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Аннотация
Bundeswehr General Karl Blackstiirm, incensed by events since the reunion of the two Germanies, has moved to seize control of the government. Central to his plan to restore the country's destiny as head of a new European world order is the seizure of the U.S. nuclear and chemical weapons stockpile at Kriegspiel Munitions Depot. The only things that stand in his way are Kriegspiel's tiny garrison and the soldiers of the U.S. Army's neighboring 195th Infantry Brigade (Mechanized), who are preparing to redeploy to the United States as part of the post-Cold War "peace dividend."
Posing as terrorists, Blacksturm's German commandos assassinate U.S. Army Europe's top leader and eliminate key civilian politicians, paving the way for the attempt to seize Kriegspiel. The 195th Brigade's new commander, Col. Alexander Stern, a veteran mechanized infantryman, and his deputy, Green Beret Lt. Col. Mark Griffin, become reluctant partners in the desperate effort to prevent the Bundeswehr's 11th Panzerbrigade from reaching its objective.

Kregspiel is a chillingly realistic story that could just as easily appear in tomorrow's newspapers as in the pages of a novel. Todd Stone's detailed descriptions of armored combat and dismounted infantry actions reflect his more than four years' experience training with U.S. and Bundeswehr forces in Germany and his more than a decade's service as a mechanized and light infantry officer in the U.S. Army.
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PROLOGUE

THOUSANDS FLOCK ACROSS CHECKPOINTS AS EAST GERMANS LIFT TRAVEL RESTRICTIONS
WEST BERLIN, Nov. 10—Tens of thousands of East and West Berliners swarmed through open checkpoints in this once-divided city that is divided no more, holding a massive celebration around, near and on top of the symbol of Communist repression — the Berlin Wall. After a week of on-again, off-again immigration restrictions, East German officials yielded to intense pressure and announced a free-travel policy.
From The New York Times, 1989

EAST, WEST BERLINERS TEAR GAPS IN WALL WHILE RED GUARDS STAND ASIDE
WEST BERLIN, Nov. 11—Using ropes, axes, sledgehammers, ice picks and even their bare hands, citizens of East and West Berlin today pulled 12-foot chunks from the Berlin Wall. Ecstasy shown on the faces of young and old alike as the great slabs of reinforced concrete came crashing down, effectively bringing down with it any remaining political division of this city.
From the Washington Post, 1989

THE BERLIN WALL IS DOWN!
WEST BERLIN, Nov. 12—Today eager East German construction workers began to dismantle the Berlin Wall. At Potsdamer Platz, once the city’s central traffic point — a point that has been closed off for almost fifty years by concrete, steel, barbed wire and machine guns— crowds on both sides sang and danced in the streets as the crews removed section after section of the wall. The two groups of celebrants, totaling about one hundred thousand, finally surged through the gap to unite in a massive, euphoric embrace.
West Germany’s chancellor announced that he would begin talks with both East German officials and members of the “Big Four” Allied powers next week on the problems and prospects for a reunified Germany. According to one administration source, reunification “will undoubtedly occur within the next year or two. With the wall down I can’t see any other outcome. It’s just a matter of time.”
Although the sudden prospect of a merged East and West Germany caught administration officials in the United States by surprise, reliable sources indicate that planning teams from both the East and West German governments and military forces are already quietly negotiating, identifying financial, military and social areas of concern.
From the Chicago Sun-Times, 1989

THE COSTS OF DEMOCRACY: CAN GERMANY SURVIVE?
BERLIN (AP) Feb. 24—The euphoria that accompanied the fall of the Berlin Wall several years ago is no more than a faded memory in this city that was once an economically unshakable giant. Euphoria has been replaced by frustration and helplessness that seem to grip both the man on the street and the decision makers in the German Parliament.
“They promised us freedom and prosperity, and we got our freedom,” said Heinz Durdorf, a former East German engineer who is now a member of the growing ranks of unemployed in this country. “But what good is freedom if you are only free to starve? Look at me, two advanced degrees and ten years as an executive, yet there is no work— not even hauling garbage. The government has been worthless. Someone must do something.”
Durdorf is representative of the gloom that is settling over the nation. To combat the huge drain on the national budget, the vaunted German social services — the economic safety net once held up as a model to the world — have been cut so radically and repeatedly in the past five years that Durdorf and millions like him fall through the net without notice. Even the slim checks that Durdorf does receive from social services do little good. Prices are up another 16 percent since January 1, and the devaluation of the deutsche mark last Friday has led analysts to predict that German inflation, which seems to have a life of its own, will continue to rise out of control. So, too, will taxes. In a country where tax bills would make any American homeowner faint from “sticker shock,” many like Durdorf are wondering aloud what they are getting in return.
How bad is it? Bad enough to drive an ordinarily orderly German public into the streets. This week, in three major cities, demonstrations broke out with a violence and vehemence that caught authorities by surprise.
There’s an even uglier side to these protests: Last Tuesday in Frankencitz, protesters unfurled several banners that read “Throw out the cosmopolitans.” The term “cosmopolitans” was a thin euphemism for Jews and an indicator of growing anti-Semitism. Most observers agree that the Bonn government did not help its image when it called out the troops to quell the protest. The soldiers restored order, but at a cost of four dead and dozens injured.
Such events create a bleak outlook for investors. Despite the careful planning and the billions pumped into rebuilding, economic recovery in the East has stopped dead. With the rise in civil unrest, several major financial institutions have been quietly withdrawing their funds from Germany. Capital is as scarce as jobs. Germany — once a major player in world financial markets and economic competition, once the nation others both anticipated and feared would step into the power vacuum caused by the collapse of the Soviet Union — is now not just on the sidelines; it looks as if Germany has been cut from the team.
As the United States moves to withdraw the few American forces still in Germany, serious questions remain about the future of the federal republic. Heinz Durdorf is right: Someone must do something. The question is, What?
From the Wall Street Journal Sunday, February 24


ONE

The National Training Center
Mojave Desert, Fort Irwin, California
Friday, March 1, 6:04 a.m.
As the soft light of dawn spread over the valley floor below him, Col. Alexander Stern looked down from his hilltop vantage point at the two “dead” M2 Bradley infantry fighting vehicles. He pulled a sheaf of three-by-five note cards from his battle dress jacket pocket and cocked his head as he made some mental calculations. The loss of the two vehicles would, he reckoned, equate to four dead and two wounded crewmen. He began to write, scratching down notes about the scouts’ poor use of terrain and their refusal to dismount to peer over the next rise, instead choosing to drive across the valley in the open. You can’t just go along for the ride, he thought as he studied the casualties of war, you have to get out and see what’s there.
“November One Gator,” the radio in his HMMWV (high-mobility multipurpose, wheeled vehicle) blared, “this is Gator Zero-Four. Blue Force has crossed the line of departure. The OPFOR hit its start line five minutes ago. OPFOR recon elements report the destruction of four BLUFOR scouts.”
Stern picked up the hand mike. “This is Gator Five. Roger. Has the scout reported enemy contact back to his boss?”
“Negative.”
They’re traveling blind, thought Stern as he pulled his pipe from his pocket and rummaged around for tobacco and matches. This won’t take long.
He could see the dust clouds of the two oncoming forces as each entered the wide valley from opposite ends. From the east, an American battalion/task force, outfitted with big M1 A1 Abrams tanks and stubby Bradley fighting vehicles, advanced timidly onto the battleground. From the west, the lead elements of the 32d Guards Motor Rifle Regiment — their sand-colored fiberglass replicas of T-72 tanks and low-slung BMP fighting vehicles nearly invisible save for the telltale dust signatures — poured onto the valley floor with a purpose.
No, he decided, this won’t take long at all.
Artillery began to fall among the Americans, slowing them even more. As he eavesdropped on the Blue Force command radio frequency, he heard indecision in the commander’s voice. Then a steady low tone cut off the conversation. The OPFOR’s jamming them, thought Stern, nodding absently as he puffed on his pipe. The American task force, without communications and apparently afraid to follow its last order, ground to a slow halt. The OPFOR advanced.
Even though the Americans fired first, it was an uneven contest from the beginning. Companies of T-72s swung wide around the lead American company, hitting it in the flank while the BMPs’ Sagger missile fire held the Americans by the nose. The return fire from the Bradleys’ autocannon and missiles and the Mis’ main guns came in ineffectual dribs and drabs. As the Mis and Bradleys died one by one, Stern mentally reviewed the plan the Blue Force staff had briefed the night before. It depended too much on being able to talk as they moved, he remembered. It was slow and methodical, not aggressive — he’d told them so then. Now his prophecy was playing itself out. But as an observer/control-ler he could only recommend, not demand. He grimaced. It was just like his relationship with Veronica.
Tn the distance a BLUFOR company/team swung out of the gaggle of dead and dying vehicles and started to force its way to a small hill. Tank cannon belched smoke as the OPFOR reacted. The Blue Force lost five tanks and six Bradleys trying to seize the high ground, but the infantrymen scrambled out of the Bradleys even before the back ramps of the vehicles touched the ground. The men took up hasty fighting positions in an effort to halt the OPFOR’s onrushing mass.
We might have a fight here after all, thought Stern, although that company commander will probably catch hell for taking a risk.
Through his binoculars and in his mind’s eye, he could see the small battle unfold before him. Mis ducked into wadis, pulling forward and back, showing themselves for only seconds to get off a hasty shot. Small puffs of white smoke rose from behind the wrinkles of the desert hill, signaling the simulated launches of wire-guided TOW missiles. Although at this distance the infantrymen scurrying over the hillside were no bigger than ants and the only sound was the confusion coming from the radios, he could see and hear it all clearly: platoon leaders shouting at men to get into position, squad leaders yelling out fire commands, the hot rush of air and noise as tablecloth-wide sheets of flame burst from the back of the infantry’s antitank missile launchers. The soldiers would be frantically diving behind even the most minute fold in the ground, looking for any pile of rocks or a small dry stream-bed that might offer protection from both the OPFOR's laser beams and from being crushed by a half-blind, buttoned-up tank.
