country. I only ask that you work with me to rebuild your nation so we all can prosper. Yes, we must seek justice for those who have committed these crimes against humanity, and yes, it is fitting that Russia be the first in this process. We can work out the details later. Yes, I agree in a withdrawal of forces. I will bow to your judgement on the post war size of your military, however, I do urge you to maintain a sufficient force to protect your borders and defend your nation. I believe we can work closely with you in that regard. However, I do not believe it would be wise to permanently station troops in Russia. It would be wiser to work with you to restore your services and assist you in setting up a government which meets your needs. What troops we may send in would be there to serve your needs, and not to oversee your efforts. However, I do demand that Russia provide at least one hundred billion dollars a year in reparations. Those reparations will be placed in a fund to be used by your government to restore Russia�s infrastructure and to serve your people. In that way, all of us will be served,� said Hammond.
�President Andropov, all Europe asks is to live in peace and harmony. Instead of the antagonism we have all lived with for decades, wouldn�t it be more beneficial for us to work together in both trade and special projects so that all our people are better off? So let�s try this. I pledge to try and get our European leaders to help bring Russia back to its people. Let�s dedicate ourselves toward rebuilding and then working as partners in the future,� Hammond said.
�One other thing I would ask, can you send some advisors so that we may form a new constitution? It is obvious the last one doesn�t work well, otherwise we would not have so much power in one individual,� Andropov said.
�That should not be a problem. One thing I might suggest is that you personally address the United Nations with this and your plans. It might ease any dissention and calm fears. I think you might be surprised at how much support you might get. As a matter of fact, perhaps you and I should meet with each of the European leaders and talk about what we have said here today. We need them to feel as if they have had a say in our decision and can get onboard. Would that be acceptable?� Hammond asked.
�I agree. I am willing to make the time, although there is a lot to do right now,� said Andropov.
�I know, but in the long run it may be worth it,� said Hammond.
�I agree to everything you say. What else must Russia do?�
Hammond chuckled. �I�m sure there are many who would like you to do a lot of things right now. But let�s end the war first. We can work out a lot after that is done,� said Hammond.
Andropov stood and offered his hand. Hammond stood and accepted it. �Then as of now this war is over,� said Andropov.
�It is over,� said Hammond.
A photographer and videographer were summoned and the handshake was done again for the sake of the cameras. By that time a document of the meeting was drawn up. In front of the cameras, Hammond and Andropov signed it.
CNN
This is reporter Chris Murrow in Smolensk. You are watching as the Supreme Allied Commander, Admiral Roger Hammond signs the formal surrender with Russian President Phillipe Andropov. The two men met today and agreed to an unconditional surrender of Russian forces. The Third World War is officially over. We have a copy of the document. In it, Russia surrenders unconditionally. They will withdraw all troops to within their borders and will take their armed forces to a much smaller level. They will immediately turn over anyone who was responsible for these crimes against humanity for a trial. They will renounce their superpower status in the United Nations and are turning over their entire nuclear stockpile to be dismantled. Troops will not be permanently stationed in Russia as had been done in Germany and Japan after the Second World War, but assistance teams will be sent in to help the Russians to rebuild their national infrastructure that had been devastated during the war. Russia will pay an additional one hundred billion dollars a year in war reparations; however those reparations will be set aside for that rebuilding and to help Russia get back on its feet. One additional move will be for President Andropov and Admiral Hammond will visit all the European leadership to discuss what was agreed to today and to garner support from all the Allied nations. He will also address the United Nations at some point in time in the future. Those are some of the most lenient conditions I can imagine, but as one leader told me, it gets the war over. Tom.�
�Yes indeed, I am sure there are many who would like to punish the Russians far more than this,� said Tom Donner in Atlanta.
�True, but I believe Admiral Hammond may have found a more palatable way to end the war. If you recall from history, occupation forces are costly and leave a bitter taste in the mouths of those who lost the war in Germany. Notice there was a stress on sending people to help rebuild. That is more like what MacArthur did after the war. There was also a short paragraph stating that the Russians would form a new constitution. If it is patterned after what happened in Japan, we may find that in the long run, Russia will become one of our greatest allies. Back to you, Tom.�
The White House
President Steve O�Bannon sat back in his chair and laughed. �This will really piss off the French and Poles,� he said to his Chief of Staff. Do we have a copy yet?�
�Any time now. Roger is having a private meeting with Andropov. As soon as he gets out, he will be calling us,� said Butler.