As the number of flashing “kill” lights in the OPFOR’s columns grew, it seemed to Stern that the Blue Force company might have a chance. Seven T-72s fell victim to the Blue company’s tank gunnery, and when a line of ten BMPs made a drive up the middle toward the Americans, three Bradley fighting vehicles rolled into hasty firing positions on the OPFOR’s flank. Despite his obligation to remain neutral, Stern cheered inside as the strobe lights mounted on top of the Bradleys’ 25mm chain guns flashed, signaling the firing of the vehicles’ autocannon. It took very little imagination to see three streams of tungsten carbide slugs cut through the air and the thin armor of the BMPs. One soldier took a risk, Stern thought; one soldier acted. He might just save this whole battalion. In quick succession the BMPs’ orange kill lights flashed and the formation stopped — still on line — dead in its tracks.
But the OPFOR regimental commander evidently grew tired of the hillside thorn in his side. From the rear of the OPFOR column, a reinforced battalion turned on the Blue Force company grimly holding out on the hill. As artillery-delivered smoke began to obscure the hill, Stern knew the fight would indeed soon be over. Twenty tanks and double that many BMPs bore down on the defenders, and even though the Americans’ “shoot and scoot” tactics thinned the OPFOR’s ranks, there were just too many of them. One by one the Blue Force company’s vehicles died. A hundred OPFOR infantrymen dismounted from their troop carriers and swarmed up the hill. They outnumbered their counterparts by at least five to one, for when a Bradley’s ramp drops, only six infantrymen — if the squad is at full strength — dismount. The thin line of Blue Force riflemen took their toll. But, as position after position fell and soldier after soldier pulled off his helmet and sat up in the universal war-game gesture acknowledging he’d become a casualty, the OPFOR infantry advanced. Before the smoke rolled over the desert rise and blotted out his view, the last thing Stern saw was an OPFOR squad clearing the high ground and taking out an M1 tank from the rear.
Another HMMWV, the diesel-powered modem version of the once-ubiquitous army jeep, pulled up beside him. Stern turned, recognized his boss sitting in the vehicle, and saluted.
“How’s it going, Alex?” asked the man in the HMMWV’s passenger seat.
“They’re dead in the water, Sir. Looks like one company tried to do something, though.” Stern pointed to the fight on the valley floor.
Brig. Gen. Sam Mentorson snorted. “Too little, too late. Let it go on for another ten minutes or so, then have Control issue an end of mission. This after-action review is going to be painful.”
“Yes, Sir. The BLUFOR commander didn’t act or react, and by doing nothing he lost everything.”
“If these were real bullets instead of laser beams, blanks, and simulators, there’d be almost a thousand dead soldiers out there — all because the man in charge didn’t take charge.” In frustration Mentorson slammed his fist on the dashboard, then ordered his driver to move out.
As the HMMWV drove away, Alex Stern took a last look at the desert floor, now littered with the remnants of what was once a mighty battalion. Even the one company on the hillside had been overrun. You have to act, Stern thought as he put his binoculars away and the OPFOR drove unopposed into the mythical American rear area. You have to do something, no matter how bad the situation. He turned to stare at the bald crags of Tiefort Mountain, which towered over the desert training area, rubbing his wedding band as he did so.
Maybe later.
Along Autobahn 5
Federal Republic of Germany
Saturday, March 2, 8:45 a.m.
Even dressed in civilian clothes, Bundeswehr general Karl Blacksturm and his entourage still bore the unmistakable carriage of military men. The group of four traipsed slowly from one end of the parking lot of the autobahn rest stop to the other, Capt. Wilhelm Schneck pointing out tentative positions along the wood line and explaining the planned sequence of events. Satisfied at last, Blacksturm dismissed Schneck with a final warning about security.
Alone with his inner circle in the public privacy of the deserted parkplatz, Blacksturm lit a filterless cigarette and inhaled deeply.
“Schneck has planned well. Let us hope he executes with equal precision.”
“He will, Herr General,” replied Col. Klaus Hemmler. “Have no doubt. I have watched his rehearsals. They are complete even down to the bayoneting of any survivors.”
Blacksturm nodded.
Behind Hemmler one of Blacksturm’s subordinates coughed. Blacksturm turned on him.
“You have something you wish to say, Colonel Fowler?”
“Schneck’s plan is indeed a good one, Herr General. Yet I cannot help but advise caution. Our pressure upon the Americans has only begun, and their own generals wish to withdraw their forces to save money. Four of our people were placed in Parliament during the last election, and times have worsened since then; we shall surely see more elected in the next round of voting. If we wait, the Americans will depart peacefully and we shall control Parliament in due time. We risk much by acting so drastically and so soon.”
Karl Blacksturm’s heavy face tightened. “A hundred marks buys today what ten bought yesterday. The citizens of Germany starve while fat cosmopolitans grow rich. The Russians have disintegrated into impotence. Every month brings another reduction in the scraps the politicians throw to the army.” Blacksturm spat. “We waited four and a half decades for our ‘allies’ to eject the Communists from German soil, only to do it ourselves. We have waited for ten years for the English and the French to quit whining and come to the economic table, only to still contend with their sniveling. We have waited for that American conspiracy NATO to cease looking over our shoulders, yet they insist on remaining our overseers.” Blacksturm raised a clenched fist overhead to drive home his point. He was warming to it, his face flushing, words rolling off his tongue to transfix his small band of colonels in the spell of rhetoric. For a moment the sun cut through the haze, spotlighting Karl Blacksturm on the center of a political stage.
“Even now,” Blacksturm continued, “those who once held half our nation captive are unable to do more than shoot words at each other, unable to decide even who is in charge, unable even to feed themselves without half the world’s assistance. Have our leaders made one move to free us from the chains of our Anglo-Saxon keepers and our greasy, hook-nosed bondsmen? Have they taken one step to put our Germany in its rightful place? Our Germany: the nation that once held Europe in its grasp, the only nation with the sufficient strength, intelligence, and purity of race, to lead. Has just one of our country’s so-called great modern leaders so much as suggested that we take our rightful position at the head of Europe’s table? The collapse of the Soviets has left the place empty. Not one man has moved Germany forward. Instead we wait as Germany’s soldiers — its strength and its heroes — are turned out to an empty pasture. No, Herr Colonel, I will wait no longer. I did not see to it that the officers of the German Democratic Republic found positions in the Bundeswehr by waiting. I did not become the second most powerful man in this army by taking my time.”
Blacksturm turned to the woods, looking beyond them toward his destiny. “Over fifty years ago Germany suffered as she suffers now, and then one man possessed the courage to act.” He turned back to face them. “Yesterday, or rather only a few yesterdays ago, I was no more than a colonel in a German army that was the Russians’ proxy. But all that has changed. Today — here, now — I am the man with the courage to act. All the nuclear arms that NATO so carefully dispersed have been collected in preparation for their removal. The time is right. The time is now. Schneck’s ambush, Hohl’s attack, and Hemmler’s abductions will give us the pretext we need. The American withdrawal is steady, to be sure, but entirely too slow. I want the pressure on the Americans increased; they don’t seem to have gotten the message. If their soldiers choose to show their faces at night, see to it that their faces are bloodied.”
Karl Blacksturm turned back to the forest. “Do you not think it odd, gentlemen?”
“Herr General?”
“That the rise of a new world order, one with Germany at its head, shall begin in a quiet highway rest stop and an American officers’ club?” “There have been other beginnings even less prestigious.”
“How so, Herr Colonel?”
“The one before began in a beer hall.”
Outside the Hilltop View Gasthaus
Frankencitz, Germany
Tuesday, March 5, 8:19 p.m.
The four men sat in the sedan, watching the light filter out of the gasthaus windows and the seconds tick off their watches. The occupant of the driver’s seat and the man beside him were in their midforties and dressed conservatively, the collars of their tan trenchcoats pulled up close against the evening chill. The length and the bulk of their overgarments concealed the silenced 9mm pistols the men carried.
The two men occupying the back were both much younger and much more colorful. The T-shirt the taller of the two wore under an armless denim jacket did little to ward off the cold, and the variety of rock band patches and the stuffed dead mouse hanging from the left-front jacket pocket provided no warmth. Except for a two-inch-wide, four-inch-tall strip of blue and orange hair down the middle of his head, the young man was closely shaven. Star of David earrings dangled from each ear. The man in the driver’s seat had carefully selected the jewelry. He reasoned that there would be survivors and that they would remember that kind of detail. The other man wore his hair dyed black and permed into tight curls. His skin was tanned a Mediterranean olive-brown by the skin bronzer he’d used — also at the direction of the man behind the wheel. He looked normal enough in his windbreaker and slacks — if you discounted the gauntness of his face and the bagginess of his clothing, which would tell a keen observer that the young man had not eaten in far too long. This was the detail that had prompted the driver of the sedan to recruit him.
Each of the backseat’s occupants carried one additional accessory: an Uzi submachine gun.
The driver checked his watch.
“It is time.”
“Ja, so it is,” replied the young man in the denim vest. He shoved a magazine of ammunition into his weapon and opened the car door. His partner did the same, pausing as he left the sedan to lean into the passenger’s window.
“Remember, you promised me enough food for my family.”
“And money,” added the man in the denim jacket. “Lots of money. More than I could make in any job, even if there were any jobs for me.”
“We will fulfil all the necessary obligations,” answered the driver.
That seemed to satisfy the two, and they stalked off together toward the gasthaus. In the front seat, the driver and his companion carefully readied their weapons in preparation for the pair’s return.
* * *
Seated inside the Hilltop View, Col. Steve Wilmington, deputy commander of the U.S. Army’s 195th Infantry Brigade (Separate), and his operations officer, Lt. Col. Gus Brubek, ordered their third round and talked shop.
“Not bad getting a holiday in the big city, eh, Steve?”
“Shit, Gus, between Gen. Hagan’s damn victory celebration shindig, the paperwork involved in redeploying back to the States, and the sorry state of brigade maintenance, I’m glad to get two hours away from that martinet, much less a couple of days.”
“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Denise Wilmington interrupted, “I need to go to the ladies’ room. Kathy, you want to come with me?”
Brubek’s wife nodded and the women walked off, clutching their purses and whispering their indictment of the hours their husbands worked. Either because of or in spite of the beer, Gus admired! the way his wife’s hips swayed, and he promised himself he’d do something about that when they.got back to their hotel room.
* * *
The young man in the denim jacket and his companion in the wind-breaker strode through the gasthaus foyer and into the dining room. They took in the scene quickly, leveled their weapons, and held down the triggers. Brubek and Wilmington tried to stand, but the bullets from the Uzis caught them and sent them sprawling over their dinner dishes. A few of the other gasthaus patrons were smarter; they ducked under their tables.
Denise Wilmington heard the shots and dropped her lipstick. She ran back into the dining area in time to catch a fatal burst from the windbreakered man’s machine pistol. The bullets punched red holes across her breasts. In her panic, it took Kathy Brubek a moment to pull up her panty hose and pull down her dress, and she fumbled with the latch of the stall for what seemed an eternity. She rushed into the dining room only after the man in the denim jacket and his partner were gone. Her screams followed the pair back to the sedan.
The man in the driver’s seat and his partner drove through the night. It was well past 4:00 in the morning when they took the back road into the military training area. With some effort they unloaded two bodies from the sedan’s trunk and buried them in shallow graves in the artillery impact area. At 7:00, the visiting American artillery unit began firing. Eight-inch high-explosive shells churned up the earth, the shrapnel fraying to bits the owners of the windbreaker, the denim jacket, and the mouse.
The two men thought the general would be pleased.
112 Krystalstrasse, Apt. B-13
Baumflecken, Germany
Wednesday, March 6, 8:45 p.m.
Liza Gunther sat across from her boyfriend in the front room of her apartment, flipping through the pages of a magazine just as loudly as she could. As Roosevelt Lawson lifted his eyes from his book, he could see she was pouting.
Oh hell, he thought. Why fight it?
“All right,” Lawson said gently. He put his book facedown on the arm of the chair to save his place. “We’ll go.”
“But you don’t want to.”
“Baby, you want to hit the Strasse, and Bill Wordsworth’ll wait. He’s been around for a while and I expect he'll be around for some time to come.” His eyes strolled over her, drinking in the way her curves filled out the tight dress. The poets might call her ravishing, seductive, perhaps even wanton, he thought. I’d say she’s a redheaded brick shithouse. “C’mon, put on some dancing clothes and let’s do it.”
She went to him, hips swaying as she walked. Liza straddled his legs, and sat lewdly on his lap. Her breasts were full, enticing, and mere inches from his face. He felt the smoothness of her skin as she wrapped her arms around his neck.
“We never seem to go out anymore, Rosy,” she crooned wetly into his ear. “All you ever do is read. Don’t you like to dance with me anymore?” She shifted her weight so her crotch rubbed against his. “Don’t you like to be seen with me?”
“I said put on your dancing clothes, didn’t I?” With Liza’s hot body that close, the last thing on his mind was going out. But a night in Baumflecken’s discos and dance bars was what she wanted, even though Lawson felt somehow uneasy about a night on the town.
The country’s coming apart at the seams, he thought as, facing her, he put his arms around her waist and worked one hand up her back to the dress’s zipper. It’s not safe for her to be out with a GI, and a black one at that. A white German girl going with a black American man does more than just raise a few eyebrows these days. Maybe we could just stay here and party where it’s safe.
But Liza would have none of it. She popped off his lap, contorting one arm to zip up her dress. “I am in my dancing clothes. That can wait till we come home, Shautzie.” She smiled at him and left to get her coat.
* * *
They parked the car and were within sight of the disco when two German skinheads noticed them coming. The young men pushed away from the wall they’d been slouching against and planted themselves squarely in the couple’s path.
Lawson smelled trouble. He pulled on Liza’s arm in an effort to cross the street to bypass them, but the punks shifted to block their path. As they came forward, Rosy pushed Liza behind him.
“Why don’t you get off our streets, go back to Africa where you belong, and leave our women alone?”
Lawson held his ground. “Why don’t you two go on about your business and leave us alone.” It was not meant to be a question.
“Oh no, Herr Nigger, you are our business tonight.” Lawson heard a click and saw a switchblade gleam in the light from the streetlamp. The second skinhead pulled a club from under his jacket, and Lawson had only a second to notice that it was remarkably similar to those carried by the German polizei.
Two punks, Lawson snorted to himself, one with a knife, one with a club. Coming closer. Take the one with the knife first — knives can kill.
“Either of you two ever been to the South Side of Chicago?”
“Chicago? America? Nigger, you will wish you never left.”
“Boy, you got a lot to learn.” He faked toward the punk with the club, which brought the kid with the knife lunging forward. Lawson’s first kick caught the kid in the groin. The German doubled over, his knife cutting air. Rosy grabbed for the knife but missed, the kid recovering enough to come up slashing. The kid jabbed and Lawson dodged, again and again. They circled each other for several moments, each looking for an opening. Liza’s scream broke their concentration. The other skinhead was working her over with the club. Lawson started for her, and the kid with the knife slashed again. The blade cut through Rosy’s jacket, drawing blood.
Roosevelt Lawson had had enough. When the skinhead with the knife came on again, Lawson parried the blade and put all of his 198 pounds behind a punch to the kid’s throat, crushing the windpipe. The German’s body fell.
The punk with the club turned from battering Liza and swung at Rosy. Lawson grabbed the punk’s club arm in midswing and twisted it almost out of its socket. As the German howled in pain and rage, Lawson struck him in the midsection a half dozen times, each harder than the last, trying to smash through to the spine. Then, with one massive punch to the temple, Lawson sent the punk sprawling.
Liza was crying as he helped her up. Her face was a mess of blood, bruises, and black mascara, but she was moving. Liza’s eyes were wide with terror and pain as she and Lawson limped off together. The car’s close, thought Lawson, we’ll make it home. We’ll both be ugly and sore for a few days, but nothing’s broken. It’s over. We’ll make it.
He eased her into the passenger’s seat, and she lapsed into unconsciousness before he closed the door. Lawson walked, still a little unsteady, around to the driver’s side.
The man seemed to come from nowhere and was behind him before he knew it.
“Herr Sergeant.” The voice was flat and calm, but forceful. Lawson spun around, his fists up. The dim backstreet light and his swollen eyes wouldn’t let him make out the face clearly. “No, no more violence tonight, Herr Sergeant.” He motioned down with his head. Bad light and eyes or not, Lawson could s$e the gun. He lowered his fists, but only a little.
“What do you want?”
“When someone stops you on the street, Herr Sergeant, perhaps you should not be so, how do you say, abrasive? I can assure you that tonight was an accident. My apologies.”
“What do you mean, ‘an accident’? Who the hell are you? How did you know I was a sergeant?”
“You must learn not to ask questions to which you really do not want to know the answers. Enough, it is time for you and your lovely acquaintance to depart. Gute nacht, Herr Sergeant. Let us hope we meet again under more pleasant circumstances.” He backed away and slipped into the shadows.
“Rosy?” Liza mumbled groggily. “Rosy, what’s happening?”
“Nothing, baby, nothing at all.” He shook his head to clear it as he got in the car. She fell asleep in an instant.
He made it from stoplight to stoplight to her apartment, his head pounding. “No,” Rosy thought, “too damn much is happening.”
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Thursday, March 7, 11:45 a.m.
As the conference of the Bundeswehr General Staff and brigade commanders broke up, Gen. Karl Blacksturm picked Joel Guterman out of the crowd of milling officers.
“Congratulations, Colonel Guterman,” said Blacksturm, extending his hand. “The army needs good brigade commanders. I’m happy you’ve been selected.”
“Thank you, Herr General,” Guterman said, returning the handshake formally.
“When do you take command?”
“I’m due to report to Panzerbrigade 11 headquarters day after tomorrow. I still have some aide business to finish up, and General Ulderthane wished me here for this meeting.”
“I am sure your family is also excited.”
Guterman nodded. “We have found a small house only a few moments from the base. Platzdorf is not as exciting as the big city of Frankencitz, but it is considerably less expensive. It will be a quiet place to go home to, even with my son climbing all over the trees.”
“‘A quiet place to go home to?’ Being the aide-de-camp to the commanding general of the Bundeswehr hasn’t accustomed you to a desk, has it, Herr Colonel?” Blacksturm grinned.
“I have always been a field soldier, Herr General. But if the rumors are true, soon there may no longer be any soldiers left to take to the field.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much about rumors if I were you. The members of Parliament can only do so much before someone stops them.”
Headquarters, the National Training Center
Friday, March 8, 10:15 a.m.
“Sir, Colonel Stern reports.”
Brigadier General Mentorson looked up from the folder on his desk.
“Alex, you look like hell.”
“Sorry, Sir. I haven’t been feeling well lately.”
Mentorson snorted. “That’s bullshit, Alex. You know you can’t bullshit a bullshitter. Add up all the tours you’ve served with me and what do you get?”
“About nine years, Sir.”
“Closer to ten, and it’s been the same thing over and over again. Veronica, right?”
Stern said nothing, but his eyes fell to the carpet.
“I know you’ve been married a long time, and I’m no marriage counselor, but dammit, it’s obvious to me that it isn’t working. I knew it wasn’t working when you commanded two companies for me, I knew it wasn’t working when you were my project officer for Bradley fielding, and it’s not working now. I’ve kept you around, Alex, because you’re one of the most decisive officers I’ve known. I can’t count the number of times you’ve demonstrated initiative and pulled off the impossible. But this business with your wife…” Mentorson shook his head. “When are you going to act on what you know and do something?”
Stern’s eyes went back to the floor.
Mentorson sighed. “Yeah, it’s tough.” Turning to business, the general flipped open the folder in front of him. “Three days ago in Germany two American officers were killed in what appears to be another in a string of terrorist attacks.”
“Yes, Sir. I saw the newscast. Something behind it?”
“The Intel boys in Washington can’t find anything, and German Special Security maintains it was a random attack, although there have been an awful lot of these ‘random’ attacks lately. The victims just happened to get in the way.”
“Lousy luck, Sir.”
“One of the victims was the 195th’s deputy commander; the other, the brigade’s S3. What do you know about the 195th?”
“Separate brigade, two Bradley battalions, two tank battalions, armored cavalry troop, engineer company, artillery battalion. It’s due for redeployment stateside within three months and probably understrength from the draw down.”
Mentorson nodded. “Alex, I’ve arranged for you to go on temporary duty to Germany. You’ll be the 195th’s deputy and see them home.”
Stern frowned.
“Why you and not someone already there? First, because Lou Hagan, despite that star on his shoulder, couldn’t command his way out of a Ziploc bag. How he got that brigade I’ll never understand. The 195th’s going to need an Alexander Stern mechanized miracle to redeploy with any sense of order. Second, because I made some phone calls and pulled some strings.” Mentorson grinned. “When you run this place and see every heavy unit in the army rotate through, you collect a lot of chips. I called in a couple. You need this on your record. And finally, Alex, it’ll do you good, give you some time away from your ‘problem’ so you can think things through.”
“How much time do I have to decide?”
Mentorson handed him a stack of papers. “Here are your orders. I decided for you.”