�Okay, then let�s get out some sort of statement supporting Roger and the surrender. I�ll go on tonight and give an address to the people. Since we aren�t going to have troops stationed there, let�s make plans to bring most of them home. Let�s send some ships and supplies into the various Russian ports to help these people out. What troops we need to help out can stay, but if they�re not needed, bring them home. Get hold of State. Send a formal invitation to Andropov to come and visit. If we�re going to follow Hammond�s plan, might as well get started on it,� he said with a grin.
�No problem,� said Butler as he handed over a set of papers to the President.
�What�s this?� the President asked.
�Oh, something else to make your day,� Butler said as he left the room.
Glancing down, O�Bannon�s face spread in a wide smile. It was the approval of Congress to award three people the Medal of Honor. One was a friend, the second was a young naval officer, and the third was a Navy chaplain he also knew.
Southern Russia
It started with music. Someone on the American side turned up a boom box with a rock band playing. A few minutes later some Russian soldiers emerged from the woods on the other side of the field. They began walking toward the Americans. None carried a weapon. A few Americans stepped from their side and walked toward them. They met in the middle and shook hands.
A few more soldiers on each side appeared. Soon the small field was full of young men and women shaking hands, talking and gesturing. Some sat in the grass and just talked. No one knows who gave the order, but a mobile kitchen unit began bringing food and equipment into the field. It didn�t take long before the air was filled with the smell of food cooking. Further down the road another kitchen set up, then another.
Claire Richardson walked across the field and entered the Russian camp. Finding her counterpart, she shook hands and invited him and his troops for a meal. The two walked together back to the field and sat in some hastily set up camp chairs near the kitchen.
When ready, soldiers from both sides got in line to eat. For the Russians, it was the first hot meal they had for three weeks. By the end of the day, new friendships had begun and the horrors of war were left far behind.
Smolensk
Hammond and Andropov sat down for lunch together. Hammond had been impressed as Andropov related what had been going on prior to deposing Borodin. Andropov had been a part of the intelligence arm initially, but had been selected to lead the armaments procurement and later the nuclear weapons branch. When asked why that effort had not happened, Andropov had given a sly smile. �I sealed all the double locks with epoxy. We all knew those weapons were not the answer. We knew it would take months to get all the doors open. Afterward, there was no time for trying to find out who did it. By that time, Pusko had been assassinated and they needed someone to take his place. I was the one selected because the Army knew the war had to end and that I had no political aspirations.�
Andropov was much like Hammond. Married with one little boy, he had not wished to assume any power of sorts, he just wanted to serve his country. Luckily his accomplishments had caught the eye of his superiors and promotions followed despite the fact that he didn�t play the political game most of the other officers did.
Hammond began liking the man. He was smart. He didn�t jump to conclusions and he was totally dedicated to his country.
�You know, while in the intelligence branch I was stationed at Vladivostok just to watch how you Americans did things in Korea. I was surprised at how versatile you could be. The idea of bringing back older assets was brilliant. But I also saw that you worked closely together and were able to work around problems. That was why I was against going to war. I knew we could not really measure up in that regard. We tend to be rigid,� Andropov said. �We could also tell how effectively you used the signals from your spy satellites.� He stopped a moment and reached into a satchel he had with him. �By the way, you may want to share this with your government,� he said. �It is why we shot down your Eyeball satellite early in the war,� he said.
Hammond almost choked. He knew about Eyeball. But what was this about shooting it down? He chose to downplay it. �Now, now, we are getting to know each other. I�ll pass it along, but no business right now,� he said with a grin.
Andropov smiled. �Well played, my friend. You are right, no business. Let�s see, after I was transferred to armaments I had to find ways to replace all the things you were shooting up,� he continued.
Hammond didn�t hear much. In his mind he was worried about what he had heard. This called for a phone conversation with the President.


Chapter 16 
Homecomings

Vednoye, Russia
The truck pulled off the road near the entrance to the town and Misha Slovatin grabbed is American duffle bag and got out. Dressed in his original naval uniform, he slung the bag over his shoulder and made his way toward his home. The day was warm. Already spring had settled over the land and the first nubs of a spring crop were in the field. Misha could smell the fragrance of new manure on the fields and in the gardens. Birds had returned and flew through the trees that lined the main street of town. It was just like he left it so many months ago.
The trip from Sevastopol had taken forever. Transportation was at a standstill, but what few truckers on the road were glad to give a ride. Along the way he had seen thousands marching along the side of the roads. They too were going home, but there was not enough transportation to carry them, so they walked.
The truckers were interested in what had happened. Most were very old and had served in the old Soviet army, but they understood the life. Misha related how he lost his ship, how the Americans had saved him from the freezing waters and had befriended him as he waited to be sent ashore. He told them how the Americans had come into Sevastopol like a breath of fresh air and how they had all worked together to help the people in the city. He also related about how he had been aboard the great ship with the big guns and how they took your breath away when they fired. He had told the same stories nearly thirty times with each of the drivers he had been with.
A door opened and a woman came out. �Misha?� she called out.
Misha waved at her. �Hello, Mrs. Devetski,� he said with a smile.
The women rushed over and took Misha into her arms, smothering him with kisses. �You have come back to us!� she cried. �Of all our children, you have come back!� Tears filled her eyes as she walked beside him.
More people came from their houses to greet him. Soon there were nearly fifty people in the streets. Misha felt himself being lifted up onto the shoulders of several men and carried. He was the one � the only one to survive of all his friends. The small town welcomed him home.
The crowd rounded the corner and came to Misha�s home. There was a scream of joy from inside as Maria Slovatin rushed from her home and into his arms. The town followed them to the porch where the two of them sat on the front stoop. All wanted to know what had happened to him. He was happy to tell the stories one more time.
Berlin
The airliner landed and taxied to its docking station at the airport. As usual, the passengers began filing out of the aircraft into the main terminal. Individuals were greeted and then made their way to the baggage claim area. The usual noises were drown out by a shrill male voice who suddenly called out, �Daddy!�
People turned to see a young four year-old race up to a man in uniform. The boy rushed into his father�s arms, followed by a woman who gave him a kiss and a hug.
�Oh, I am so glad to see you,� said Hammond as he held onto the two.
�We�ve been on the airplane a long time. The pilot let me see inside where he drives,� Little Steve exclaimed.
�Did he? Well that was special,� said Hammond. He turned to his wife. �Tired?�
�I ache all over,� Patricia Hammond said as she stretched. The now pronounced baby bump became even more evident. �Little Suzie isn�t helping. She squirmed almost the whole way,� she said.
Hammond began leading them to the baggage claim. �Then let�s get the three of you to our place and rest. We�ll take a nap then have some dinner. Tomorrow I have all kinds of places we can go see,� he said.
�Cool,� exclaimed Little Steve as he held his father�s hand and walked alongside.
�How�s the campaign going?� Roger asked.
�Not too bad. A lot of people think it�s neat having a pregnant woman running for governor,� Patricia said.
�Just as long as they don�t think we planned it this way,� said Roger with a grin.
�No, we date well before my decision to run. Besides, I originally wanted to keep it a secret until your son decided to spill the beans. But that�s okay,� she said. �Now what�s this about you being posted to Moscow?�
Hammond shrugged. �Our friend in Washington decided that I would be the perfect one to work with Andropov to get things started. He said it was payback for negotiating a surrender without getting his blessing. Now I�ve got to make sure we comply with what he called my liberal thinking,� he said.
�Well, back home they may complain in the media, but everybody thinks you did great. I guess this means a lot of traveling?� Patricia asked.
�Some. We�ve already spoken to all the leadership. We will be in Washington next month and speak to the UN in New York, before going back. I also have a trip to Rome for something special. But I told them I needed at least two weeks to be with you guys. So here I am. There are a lot of people wanting to meet you,� Roger said.
Patricia rolled her eyes. �Please no formal events. I am getting to hate those things.�
�No, everything is private and just between people I�ve been working with.�
They stopped at the baggage claim and picked up the luggage, then got in a waiting car to drive to their suite of rooms in downtown Berlin at the Regent. Little Steve�s mouth flew open as they entered the grand entrance and foyer. The space was three stories high with huge chandeliers and gold accents. They were immediately ushered into an elevator and whisked to their suite. There were three bedrooms and a huge sitting area in the suite along with a grand piano and a dining room. Patricia had never been in anything like it.