“But, Sir…”
“No buts about it. You know how to follow orders?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Good. Any questions?”
Alex Stern thought for a moment. “Sir, who’s going to be my S3?” “There’s a Lieutenant Colonel Griffin marking time in the Pentagon’s Special Ops Section who’s on orders to the SF group in Bad Tolz. He’s supposed to be a high-speed operator; got some medals in Panama and Grenada. The Puzzle Palace’s personnel people are diverting him to the 195th.”
“A Special Forces guy? How much does he know about mech?” “Probably nothing — not that he’ll need to with the 195th redeploying.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Better go get your affairs in order, Alex. You need to be on a plane by Monday morning.”
Alex Stern saluted and left Mentorson's office, wondering all the while how he would tell his wife.
The Marriott Hotel
Washington, D.C.
Monday, March 11, 2:10 a.m.
Maj. Margaret O’Hara rolled over, flicked on the bedside light, then adjusted the sheets so her breasts were covered.
“Mark, are you awake?”
“I am now.”
“You haven’t been asleep, have you?”
“Despite that workout you gave me, no.”
She grinned for a second, then grew serious once more.
“The nightmares again? I didn’t hear you call their names.”
“Not this time.”
“I could tell something’s been eating you all evening. You don’t need to let it spoil what sleep we might get before we get on the plane. Tell me.”
Her mixture of tenderness and command voice got to Lt. Col. Mark Gerald Griffin, U.S. Army Special Forces.
“They’re sending me to the 195th, like I told you Friday. I can’t stand it. I’ve spent almost twenty years dodging those road-bound grease monkeys, and now I’ll have to spend almost three months with that pack of treadheads.” He shook his head. “God, I hate that mech stuff with a passion.”
“But we’ll only be three or four hours away from each other, instead of a whole day’s drive. After all the work we did to get us both assigned to Germany, I’d think you’d be pleased.”
“Yeah, well. I want to serve with real soldiers — the SF guys at Bad Tolz. Those mech pukes will drive me nuts.”
“Can’t you just once say that it’s us that matters? Can’t you just once let down that exterior of yours and say it out loud?”
“No.”
“Griffin, I’m not sure I matter to you at all. There are lots of SF assignments stateside. Why are you going to Germany in the first place if it’s not to be with me?”
Mark Griffin saw his chance to change the subject.
“Maggie, it’s really because they’re afraid you’ll screw it up with the nukes and I’m supposed to watch out for you.”
She was out of the bed in an instant, half bent over and with her fists clenched. Maggie’s eyes narrowed as the rage that comes with an Irish temper boiled over.
“You mean to tell me that after more than fifteen years in the army and more ‘delicate,’ ‘demanding,’ and ‘sensitive’ assignments than I have freckles, some low-life male chauvinist has the unmitigated gall to suggest I can’t handle running a goddamned weapons storage site? After I supervised the destruction of all that nerve gas in ’91 without a hitch? I’ll tell the goddamn chief of staff himself what he can do with this assignment, I’ll…”
Griffin tried to keep a poker face, but smirked ever so slightly. Maggie caught it, and Mark knew she had.
“Gotcha.”
“Mark Gerald Griffin, if you ever, ever, pull something like that again I’ll, I’ll…” Maggie’s words trailed off as she dove onto the bed, shoving Griffin onto the floor and landing on top of him. Maggie
O’Hara was a strong woman, and he’d worked up a good mad in her. Griffin wrestled hard with her to keep her from pinning him on his back. At first they fought in mock anger, then the contest became earnest. She would hurt him, he would hurt her. Real pain, for the flush of a second. And then, because of or in spite of their contest, the pain dissolved to violent pleasure.
They had worked up quite a sweat in their wrestling match. Then, still on the floor, they worked up another.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Tuesday, March 12, 1:00 p.m.
“Ten days, gentlemen, ten days. That’s all that remains until the victory banquet.” Brig. Gen. Louis Hagan rose from behind his desk and began to pace. “My guest list includes the commander in chief, U.S. Army Europe; the corps commander; division commanders; the ambassador; and a truckload of very, very important people. This is the number one priority in this brigade and a zero defects operation. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Sir,” said Stern.
Griffin nodded, letting his eyes wander away from Hagan’s face to the wall behind the general’s desk. It was decorated with the usual amount of “been there” plaques and certificates, all from the correct assignments — the right “ticket punches”—to get Hagan into the command slot of a separate brigade. Yet Griffin noted something odd. Most of the pictures behind Hagan’s desk were of the 195th’s commander standing alongside three-stars or glad-handing some congressman. So that’s how he got here, Griffin thought. Bootlicking inside the army, politicking outside.
“Good,” Hagan said. “Make sure it stays that way. I was afraid that, after the staff updated you this morning, you might not have the proper focus. What are your questions?”
Stern pulled from his pocket a set of three-by-five cards with notes from the morning’s briefing.
“Sir, first there’s the matter of moving the brigade’s vehicles to the Theater Equipment Marshalling Area for redeployment. The logistics officer said she can coordinate rail movement of the vehicles and equipment, rather than a road march as is currently planned. I’d recommend we do that, Sir. It would save a lot of wear and tear on both the equipment and the soldiers.”
“No, no, dammit no! I’ve told her a dozen times we are going to road march. Does that black bitch of an S4 have the road clearances yet?” “Yes, Sir, but we can change them.”
“There won’t be any changes, Colonel Stern. I don’t care about ‘wear and tear’; we are going to motor across Germany in the biggest victory parade ever seen, and my vehicle will be in the lead. What’s the status of the repainting program?”
“Captain Dean said that — except for the trucks in A Company— all the repainting for l-89th Infantry’s trip to Kriegspiel is complete.” “She’s wrong. I saw at least ten tanks yesterday that have drip lines on them and will have to be repainted. I want those paint crews to work around the clock until they get it right.”
“Yes, Sir.” Inside, Stern winced. The crews were already pulling eighteen-hour shifts.
“I bet she’s stuffed your head full of that crap about using our trucks to turn in the ammunition we didn’t shoot up during the field exercise. That’s a no-go too. I’m not moving one truck, not after we just painted them. You tell her to get her priorities straight. She’d better get enough matching place settings, like I told her a week ago, or she’ll be out of a job!”
Stern nodded. He was learning more about the 195th in ten minutes in Hagan’s office than he’d learned in three hours with the staff.
Stern flipped to his next card. “Sir, the SI briefed me on the redeployment dependent care plan and the reassignments for the brigade’s soldiers once we get stateside. I think you need to get involved in this. As I’m sure you’re aware, most of our soldiers will find themselves forcibly discharged within thirty days of arriving stateside.”
With a wave of his hand Hagan dismissed the problem. “The soldiers will be taken care of when we get there. You and Johnson can handle that. Let’s worry about the here and now.”
“Sir?”
“Congressman Holster notified us that he won’t be able to make it. You have Johnson prepare a letter, for my signature, that acknowledges the congressman’s other duties but expresses my extreme disappointment that he will not be able to attend.”
And the soldiers be damned, thought Stern as he scribbled his notes.
Hagan fixed his gaze on Mark Griffin. “What about you, S3? I suppose as soon as I get those Bradleys cleaned up you’ll want to take them to the field.”
Griffin cleared his throat. “There is the local training area, Sir. A couple of days in the woods might improve morale after all the cleaning up the men have been doing.”
“They haven’.t cleaned a gosh-darn thing, at least not to standard. Request denied. Anything else, S3?”
Griffin was about to tell Hagan where to put both the banquet and this assignment when he felt a pain in his ankle; Stern had kicked him. “I said, ‘Anything else, S3?’ ”
“Yes, Sir. The Kriegspiel mission. My assistant, Captain Middletown, tells me we’re only sending sixty-two soldiers. Evidently that’s all that’s left of A Company, 1-89th, after you take out shortages, men near redeployment, and so on. We need to at least double that, Sir. I understand you received a ‘PERSONAL FOR’ message to execute that mission. Captain Cooper in the S2 shop told us this morning that there’s a threat to the Kriegspiel depot — and to us.”
“That geek Cooper has all those computers and what does he come up with? Not viruses, nothing that simple — not Cooper. No, he invents ghosts. He’s as bad as those doom and gloom people at USAREUR. There’s no enemy and no threat, despite what Cooper and the pessimists at higher headquarters say,” Hagan snorted. “Cooper badgers me constantly. It’s gotten so bad I’ve had the message center stop forwarding higher’s intel reports to him.”
As Stern and Griffin exchanged guarded glances, Alex realized he needed to get his hands on those messages. His eyes darted around Hagan’s office, searching for where the general might have stashed them. No luck.
“Gentlemen,” Hagan continued, “I was right. The staff’s gotten you off track. You need to get back on track, and on track quickly. My victory banquet, my victory march, and your efficiency reports are at stake. Do I make myself clear?”
Stern saw his chance and took it. “Yes, Sir, very clear. I’ll task the S3 to ensure A Company, 1-89th, has protected training time before they move to Kriegspiel to supplement the ordnance company there.” “Colonel, after what I just said, how can you think I want these people to do anything other than spit-shine this place?”
Stern shrugged in mock resignation. “Yes, Sir. I just thought you wouldn’t want to risk being embarrassed.”
Both Hagan and Griffin stared; Stern knew he’d found a nerve. “Yes, Sir. The brigade is bound to have some visitors prior to the banquet, maybe your friend from Congress will show up for a couple of days, even if he can’t be here for the banquet. You’ll of course want to show him how our training plan works. It would be difficult to answer questions about training if we weren’t doing any. But if the general desires…”
“No, no, Colonel. You’re quite right. Just as I said, training is top priority, always has been. S3, you make that training plan work — and you get this Kaserne in shape.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“And get Emilia Dean on the stick about those place settings!” “Yes, Sir,” Stern said as he and Griffin saluted and backed out of Hagan’s office.
Tel Aviv
Wednesday, March 13, 9:30 a.m.
Prime Minister Aaron Felderman shoved the report onto his desk and eyed his defense minister carefully. “You are quite sure of your sources’ reliability?”
“I only wish I was not confident,” he replied. “Every indicator points toward a small group assuming power by violent means within three to ten days. My sources say this group will use some act or acts of terrorism, allegedly perpetrated by Zionist radicals, as their justification. Such acts will be designed to neutralize forces that might counteract this group’s assumption of power, to galvanize world opinion in its favor and to give them a pretext for seizing the Americans’ chemical and nuclear weapons stockpile.” He paused. “Your niece is in the American army at their Germany depot, isn’t she?”