After unpacking, Little Steve was already almost falling over he was so tired. So they took a nap to recover a bit from the jet lag. Tonight he would take them to his favorite fish restaurant. This time he had a reservation, and Hammond was eager to show his family how nice the people were in Germany.
Krakow
The letters came at the same time. Petyr�s mother held them until he and Freda returned from school. Sitting down together, they opened them at the same time. Peter glanced at Freda and she looked up and nodded. They threw their arms around each other. Things were going as planned. Both had been accepted at the university.
Petyr couldn�t wait to let his father know. He was back in town working with the contractors on the new building which would become their home. The old brick building had been demolished. Now a new, modern building was taking its place. After the war had ended, the Polish government provided loans to help people get reestablished. Petyr�s father had enough for half the building, partnering with Mister Polski to get everything set up. The steel was already up. The best part was that the building covered almost the entire block. This would allow more businesses and apartments to occupy the building. One set of offices would be left open until Petyr finished his education. A doctor would need an office.
The Vatican
Hammond and Captain Rhodes were ushered into a set of private meeting rooms and told to wait. In a few minutes the large doors opened and Pope Gregory entered with some of his staff. He made his way to the men and extended his hand. Hammond took it and bowed slightly while Rhodes kneeled and kissed the Pope�s ring. Both were ushered to seats arranged beside a small table.
�Admiral Hammond, it is good to meet you. I have had you in my prayers for a long time,� the Pope said quietly.
�Thank you, Your Holiness. Now that the unrest is over, I wanted to come and personally thank you for your help with the Russian Orthodox Church. In the end, it was faith that ended this war, not my doing. I have been working closely with President Andropov who explained all that happened in Russia. I have also met with Patriarch Gregory who shared his experiences. In reality, what you did eventually brought the war to a close,� Hammond said graciously.
�No, my son, I believe you did your part as well. God works through many people and who is to say what one thing will make a difference. Our continued prayers worked to all our advantage,� the Pope said. �Now tell me how things are working in Russia.�
Hammond talked to the Pope about all the things going on. There had been amazing progress. People were being fed and power was nearly all restored. Committees from the Duma were working on drafting a new constitution. This one would be based on something like the German model with three branches of government and real elections instead of just a show. The Pope listened intently and was pleased to know that freedom of religion would be a cornerstone of the new constitution. They talked for several minutes before the Pope motioned toward a large envelope that Rhodes was carrying and asked of its importance.
�This is the second reason we wanted to see Your Holiness. Captain Rhodes is the Commanding Officer of USS Iowa. As you may have heard, she had an encounter in the Black Sea,� said Hammond.
The Pope�s face lit up. �Ah, yes, and you rescued all those Russian sailors. I said a special prayer of thanks for that the next day. I applaud your efforts, Commander,� he said.
Rhodes nodded. �Thank you, Holiness, but there is a story there I feel you need to hear.� He opened the large folder and showed the Pope the contents. �This is the story of our chaplain, Father James Danner. Father Danner retired from his service in the navy many years ago, but always volunteered to come back to our ship to serve its crew. On the day we sank the Kirov, I asked him to take charge of the rescue of the Russian crew. Despite the huge numbers of men in the water, he sent the boats out to pick them up. As you will see by the testimony we have gathered, several crewmen saw him offering blessings to the men in the boats as he urged them to their task. During the air attack some time later, Father Danner was wounded, but he refused to seek shelter. Instead, he continued tending to his charges.� Rhodes began to get emotional and paused a moment to regain his composure. The Pope placed his hand on Rhodes arm to steady him. Rhodes nodded and continued. �During the second attack, he was giving last rights to one of my young crewmen when the bomb struck and killed both men.� He pulled out a photo that had been taken and showed it to the Pope. �Your Holiness, the bomb blast slammed them together at the last minute and the same cross of Holy Oil is on both men. The stole also ended up across them both. Our good Father had given the Last Rites to not only the young man but himself as well.�
Rhodes stopped as the Pope said a small prayer for Danner. �That is so touching,� the Pope said with a tear in his eye.