The prime minister nodded solemnly.
“The only forces capable of military action are American,” Felderman said. “What have you told them?”
“We have provided them with only the information that our treaties specify,” the defense minister answered. “We must protect our sources.” Felderman began to speak, but the defense minister raised his hand to stop him. “I speak frequently with my American counterpart, just as you speak with your brother, the senator.” The defense minister smiled. “While neither of us would think of revealing state secrets — which would be a violation of law — I believe I am correct in saying that if my counterpart passes what he knows to the lowest level, the Americans will protect themselves.”
Felderman nodded. “Let us hope so.”

TWO

195th Brigade Motor Pool
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 15, 10:25 a.m.
“ ’Scuse me, Suh, but dey’s no smokin’ in de motor pool. Colonel’s orders.”
Stern stared at the ground as he made his way to the brigade’s vehicle park. He was only vaguely aware as he passed through the personnel entrance gate and into the rows of parked tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, but the voice snapped him back to reality. Stern craned his neck back to look Lawson in the face. The huge black man held a stiff, perfect salute as he waited for some response.
Stern awkwardly took his pipe from his mouth and returned the salute.
“Thank you, Sergeant.”
Lawson dropped his hand smartly and started to continue on his way.
“Sergeant Lawson,” Stern called after him.
Lawson turned and faced him again. “Suh?”
“What’s your unit?”
Lawson responded with his unit motto: “Firepower Forward, Sir. Dynamite Delta Company, 4-23d Armor.” As if anticipating Stern’s next question, Lawson continued, “I’m Sfc. Roosevelt Lawson, 3d Platoon leader.”
That’s odd, thought Stern, the SI told me both tank battalions were full up on lieutenants. “You don’t have a commissioned officer in the platoon?”
Lawson smiled. “I got one on the books, Colonel, but he’s up at headquarters working some special duty for the general. Has been for three months, so they made me the platoon leader.”
Stern shook his head sadly. I came down here to get away from all the party bullshit, he thought, and it follows me. Instead of learning how to lead soldiers, some young officer is running errands for Hagan’s damn shindig. He looked back up at Lawson.
“Where are your platoon’s vehicles, Sergeant?”
“They’re a ways over here, Sir.” Lawson answered, motioning. Damn, he thought, I bet he’s going to want to see them. I got better things to do than a show-and-tell for this colonel.
“Let’s go.”
It figures, thought Lawson. As Lawson walked, Stern fell in beside him.
Stern’s practiced eyes quickly but carefully inspected each combat vehicle as the pair passed. The vehicles looked good, freshly painted and lined up dress-right-dress. But underneath a tank Stern noticed a growing oil puddle, evidence of neglected maintenance. On another, grime oozed from between two grease fittings. A small patch of rust slowly ate away at a Bradley fighting vehicle’s 25mm cannon barrel.
Stern mentally noted the faults as he walked, embedding the administrative numbers, the “bumper numbers,” of the offenders in his mind. When the general walks through, he notices the paint jobs, thought Stern. I don’t give a shit about paint — except that the old man does; I give a shit about being able to move, shoot, and communicate.
The word communicate rang in his head as they passed the brigade communications section’s vehicles. Inside their own wire enclosure were four rows of communications vans — giant square shoe boxes mounted piggyback on the beds of army trucks. Stern was particularly concerned with the brigade’s two TACSAT vans, which housed the equipment that could bounce coded bursts of data off a satellite. Lawson waited as Stern made his way to the fence and peered through.
The first truck sat on three flat tires and its antenna dish was missing. A confusing variety of black boxes — obviously pulled from inside — lay beside the vehicle, exposed to the elements. The second had no flat tires; in fact, it had no tires at all — it was up on blocks. A light breeze blew through the motor pool, catching the back door of the van and sending it banging against the back wall as it blew open. Stern crouched to see under the truck. Water dripped from someplace inside, running down a dozen dangling wires to form a large, greasy pool beneath the vehicle. He fought back the rage, took several deep breaths, then stood and rejoined Lawson.
They threaded their way through the rows of parked tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles, finally coming to Lawson’s tank platoon. The four big tanks sat with their engine access panels open, and Stern could see the partially obscured figures of Lawson’s men as they tightened this and tested and adjusted that. The tanks seemed to take all the poking and prodding patiently enough, just as an attack dog tolerates a baby’s touch.
Slowly Lawson’s men realized they were being watched. They began to climb out of the tanks. Stern turned to Lawson.
“Sergeant, don’t stop the work,” he said. “I’d like to take a look inside.” Stern pointed at the last tank in Lawson’s platoon.
“Yes, Sir,” Lawson responded, glad Stern had picked one of his more squared-away vehicles. They walked over to Delta 34. “Three-Four’s got a good crew, Sir. The tank commander’s here somewhere.” Lawson looked around, but Stern had already pulled himself up on the tank’s fender and was heading for the open hatch on the top of the turret.
These Mis aren’t like the old M60s, thought Stern, there’s less to hold on to. He stood on top of the turret, about to lower himself into the commander’s hatch, when from deep inside the tank he heard a voice call “Power!” The turret began to move and he sat down fast and hard and held on — not quite for dear life, but close.
“Hold it!” Lawson shouted from in front of the tank. The turret stopped. Someone inside bumped something and swore, then the loader’s hatch opened and a head popped out. Stern’s legs were dangling through the commander’s hatch.
“Shit, man, you better tell somebody the next time you climb up on a tan…” The soldier froze when he saw Stern’s rank insignia. “Oh shit,” he said as his face fell. “Sorry, Sir.”
Stern let out a long sigh. “Never mind. Let’s have a look at the inside of your tank.” Stern slid easily into the commander’s seat. A second later the soldier plopped into the loader’s station next to him. Stern’s trained eyes worked over the tank’s interior. Satisfied, he pointed at the two combat vehicle crewman’s helmets (CVCs) hung on a hook. The soldier handed one to Stern, who noted that though it was old, it was clean and obviously well cared for. Lawson maintains his stuff, he thought, one of too few who do around here. He put the CVC on, motioning for the soldier to do likewise. Once they were both hooked up, Stern flipped a switch and spoke into the helmet’s boom microphone. “What’s your name, soldier?” he said to the man next to him. “Shelley, Sir. Cpl. Greg Shelley.”
“What’s your job, Corporal Shelley?”
“I’m the tank commander.”
“Who’s in your crew?”
“We’re one short, Sir,” Shelley responded nervously. “There’s just me and Private Keats, the driver, and…”
Stern cut him off. “Shelley and Keats? You’re kidding. Don’t tell me that your gunner’s name is Byron?”
“No, Sir,” Shelley said. “The gunner’s Prt, Percy Winchell.” “You write poetry, Shelley?”
The tank commander looked at him as though Stern had lost his mind. “Me, Sir? I mean no, Sir, I don’t write no poetry, Sir.” “Probably a good thing.” Stern stuck his head out of the vehicle commander’s hatch and saw that Lawson still stood in front of the tank, waiting. He dropped back down. “Power!” Stern shouted. He glanced at Shelley. “Always look before you move the turret, son.”
“Yes, Sir,” replied Shelley, properly contrite.
Stern waited a few seconds, then looked through the tank commander’s sight as he turned the turret. He moved the turret so he could look between the tanks parked in the row in front of him, getting a good view of the field that lay beyond the ragged motor pool fence. About a kilometer across the field he could see a few cars moving along the road leading to Baumflecken Kaserne. Beyond that, several kilometers distant, crouched the small shapes of the houses along the outskirts of the town of Baumflecken. He shifted back to the road, refocusing the sight. Directly in his line of vision sat a green and white German polizei vehicle and behind it a black sedan. He looked down, searching. Now where’s the thermal sight switch? he thought. Aha, there it is. He flipped the switch and the picture in front of him suddenly had a green background. The heat of the cars made them stand out starkly against the cool countryside. There’s somebody outside the car. How about that, Stern thought. I can tell he’s ninety degrees from me. He’s looking… where? Stern switched back to daylight optics… toward the kaserne’s main gate. His arms are up like he’s holding up a camera or binoculars. He took his eyes away from the sight and turned it off, frowning.
He took one last look around inside the vehicle. “Good tank, Corporal.” He pulled off the CVC. So did Shelley.
“Thanks, Sir.”
Stern hoisted himself from the commander’s seat to the top of the turret, then worked himself down off the tank until his feet hit the asphalt. As he turned he saw Lawson and another soldier waiting for him.
“Sir,” Lawson said, “this is Private Winchell, Three-Four’s gunner. He had the brigade high score in gunnery when we shot a little over two weeks ago.”
Winchell saluted. Next to Lawson, Winchell seemed like a fragile toy. Lawson was a tall, muscled, dark black man. Winchell was short and slender — petite almost — with a thin mustache, soft features, and pale skin.
“What was your score, Private?”
“One-twenty out of 121, Sir,” Winchell answered. His voice came out soft and high.
“Good shooting, Winchell.” Stern looked at Lawson.
“If Three-Four is any measure, you have a good platoon, Sergeant. I can’t get over having Shelley and Keats in the same tank.” He shook his head and smiled wryly.
“I thought it was appropriate,” said Lawson, grinning.
“Indeed. Thank you, Sergeant. Good platoon. Keep it up.” Lawson saluted and Stern turned to leave. He took three steps, then stopped and turned.
“Private Winchell?”
“Yes, Sir?”
“Ever look out at the highway to our front?” Stern waved his hand toward the track-park fence and the fields beyond.
“Yes, Sir. Often, Sir, when I check the optics and thermal sight.” Winchell answered.
“Ever notice a polizei car and another vehicle?”
“Why, yes, Sir. Sometimes they’re out there looking at the gate and sometimes they’re not. Seems they’re out there a lot more often lately, almost all the time, and we’re down here almost every day.”
“Hmm,” Stern mused. “Thank you, Private.” He turned and headed back through the motor pool toward the headquarters building. On his way back he would ponder — without answer — the questions of why the polizei were staking out his kaseme and where Lawson’s “Uncle Tom” accent had disappeared to.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 15, 11:15 a.m.
Mark Griffin — sweat-soaked, mud-caked, and mad as hell — sat waiting for Stern in his office. He didn’t stand up when Stern came in. “I want to talk to you, Colonel,” Griffin said, sticking out his jaw.