Rhodes continued. �That isn�t all. You see, the water temperature of the sea was only forty degrees. According to our doctor, all those Russian crewmen should have been dead in just a few minutes. Many stayed in the water over thirty before getting picked up. The ship we sank had a nuclear reactor aboard. Every dosimeter we checked showed that those men received a lethal dose of radiation. Yet, none showed any sign of hypothermia or radiation exposure. I firmly believe it was because Father Danner blessed the people before he died.�
�Then there was another incident. We were tasked to go into Sevastopol harbor to try and arrange a truce. No one wanted to harm the civilian population and the cause for the Russians was hopeless. Although we had hoped that the armor on the ship would protect us from harm if the Russians decided to fire on us, I asked the crew to ask Father Danner to look after us in their prayers the night before. In the files you will see where the Russians had intended to try and sink the ship, but despite fifteen or more separate efforts, none worked. Motors failed to start, ammunition failed, accidents happened and equipment malfunctioned. None of it worked. We later found out that after the surrender, suddenly the equipment worked fine. In that short amount of time, somehow we were protected.�
�Then more recently, crewmen aboard the Iowa have reported smelling roses. Most were experiencing some sort of difficult personal issue when they smelled it. Shortly afterward they began feeling better about themselves. Keep in mind, this is while the ship is at sea and out of sight of land. I didn�t think much of it until I got a copy of the report of the autopsy and interment for Father Danner,� Rhodes said. He handed a copy of the report to the Pope. �Then I saw this,� he said.
In the box for the physician�s comments the physician stated that the body was not decaying like the others. In particular, it had the fragrance of fresh cut roses.
The Pope closed his eyes. He held the paper to his chest for a moment. When he looked back at the men his eyes were full of tears.
�Now you see why, as a Catholic, I felt we needed to bring this to your attention,� said Rhodes as he handed over the thick set of files which included the Holy Oils and Danner�s purple stole.
The Pope nodded. �Thank you for bringing us this. I will discuss this with one of my Cardinals at the Congregation for the Causes of Saints and tell him it has my special interest.� He reached out and took Rhodes� hands in his own. �I envy you, Captain. Please let my secretary know how we may get hold of you. If this goes as I expect, I will want you here with us. God bless you for bringing this to our attention.� He turned to Hammond and took his hand. �And bless you, Admiral, for coming to see me today. You not only lifted my spirits, but gave me a revelation about one of my able priests. I will hold you both in my prayers.�
The men stood and the Pope escorted them to the doors before he went to his private chapel for extended prayers.
The White House
The conference room was filled with about thirty men and women. All were members of the House and Senate. No one was sure why the meeting had been called, but they had been told it was vitally important they be in attendance.
They all stood as the President entered with several men and made his way to his seat at the table. He noticed that the most senior of the representatives and senators had scarfed up the seats around the table, leaving the rest to find seating along the walls. They all appeared smug and self-confident.
�Ladies and Gentlemen, please take a seat. I asked you all here today to lay before you something I consider the most heinous problem we currently have in our government. As you know, come next January, I will be gone, but there is one last thing I wish to accomplish before I leave and I need you to make sure it happens,� the President said. �For decades now our two parties have bickered and fought simply because one was the majority and the other party was doing their dead level best to discredit them and become the majority themselves. Rhetoric has flown both ways and as a result, nothing has gotten done unless we were in a dire emergency. The Congress hasn�t even passed a budget since I have been in office, even though they are submitted every year. My goal is to bring this to an end,� he said.
The Senate Minority Leader chuckled. �And what do you propose that will miraculously change the way we do things?� he asked.
The President looked at the man with disdain. �I want a constitutional amendment passed by the November election to limit terms to four in the House and two in the Senate.�
There was almost a roar in the room, especially around the table. No one was even willing to listen to such things.
�I believe you can see that this will not happen,� said the Senator.
�I believe it will,� said the President. �Since just before the war began, there has been an investigation regarding former CIA Director Harman and the attack on the United States. The FBI was called in and a special prosecutor was assigned. Director Harman had been suborned to believe he worked for the House and Senate Intelligence Committees instead of me. During the attack, his staff saw the launch of the missiles a good ten minutes before they struck their targets. Instead of putting out a warning, he called Senator Maynard of the Senate Intelligence Committee on his private line. Upon investigation, we found that the Senator called Senator Ross, Senator Hughes and Senator Kelly, all of the minority party. We also found that Congressmen Yelton, Strauss, Bennington and Stone of the House Intelligence Committee were called. Harmon later told investigators that he had been told not to do anything about the attack. But the worst was that a member of Senator Hughes and Congressman Kelly�s staff contacted a Demetri Cronin a suspected agent of the Russian government. This is important because they relayed to the man that the warning was provided by a secret satellite system called Eyeball.�
The men in the room gasped. Most knew about the program because they were on the Intelligence and Armed Services Committees. The President reached back and was handed a thick folder.