Stern closed the door behind him. “And I want to talk to you, S3.” Stern shot back, not about to let Griffin forget who was the second in command and who was the operations officer. “What is this shit I hear about you taking Captain Tuttle apart with a hacksaw for a mistake in training? And in front of his battalion commander? It’s called tact, Colonel. Get some.”
Griffin shook his head. “Somebody ought to shoot the incompetent numbnuts before he gets somebody killed. Tuttle’s company was moving like pond water and with no goddamned security. None, zero, zilch. Could’ve waltzed up on him with a battalion of dumbassed tanks before he’d have thought about it. We don’t have company commanders like that in the infantry.”
“Obviously we do.”
“I’ll take care of that.”
“That’s not your job, S3. You train them, you don’t hire and fire them. And you don’t train a man by embarrassing him and yourself in front of his battalion commander — and then making me take the heat when that commander calls the boss.” Stern lowered his voice. “You’re on my staff and when you make an ass of yourself I get the ass chewing. Lately I’ve gotten too many ass chewings because of you.”
“These wimps around here don’t know what to do without their twenty-ton steel security blankets. Before I got here they wouldn’t dismount to cross the street. I’m tough on them because they need it.”
“Your expertise at dismounted operations is not in question here,” Stern replied. “Tell me, S3, has it occurred to you that this is a mechanized brigade, and that this brigade has two tank battalions and two Bradley-equipped mechanized infantry battalions, not to mention a mechanized field artillery battalion, combat engineers, and an armored cavalry troop?” Stern drove the word “mechanized” home. “We’re supposed to be preparing to fight a twentieth-century modern war,” he added sarcastically. “This is Europe, not South America. Get with the program.” *
Although Stern’s words stung, Griffin tried not to let it show. I am weak at mechanized operations, he acknowledged to himself. Hell, I’ve been in Special Forces since I was a lieutenant; what do I know about tanks and Bradleys? But I know how to train soldiers, and I sure as hell don’t like what I see in this brigade. Besides, it’s been only three weeks since they drove back into the main gate from their last training exercise. They’ve forgotten every damn thing they learned. But I’ll fix that — despite Stern and Hagan.
The mere thought of Hagan caused Griffin to shift from the defense to the attack.
“Get with the program, huh, Colonel? If we had a program, I’d get with it.”
“You’re the one who’s responsible for the brigade’s training plan,” snorted Stern.
“Yeah,” said Griffin bitterly, “and the same guy who blessed it— Hagan, remember him? — came out to the training area this morning and changed it.”
“Changed it? How?”
“I thought you were supposed to keep him in his office.”
“Never mind that,” Stern said impatiently. “What did he do?” “While you were out fondling oil filters, the old man drove out to where I was trying to teach the commander of A Company, l-89th Infantry, something about being a leader. Hagan stopped the training.” Griffin was incensed, and it showed. “He stopped the dismounted maneuver, called up the Bradleys, and put all the soldiers in their vehicles. Then he had them drive around on the tank trails while he stood on a hill, like Caesar triumphant, and watched them practice road marching. All the soldiers inside the Bradleys got out of a long morning was a few minutes of sleep.” Griffin paused. “Fine job you did protecting training time.” He paused again, then added a sarcastic “Sir”
Alex Stern ran one hand through his short hair. The old man was making A Company practice a road march, Stern realized, the road march Hagan had planned for his great victory parade out of Baumflecken and across Germany into the Theater Equipment Marshalling Area.
Griffin had “I told you so” written all over his face. “So what are you going to do about it, exalted Two IC?”
“There doesn’t seem to be much I can do about it, Mark,” Stern said, his tone softening. “I was in there for an hour again this morning. You’re lucky you had the time you had.”
Griffin stood up and stormed toward Stern’s desk. “Thankful?” His face strained with rage. “Goddammit, I have soldiers to train and you and that idiot Hagan have that as the last priority!”
“Colonel,” Stern said heatedly, then stopped himself. He was angry too: at Griffin for being at least partially right, at Hagan for being an ass, at his wife for not loving him, and at his world for not being anywhere near fair. “Colonel,” he repeated, more calmly this time, “your job is to make the training plan work and to be professional, something that you weren’t being yesterday and something you sure as hell aren’t being with me now. If the boss chooses to make changes in training, changing training is his prerogative. Life is tough; adapt.”
“Adapting is easy when you’re an incompetent, toadying bastard, Sir. I’m not.”
Stern rose, fists clenched. “Get out of my office, Griffin, before you say something we’re both going to regret.”
Mark Griffin was so mad he was ready to tear off his colonel’s rank and settle it man to man. He was saved only by the buzz of the intercom on Stern’s desk.
“Colonel Stern,” the secretary’s voice grated, “the general wishes to see you.” Stern looked at the intercom. Now what? he thought.
Griffin smirked, then walked to the door and began to leave. Halfway out he turned. “His master’s voice. We’ll take this up later, Sir.” He slammed the door on his way out.
Stern sighed. I’ll have to put that sonofabitch in his place, he thought grimly, and it won’t be pleasant. He too^ a deep breath, picked up his notebook, and headed for Hagan’s office. Griffin would have to wait. His duty to the brigade would have to wait. The letter he wanted to write to Veronica would have to wait. Only General Hagan wouldn’t wait.
As he closed his door, he heard the intercom buzz again and then his secretary’s singsong voice: “Colonel Stern, the general wants you now!”
The Fast Lane Bar and Grill
Los Angeles, California
Friday, March 15, 9:57 p.m.
“Excuse me, is this seat taken?”
Veronica Stern eyed the speaker carefully. Settled at the bar for less than an hour, she’d already turned three men away. This one was tall and thin, but not skinny. He had a striking face. He dresses well, thought Veronica.
“No. Please.” She waved at the empty barstool.
He eased onto it and shifted it slightly closer to her. She glanced at him and smiled.
“Bartender,” he called.
“Sir?”
“Scotch and soda.”
Alex drinks his straight, thought Veronica. She started when he touched her lightly on the arm.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, but your glass is almost empty. Can I have the bartender get you another?”
“Another wallbanger will be fine.”
“What the lady said, bartend.” The man behind the bar nodded and went off to fix the drinks.
“Hmm, ‘the lady’ won’t do,” the man said. “I’m John, who are you?” He fumbled in his pocket, bringing out his cigarettes as he looked around for matches.
“Here, I have some.” She dug in her purse, knocking her wedding band out of the way to get to her lighter. She lit his cigarette.
“Call me Ronnie.”

THREE

Along Autobahn 5
Saturday, March 16, 10:35 a.m.
For a military convoy, the drive from Baumflecken Kaserne to the Kriegspiel Munitions Depot takes two days, but for Mark Griffin, who’d managed to get a day off from the 195th, it was only three hours to the halfway point he and Maggie had agreed upon. Military convoys travel at about forty miles per hour and halt frequently. On the Autobahn, Griffin did more than three times that speed and stopped for nothing.
The one other person in Griffin’s life who mattered was coming from the opposite direction, and Maggie O’Hara was driving just as hard. It was slower going for Maggie, though. First she had to clear the mountainous Kriegspiel Heights, which surrounded the munitions depot. Maggie had made reservations at Platzdorf’s one inn, and she and Mark were to spend at least part of a day and an entire night together in the village. Although they had burned up the phone lines until late into the night, both agreed they needed some time together, even if that time was only a few hours.
Griffin pushed his foot to the floor and flashed his lights, giving the signal for the Saab ahead to move into the right lane. As the car pulled to the right and Griffin blew by, the Saab’s owner thought that Griffin must be doing at least a hundred mph.
He was only twenty-five or so off.
Village of Platzdorf
Germany
Saturday, March 16, 11:10 a.m.
The dull thud of crumpling metal followed the screech of brakes and tires too closely — at least one of the cars must have been traveling fast, Griffin thought. The sounds came from the street behind him, and he whipped his head around to see a black sedan, its left-front corner crumpled from the collision, back off from a crushed Audi and pick up speed as it drove unsteadily away. Griffin had been sitting on a park bench, waiting for Maggie. Now he dropped his coffee cup and, in a half-dozen strides, covered the twenty yards to the street. He was just in time to get the sedan’s plate number as it turned a comer. He moved quickly to the Audi.
The driver lay slumped over the wheel. Where the side of her head had struck the windshield, she was a gory mess of blood, bone, and hair. Griffin wrenched the sprung door open and felt her throat for a pulse. There was none. He noted that her lifeless body was contorted as if she’d been looking into the rear seat. Griffin’s mind raced. Why no seat belt? What could she have been looking at in the back? The child’s car seat is empty. Then, with the rising God-please-make-it-not-so terror of a man reliving a nightmare, Griffin grabbed the rear passenger door and wrenched it open.
The force of the sedan’s impact against the Audi’s right rear passenger door had bent the car, as if the sedan meant to break it in half. On the floor, a small boy in a bright blue windbreaker lay motionless. Griffin lifted the body. A miniature teddy bear fell from the boy’s grasp. Griffin pulled the boy from the car as gently as he could and cradled him in his arms. He can’t be more than three years old, Griffin thought as he lay the child on the ground.
A crowd gathered, mostly shoppers and mothers from the park. Griffin ignored them, putting his ear to the child’s mouth. Mark Junior had had good hands too, Griffin remembered as the tears came. He’d throw things on the floor and unbuckle his car seat to go after them. I used to turn around in the middle of traffic and see him romping around back there. Twice we nearly had an accident before I could get to the side of the road.
He put his head to the child’s chest and listened. Nothing.
He rocked back on his heels and looked. The boy’s neck was already slowly turning blackish blue. A woman screamed.
Polizei sirens warbled in the background. Griffin paled as he looked at what could have been his own son. He held the boy in his arms.
Dead. Broken neck. Whiplash.
* * *
Maggie arrived at the tail end of his report to the polizei. She took in the scene instantly and moved to stand by his side. Griffin was rendering the details flatly, without emotion.
“…and then your people arrived, Inspector.”
“But I still do not understand, Herr Colonel,” the man said, “why you held the child.”
Maggie interrupted, flashing her ID card in the inspector’s face. -Herr…”
“Lentz,” the inspector answered.
“Herr Lentz,” Maggie said. She spoke English, confident the inspector understood her. “The colonel's humanitarian action is quite explicable,” She motioned to her left. “If you will come with me.”
They left Griffin where he was, his eyes riveted on two sheet-draped bodies, one large and one quite small, which the polizei loaded into an ambulance. After a few steps she turned to the inspector.