�This is an investigation and its findings. It names times, dates, places and people. You either get the legislation passed or the public will find out,� the President said.
�You can�t do this!� yelled Senator Hughes. �It�s blackmail! You can�t tell us what to do and you would undermine this government if you did so,� he shouted, pointing his finger at the President.
�Oh I am not releasing the information. But these men are,� the President said. He motioned toward one of the agents at the door and two men came in the room. Everyone knew Bob Kelso and Brad Freeman. They walked to a spot beside the President.
�Congressman, Senators, in case you don�t know me, I am Bob Kelso of CNN. That investigation he just showed you was not from the FBI. I�m sure theirs is much thicker than that. This is the information we gathered at CNN, CBS, NBC, ABC, the AP and the Washington Post. In all, we have been contacted twelve times about the Harmon case and have been told about Eyeball from you and your people. You yourself contacted one of my reporters recently Senator Hughes. So did staffers from several of your offices. In the middle of a war, where our men and women were dying, you were out to play politics as usual. You would have had the media in this nation take part in what we consider a traitorous act that we are convinced would have killed many of our service men and women and might have caused us to lose the war. As far as we are concerned, you are all guilty,� he said solemnly. �We will not destroy the nation we serve for your politics.�
�I am Brad Freeman. Both Bob and I have come here to let you know it will no longer be business as usual with you or anyone else in the Congress. We no longer trust you. We are going to be skeptical of anything you send us. The days of calling on you for comments is over. There are a number of media outlets that agree with us. The bickering in Congress has to end. The American media system is changing. We are returning to days when objectivity was the norm. So don�t come to us to help or hurt a candidate. Don�t come to us to get something across that you want. We agree with the President that term limits is the key to change, so I suggest you make it happen. If not, the American media will see to it that you are all brought before a judge and never receive those pensions you have fought so hard to finagle. And remember, you have no control over what we say or do. Nothing we report will be a lie, but the circumstances will insult every American,� Freeman said.
The room remained silent. �Do you realize what this will do to us?� asked the Minority Leader.
�Once it is passed, the legislation must be ratified. That means you may get one more term before you retire with dignity,� said the President. �But along with the amendments, I also want all people in government service to have the same insurances and retirement packages. That means members of Congress will have to get by on the same medical and retirement benefits afforded the average citizen. That will include people like me as well. We have all gotten so used to the perks of office that we don�t understand what the average American faces in these and a few other areas. So if we are going to do this, we need to do it right,� he said.
�One more thing,� said Kelso. �You need to make sure these things are passed even though the President will out of office. You see, we are not bound by term limits, only retirement. And for my part, I will make sure the information is held until the measures are passed. Once that happens, it will be destroyed and you will never hear of it again. I speak for all of us.�
�What about the FBI investigation?� asked another Senator.
�I�m afraid Senator Maynard may face some charges,� the President said. �So will the staff members of Senator Hughes and Congressman Kelly,� said the President holding up a small set of papers. �You see, this is a report from Mister Cronin back to the Russian Intelligence Service. It reports on what these two men told him. Fortunately, it does not go into what Eyeball can do, it simply says there is a new satellite that we are using. Early in the war the Russians destroyed one of our older KH-14s over the area, thinking it was Eyeball. Luckily we dodged a bullet. I am told that our media will not report on the trial. When you return to your offices, you may find they are already in custody.� Both Kelso and Freeman nodded.
O�Bannon could tell by the look on their faces that he had won the argument. He didn�t want them to leave empty handed. �Ladies and Gentlemen I am not going to dictate legislation. I ask you to please draft it so that few are hurt and it benefits the people of our nation. Done properly, you will all be known in history as possibly the saviors of our great republic. I believe the people we serve will approve. Thank you for meeting with me.�
The Senators and Congressmen quietly left the room. A member of the President�s party stopped him and asked, �Why did you include us with all this?�
�Because it was something we all needed to hear. Something like this hurts both parties and I doubt the public would differentiate between the two.�
The man smiled. �You know, it might make serving much simpler,� he said as he shook the President�s hand. �We�ll get it done.�
Bowling Green, Kentucky
The blue Rolls made its way through the streets without a whisper. The top was down and Jeffers was enjoying the warm breeze blowing around the car. Following the GPS unit, Jeffers was led out of the city to a more rural area. Along the way he thought about all that had happened. With the end of the war Iowa had made several more stops to show the flag and to be available in case anything happened. Although the surrender had been signed, there were still some who worried there could be more trouble, so Iowa and Wisconsin made the rounds.