“Herr Lentz,” said Maggie quietly and in near-perfect German, “the colonel lost a wife and son in much the same way.”
The polizei official nodded solemnly.
“Then you have your statements and will need nothing else from him?”
“There is only the matter of the license number that he believes he saw,” said Lentz. “I must ask him again, to be sure.” The inspector walked back to Griffin.
“Herr Colonel?” the inspector queried him cautiously. “The plate number of the other car? Are you quite sure you are correct?”
The ambulance doors were closed now, and as the vehicle moved away Griffin looked down at the inspector.
“I made no mistake,” Griffin said, the trace of anger in his voice unmistakable. “I saw what I saw.”
Seeing that Griffin would not change his story, the inspector pursed his lips and lowered his head, as if weighing the cost of pursuing the matter. He looked again at Griffin, who maintained the same hard face. Lentz frowned and went to his car to make a radio call. Maggie took her place at Griffin’s side.
“Why the hassle about the plate, do you think?” Griffin asked.
“What was the number?”
Griffin told her.
Her brow furrowed as she looked at the crumpled Audi. “Mark, a plate with a prefix like that belongs to a VIP car. Special Security, I think. Looks like this hit and run was the work of either some high official or somebody working for one. Now what would they be doing in a little place like this?”
Griffin gave a start and turned to look back down the street. The road curved sharply as it came into town, but beyond the curve the autobahn exit was a straight shot, less than a mile away. He’d been sitting on the bench for no more than five minutes. Anyone coming into town would have seen his parked car — and him on the park bench— just as the car rounded the curve. I had to hit the brakes myself, he thought. I was flying to get here, passed everything on the road, even the ones who tried to keep up fell behind and stayed there.
They fell behind and stayed there.
The chill coursed up his spine, detonating dead center in his consciousness. He was suddenly alert, his self-preservation instincts packing the horror of the dead mother and child into a box in the basement of his mind.
“I am certain of the license number I gave you,” he said quietly. “You have your report. You should require nothing else from me.”
“No, Herr Colonel,” Lentz said, closing his notebook. “You may go.” He turned to look at the wrecked Audi. “Sad, isn’t it?”
“Who were the victims?” Maggie asked him.
“I cannot give you the names, of course,” replied the inspector. “We must first notify the husband. He is an officer, like you, a colonel, but in our army. The family arrived here only a few weeks ago.” He shook his head. “Very sad indeed.” Inspector Lentz walked away.
“Mark,” Maggie said. Griffin, holding the boy’s bear, was staring toward the curve into town. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
* * *
They walked in aimless silence through the narrow village streets for almost an hour. Griffin looked blankly into the shop windows, stopping unexpectedly now and then to look behind them. Maggie knew he was shaken up, but she sensed something else.
“Mark, it’s not just the accident, is it?”
He glanced down at her, then stared into the distance. The words came hard. 
“When I was married — the first time,” he swallowed hard, “I was deployed on a jump into Honduras. I volunteered, I didn’t have to go.” They were holding hands. Maggie tightened her grip on his.
“We jumped back into Fort Bragg,” he continued. “The wives and families were supposed to meet us on the drop zone. My wife and son were on the way to the ceremony when some drunk hit them head-on. If they’d had the belts on they might have made it. She must have been looking in the back after him. The guy walked away unhurt.”
“Yes, Mark, you’ve told me,” Maggie said softly. In the short year they’d been together, she’d come to understand Griffin’s loss of his first wife and their son and his fiasco of a second failed marriage. Griffin kept his aches to himself, locking them away like demons, but sometimes those demons worked their way free and broke through Griffin’s steel exterior. Maggie could feel a break coming.
“If I’d stayed in the States, they’d still be here.” He felt the lump of the child’s toy bear in his pocket, and his voice began to crack. “Today, because I was here, somebody else’s wife and child died.”
“What? Mark, you didn’t kill anyone.”
“If I hadn’t gone on that mission, they wouldn’t have been coming to any ceremony.” His eyes were red and wet, his voice shaky. “If I hadn’t come here, I wouldn’t have been followed and that woman and her kid would still be alive.”
She held him to her and let him cry. When he stopped shaking she pulled slightly away and looked him in the face.
Griffin pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his eyes. “Shit, Maggie, I’m sorry.”
Her face was hard. “You were the best man for the Honduras mission,” she said quietly. “You told me they ‘volunteered’ you.”
“Yeah, they can’t order you to go on a mission that everybody says didn’t happen.” She nodded. He looked at the ground. “But today…”
“You didn’t kill anybody,” she said firmly. “That sedan came from the wrong direction.” Maggie let out a long breath. “I’d ditched him earlier. That’s why I was late,” she said. “He was following me.”
The Hunter’s Horn Gasthaus and Inn
Platzdorf
Sunday, March 17, 4:30 a.m.
“It’s time, Maggie.” Griffin said. “Up and let ’em at you.”
“Uh-uh,” she mumbled sleepily. “Gimme fifteen more minutes.”
“C’mon, we both have three hours on the road if we’re going to get back in time. Besides, I have coffee.”
Maggie rolled over, propped herself up, and took a cup from his hands. In a half hour she was dressed. They sat at the small bedroom table in silence.
“I’m worried about you and your crew down there, Maggie.”
“If I said I was worried about you, you’d say something about your being a big boy now. We’re big girls, Mark.” Maggie smiled at him.
His look toward the window pulled her eyes with it. “Don’t worry about those goons, Mark. I shook them once.” She thought for a moment. “Who do you think it is?”
“I don’t know,” he said, “but Cooper — the guy who does our intel— is a first-class computer nerd and not a bad intel analyst. I’ll let him work on it.”
“Will he be at this grand affair you’re going to?” She shook her head cynically.
“I doubt it; he looks too geeky. Are you sure you won’t come up for this thing?”
“Mark, though I love being with you, that ain’t this woman’s idea of a party. Sorry, Griffin, you can suck down that one alone.”
“You’re a very caring person. Remind me to starch your panties someday.”
“Thanks, pal.”
They held each other for a long time, then left the hotel by the back door.
Outside the Hunter’s Horn Gasthaus and Inn
Sunday, March 17, 5:30 a.m.
The two men in the black sedan with the hastily repaired left front were fast asleep when Maggie’s and Griffin’s cars left the parking lot. Only when the first light of dawn woke them would they figure out the couple had left during the night. That meant there’d be hell to pay— not only had they caused a fatal accident, but they’d lost the American major. They decided to make up some story; otherwise, their superior would be livid — and so would his boss: Gen. Karl Blacksturm.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 9:45 a.m.
“So how the hell are you?” Stern said into the phone. “What’s so hot in the desert that you’re calling at this time of night?”
“It’s the middle of the morning there, isn’t it Alex?” said Lt. Col. Paul Jackson. Also known as Gator Two, Jackson was one of Stern’s closest friends at the National Training Center. It’s good to hear from him, thought Stern. I wonder how he’s doing?
“I’d forgotten about the time,” Jackson said. “Anyway, I’m calling from home.”
“Bullshit,” said Stern. “You never miss those details.” They traded office gossip awkwardly for a few minutes before Jackson fell silent.
“Paul, this must be costing you a fortune. What’s up, buddy, are you in trouble?”
“No, I’m not in any more trouble than usual,” Jackson replied. This is hard, he thought. How do you tell your friend…
“Then what? Out with it man!” Stern said jokingly.
“Al, it’s Veronica,” Jackson blurted out. “She’s out of control. I mean Sheila and I were out to dinner in Barstow last night and she— I mean Veronica — was at the bar with this guy. Then Stevensen over in the Control building saw her at a different place down in L.A. a few nights ago and… buddy, I’m sorry. I hate to be the guy to tell you this, but…”
Stern cut him off. His face had gone hard the moment he had heard his wife’s name. “Paul, you’re a good man, a good friend. And you got guts,” Stern said, “but, just like in the desert, you come up with your intel a day late and a dollar short.” Stern faked a laugh. “I know what’s going on, and I’m responding appropriately.”
“Hey, it’s tough, I know.” Through the static Stern could hear the sympathy in Jackson’s voice. “If there’s anything I can do…” “You can send me a new boss.”
He could hear Jackson laugh. “I’d like to. You know we have too many stars come through here for comfort.”
“On second thought, keep them,” said Stern. “They might be worse, though I don’t see how.”
“Well, the offers stand. Both of them. Look Al, I gotta go. Phone bills, you know.”
“Yeah, I understand.”
“Take care of yourself, Al.”
“My best to the Gators and Sheila and your kids. And Paul?” “Yes?”
“Thanks.”
“Sure. Goodbye, Al.”
Stern hung up the phone, leaned over his desk, and picked up the letter from his wife. Jackson’s words rang in his head as he reread Veronica’s condemnation of their marriage and her list of how the property should be divided. The knot in the pit of his stomach tightened. I guess I’ll be going to the victory banquet alone, he thought.
Headquarters, Panzerbrigade 11
Storchbach Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 4:00 p.m.
“I am sorry to have to bring this to you in your time of grief, Herr Colonel, but General Blacksturm himself sent me to you with this.”
Col. Joel Guterman had buried his wife and son less than a week ago. As he sat behind his desk, the commander of Panzerbrigade 11 held in front of him, between the “SECRET” classification markings, an investigator’s report. The report concluded that the deaths had been no accident, but rather a deliberate act by a radical group — one financed by two Jewish political-action committees based in New York. The pictures of his wrecked car and the sheet-draped bodies tore him apart. The mug shots of the two terrorists (killed, the report said, when their apartment was raided) only increased his rage. If I could just get my hands on those responsible, the ringleaders, he thought, I’d tear them to bloody shreds. But a good soldier shows no emotion. Guterman closed the folder and wordlessly handed it back to Blacksturm’s assistant.
“Thank you, Herr Major.” His voice was flat, kept calm by sheer force of will.
“I will leave you alone now, Herr Guterman.” Guterman nodded and looked down at his desk. “And Herr Guterman, General Blacksturm— and may I add the entire high command staff — sends personal condolences.” Guterman did not reply.
The major closed the door, leaving Guterman still staring at his desk. A desk arranged, with the exception of the framed portrait of his wife and child, with careful German precision. Guterman had not noticed that the major had made no mention of General Ulderthane. The major had noticed only that Guterman’s shoulders were beginning to shake.
In the hallway the major slid the folder back into his briefcase and lit a cigarette. A nasty taste, he thought, perhaps more from what I have done than this cheap tobacco. But Blacksturm had been right; Guterman had believed the report to be genuine.