The first stop for Iowa was St. Petersburg. She had arrived with three container ships full of food and supplies. Most welcome were the panels which were set up on each building. Once hooked up, they each fed not only the building but the rest of the city as well. The Iowa dressed ship and invited the residents for tours. They had berthed the ship at the cruise ship terminal which allowed ample space not only for visitors but concerts as well. The Iowa�s band played as she entered port and on one evening they gave a concert. Nearly twenty thousand people showed up for it.
The next stop was Murmansk. To Jeffers, Murmansk was a dull, dreary place. The ship anchored in the middle of the river and boats were used to get people back and forth to the ship. It had meant extra work for the Deck Department, but it had to be done. Then there was Helsinki, Stockholm, Gdansk and Kiel. Kiel was Jeffers� favorite. While there, he took a few days and went to Berlin where he was able to get up with Hammond and his family.
Then Iowa pulled into Portsmouth, England. He was surprised when an officer came aboard one day with a request from Buckingham Palace. King William had meant what he said. The dinner was amazing and both he and Prince George wanted to hear about all that had happened. Jeffers could not imagine living his life in a place like that.
Shortly afterward, Iowa was ordered home. Then came the second surprise. Upon arrival in Norfolk, he had been ordered to the White House for a ceremony. There, standing with his family and some of his shipmates, the President presented him with the Medal of Honor. He remembered the look on his family�s faces. Most were in shock just to be in the White House, but when the President put the medal over his head they all looked stunned. All but Great Grandma Hattie, who just smiled and winked at him. They were also surprised later on when the President treated them like good friends instead of something he had to do for diplomatic reasons.
A few days later and Iowa was headed home. It took a week to get back to San Pedro, where the celebration lasted for three days. Mayor Hammond came aboard personally to welcome them home. A month later he received orders. He would go to Prospective Executive Officer School and afterward, become the Executive Officer aboard the John Paul Jones, a guided missile destroyer out of Norfolk.
He turned the Rolls down the street where the Chambers� home was. The homes here were larger and much further apart. Trees lined the streets and everything felt more laid back like the horse farms nearby. Turning into the driveway, Jeffers pulled up behind two other cars and stopped. He was dressed in his white uniform and grabbed his cover and the guitar.
He was a little nervous, but it was something he wanted to do. He knocked on the door and waited. He could hear someone coming.
Jeffers� eyes flew wide as Evan Chambers answered the door. �Well, hello,� said Chambers.
Jeffers felt his head get light. His knees buckled and he dropped the guitar case. Suddenly he felt a strong pair of arms grab him and practically drag him into the house before everything went black.
Something cool was placed on his forehead and he heard a female voice say. �Okay, come on. Wake up now.�
Jeffers� eyes fluttered pen and he saw what he would later say was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was fair complexioned and had strawberry blond hair cut mid length so that it curled up just above her shoulders. Her bright blue eyes sparked. There was some concern on her face that changed to a radiant smile when she saw his eyes open and focus on her. Dimples appeared on either side of her mouth as she smiled. �Well, look who�s back from the dead,� she said as she turned the cloth over and dabbed it on the side of his cheeks.
Jeffers tried to sit up but she kept him down. �Sorry, but I just saw��
�It wasn�t Evan,� she said. �It was his brother Ethan. I�m his sister, Ellen. I guess he didn�t tell you we were triplets,� she said.
�Triplets?� Jeffers asked still a little groggy.
She smiled again. �Ethan and Evan were identical twins, but I was the tag along. Evan was always a little strange talking about us. He rarely told anyone. Sorry about that,� she said.
�Is it safe to come in now?� came a familiar voice from in the kitchen.
�Sure, come on in,� she said.
She was right. They were identical, down to the curl of hair on their forehead. Ethan walked in with a smile and took Jeffers� hand. �You must be Rod Jeffers,� he said. �Sorry about the scare.�
�No problem, it just stopped me for a second.�
�Stop you, hell, you passed clean out on me,� Ethan said as he handed over a glass of ice water.
After taking a few sips, Jeffers sat up and looked around. �I hope you don�t mind that I dropped by. I wanted to return something to you, but I see you already got it,� he said seeing the guitar sitting on the end of the couch.
�No, that�s mine,� said Ellen. She reached behind her and retrieved the guitar in its case. She opened it and looked at the guitar. There were still spots on the wood surface. �What are these?� she asked.
Jeffers swallowed. �Part of Evan. You see, I was with Evan when he died. He wanted to play together one last time. We both knew he was dying. The fire had severely damaged his lungs and they were giving up on him. As we played, he began coughing. Later on, I tried to clean the worst of it up, but the blood had seeped into the wood. I promised I would bring his guitar home,� he said sadly.
Ellen�s eyes were full of tears. She ran her hands along the strings and polished surface. �We bought these guitars together. He and I loved playing,� she said. �He told us you played with him often.�
Jeffers grinned. �Yea, whenever we could. Do you both play?� he asked.
Ethan shook his head. �No, it never interested me, just like he went to the Navy and I went into the Air Force. We kidded each other about that too,� he said. �Did you know about his award?�
Jeffers shook his head. �No, I�ve been kind of busy for a while and out of touch.�
Ethan left the room and brought back a framed photo of Evan in his uniform. The Medal of Honor was mounted at the bottom of the frame. �The President said he saved a bunch of people and helped save the ship along with another officer. It sure made Mom and Dad feel proud,� he said.
Jeffers nodded slightly. �Yea, I was the other officer,� he said as he pointed to the blue ribbon with stars on top of all the others.
Ellen�s eyes widened. �You were the one who kept the ship from crashing into another one?� she asked.
Jeffers nodded. He suddenly saw something new in her eyes, like something had suddenly turned on.
�He always said you were a big help for him. I guess you did rub off on him a bit. Mom and Dad will be so happy to meet you,� she said placing her hand on his.
Ethan left to put the photo and medal back on the wall. Ellen and Jeffers shared a moment together. Neither spoke, but her hand remained on his. Then she began to blush and took out Evan�s guitar. Checking the strings, they were pretty much in tune. She turned the guitar around and started to play. She was playing the Vivaldi.
Jeffers stared in shock. Why that piece? He watched as she played and began to see a lot of his friend in her. They played the same and had the same look on their face. Through the tears which welled up in his eyes, he grabbed her guitar and began playing the same thing he had played that fateful day long ago. One again, that look came into her eyes as she watched him accompany her with the piece. The longer they played, the more she looked at Jeffers.
When they finished, she smiled at him. �Evan and I played that since we were kids. I don�t know why I played it now, but somehow it came to mind. Your accompaniment was beautiful,� she said as she once again reached across and laid her hand on his.
The feel of her touch sent shivers through Jeffers. They stared at each other for almost a minute before he said, �The Vivaldi was what we were playing when he died. It�s almost like he was here with us,� Jeffers said.
She slipped her fingers around his. �I�m sorry, I didn�t know,� she said concerned.
Jeffers took her hand, brought it to his lips and kissed it gently. �No, it�s okay. I liked playing with you. I was just surprised, that�s all. I�m glad we finally met,� he said.
Ellen smiled again. �Evan told us a lot about you over the years. He wrote to me saying we should meet. I�m beginning to think he was right,� she said. There was that intensity in her eyes that bored into Jeffers. Something about her was captivating to him.
�I�m glad I came,� he said.
�I�ll tell you what, why don�t you stay for a day or two. I have some days off and there�s a little festival this weekend in Bowling Green. I�d like to take you,� she said.
�I don�t know, I was on my way home. Besides I don�t want to be a bother,� he said.
�Rod, you may as well give up. Evan and I gave up long ago in changing her mind,� said Ethan from the kitchen.
Jeffers looked at her smile once more. He could feel himself weaken. �You�re sure I won�t be a bother?�
�Rod, it�s no bother. You can either stay here or at my apartment. But I really want you to stay,� she said earnestly.
He could tell she meant it. A smile crept over his face. He raised his hand and placed it against her cheek. She leaned into it. �I guess I can�t say no,� he said.
She placed her hand over his and held it against her cheek. Rod felt a surge of emotion sweep through him. She was the one. He couldn�t wait to take her home to meet Grandma Hattie.
The End
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