Now he was all theirs.

FOUR

Near the main gate
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 4:57 p.m.
The trucks and HMMWVs of A Company, 1-89th Infantry, stood lined up just inside the kaserne’s front gate. Hands on his hips, Capt. Tim Tuttle strutted self-consciously up and down the line of vehicles, trying to appear in charge. Soldiers dozed inside the trucks, catching a few minutes rest before what would be a long, monotonous road march. Tuttle looked nervously at his watch, then down the street leading to his company area, then back at his watch. Why, he thought, why did I let that truck go back to get more oil? Two minutes before we have to hit the gate, and it’s still not back. We’ll have to go without it. But I can’t go without the machine guns — I’m supposed to have them. If I miss the start time, brigade will have my butt.
Two HMMWVs pulled up next to him, interrupting his indecision. Tuttle’s face fell as both the brigade S3 and the brigade deputy commander climbed out of their respective vehicles. He’d hoped that they, like his battalion commander and all the other brass, would be getting ready for that night’s party.
Stern was first. “Well, Captain Tuttle?”
Now he knew he had to say something. “Sir, the convoy is 90 percent prepared to move.” That might work, thought Tuttle. It sounded pretty positive, and the brass always liked to hear statistics.
Griffin snorted. “You mean the ten soldiers I talked to who didn’t know where they were going, what they were supposed to do when they got there, or what to do if something happened along the way were the 10 percent who didn’t get the word?”
Tuttle said nothing.
“You got any security for all these weapons, Captain?” Griffin asked, remembering Tuttle’s lackluster performance in training.
“Yes, Sir,” Tuttle answered, shifting his feet. “There are two men with ten-round magazines for their rifles on the truck with the machine guns, and the sergeant on the ammo truck has five rounds for his pistol.” Tuttle pointed to the fifth vehicle.
“That’s it? Why didn’t you issue ammunition to the soldiers?”
“Sir, I thought it safer not to. I didn’t want them to accidentally shoot each other.”
Griffin started to take Tuttle apart, but Stern stepped in. “Captain Tuttle, that’s why we have squad leaders, to check and control their people.” Ordinarily Tuttle would have been right, thought Stern. Hagan would go crazy if he knew that individual soldiers had bullets, but Stern thought it prudent, for reasons he felt more than knew, to issue ammunition. “How long will it take you to issue out one magazine’s worth per man?”
“Uh, about, about thirty minutes, Sir.” He was guessing, and guessing high. Tuttle hoped he might even be able to get the truck with the machine guns there in time.
“No way, Tuttle,” Griffin snapped. “I won’t have this convoy miss its movement time. When the aircraft is over the drop zone, it’s time to go.” He looked at his watch. “One minute, Tuttle. You’ve got just one minute to move.”
Griffin hasn’t had his way lately, thought Stern. I’ll let him have it now.
“So I go with what I have the way I have it, Sir?” Tuttle was elated. If the truck doesn’t show, he thought, it’s the S3’s fault; he told me to go without it.
“That’s right, Tuttle,” Griffin replied. “That’s the first decisive thing I’ve heard you say.”
“Yes, Sir. Time to go now, Sir.” Tuttle saluted and quickly turned toward his HMMWV. He was ecstatic as he waved his hand in the “move out” signal — he was off the hook. A few seconds later a dozen diesel engines cleared their throats and the convoy lurched toward the kaseme gate.
Alex Stern and Mark Griffin watched the trucks and HMMWVs pass by, neither man feeling particularly optimistic about the mission but neither talking to the other about it.
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Friday, March 22, 6:05 p.m.
“…and we release the story about Colonel Guterman’s family to the press when?” asked Karl Blacksturm.
“Tonight, Herr General.”
“Very good, Colonel Goebbels, you have done well.”
The accident with Guterman’s family was unfortunate, Blacksturm thought, but he had turned it to his great advantage, both by recruiting Guterman to the cause and as additional evidence of a terrorist plot. It would bring that much more justification to his moves. Still, Karl Blacksturm was uneasy. His forces would conduct two widely separated operations that night, another the next day. But the reports were good; evidently the Americans suspected nothing.
“I want no witnesses on the autobahn, Herr Colonel.”
“Ja, Herr General, I understand.”
“And the Baumflecken mission must accurately portray…”
“It has been well rehearsed, Herr General. Have no fear. We know the gate guards’ schedule and we know how lax they become when it is late. To eliminate them so the main force can execute its mission is a simple matter.”
“But the third phase is the most important of them all, Colonel Goebbels. It is most critical that…”
The colonel cut him off. “Herr General, there is little, I think, that a brood of women can do to interfere with our plan — although it might be interesting for them to try.” He winked lewdly at his superior, “I shall personally see to it that they do not.”
That satisfied Karl Blacksturm. He nodded, then stood behind his desk and thrust his arm in front of him at an angle, a salute from another era.
Goebbels returned it in silence and left.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 6:35 p.m.
Mark Griffin swore to himself as he walked down the stairway from his second-floor office in the 195th’s headquarters building. Behind schedule to change for a formal dinner he dreaded attending, frustrated at every turn in trying to train the 195th, the last thing he needed was to run into the man he tried to avoid whenever he could. But Alex Stern stood blocking his exit. Griffin heard Stern’s voice before he turned the stairway corner. He stopped, out of sight, listening.
“Tell me again, Sergeant. Why is your truck in front of brigade headquarters in the first place?” That’s Stern, thought Griffin. He’s trying to stay cool, but he’s not doing too good a job of it. Whatever it is, I hope it makes him miserable.
“Sir, brigade policy is very clear. Captain Tuttle briefed us all. Vehicles traveling alone must have clearance from the duty officer. The convoy moved out without us. I came here to get it so we can move out first thing in the morning and catch up.”
“Why didn’t you make the movement?”
“Sir, my truck’s leaking oil and the mechanics are all off after working all day — they’ve been out preparing for this big party of yours — and when I went back there was no one there. I got some oil, but the company had left a couple of hours ahead of us. I figured I’d get the clearance taken care of today, then get a mechanic to check the truck out tomorrow, when everyone’s back. I can get these machine guns linked back up with the company then.”
Alone on the stairway, Griffin shook his head in disbelief and anger. So that’s what the little worm meant when he said they were “90 percent ready.” The only armed guards and the bulk of the company’s firepower are on that truck. If I ever get my hands on Tuttle, I’ll kill him.
“Sergeant,” Stern roared, “it’s not my goddamned party!”
“Yes, Sir! I mean, no, Sir. I mean…”
“Never mind. Is your truck operational?”
“Yes, Sir. It only leaks a little.”
“How much is a little?”
Mark Griffin turned the corner and covered the twelve steps down in two seconds. “It doesn’t goddamned matter how much a little is,” he barked. “Sergeant, your truck needs to be with the convoy.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Colonel Griffin, you’re quite right. Captain Tuttle needs to have the entire convoy under his control.” Stern said, his voice so patronizing that Griffin had to check himself from making a snide remark right there. “But a vehicle that breaks down from an oil leak is worthless.”
“Sir,” Griffin spat out, “those machine guns need to leave tonight!”
He’d already yielded to Griffin once that day; a second time was out of the question.
“Sergeant,” Stern said evenly, “I will see your battalion commander tonight. Your vehicle departs not later than 0600 tomorrow with an escort from your battalion. I will be here personally to see that you go. Do what’s necessary, get whoever is necessary back in to make it happen, or else answer to me. Understand?” Stern’s words were aimed as much at Griffin as they were at the sergeant.
“Yes, Sir! Anything else, Sir?”
“Negative. Dismissed.” The sergeant was out the door in a flash.
“Goddammit, Colonel…”
“Can it, S3.” Stern was holding back at least as much rage as Griffin, and Griffin knew it. “That truck is broken. Until it’s fixed it’s no good to Tuttle or anyone.”
“He said it only leaked a little!”
“You still don’t understand machines, Colonel.” He wanted to lecture Griffin, to make him understand. But Alex Stern was tired, and he and Griffin needed to be at the victory banquet soon. “Never mind. The truck leaves when I said.”
They stared hard at each other for a very long moment before Griffin opened the door to the 195th’s headquarters, then slammed it behind him.
The Officers’ Club
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 7:03 p.m.
After the reception line and the obligatory handshakes and small talk among cliques, Alex Stern and Mark Griffin retired to opposite ends of the bar, where each proceeded to run up both their club bills and their liquor-intensified dislike for each other.
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Friday, March 22, 7:45 p.m.
General Blacksturm’s orderly handed him the message. After reading it, the general nodded his approval. The message had reported that monitoring crews were tapped into the phone exchanges that served the American bases through an intricate system of below-ground, redundant, hard-wired lines. It had been a relatively easy matter to identify the critical nodes of the system. And, since at the highest level the Bundeswehr had access to the codebooks of its allies, the crews had no difficulty decoding U.S. communications. Intercepting communication was not Blacksturm’s primary goal, however. His plan was to fake it. The soon-to-be-leaderless American headquarters and subordinate units will talk along their underground lines, mused Black-sturm, but they will be talking to me. All they will hear from those they think are their new commanders and subordinates will be the same message: Remain in place; do nothing.
Stopping communication along the civilian Bundesphone lines would be only slightly more difficult. Blacksturm’s crews would employ a device that was merely a more complicated version of the Americans’ “Caller Identification” system. The system would show call origination and destination. Any voice transmission would activate a recorder and alert a crew member, who would break the connection before the Americans could pass information. They thrive on information, reasoned Blacksturm. They will be in the dark, without leaders and without orders.
Tonight we cut off the head, mused Blacksturm. Soon the body will die.
The Officers’ Club
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 8:02 p.m.
Dinner was a disaster. Stern and Griffin were at each other’s throats from salad to dessert, trying to outdrink and outinsult each other. They both sat near Hagan, and only his well-timed coughs and his wife’s feeble attempts to change the subject kept them from degenerating into name-calling — or worse. His two subordinates were embarrassing him, and above all things General Hagan would not be embarrassed.
Along Autobahn 5
Friday, March 22, 8:30 p.m.
Inspector Lentz checked both ends of the roadblock to ensure that his men understood his orders. All traffic was forbidden to enter until the American convoy pulled into the parkplatz. Then his men would put up signs to keep others out. He and his officers were not allowed in either. They were to keep other traffic out until the police were told otherwise. He watched as two sedans — his policeman’s eye noticed the shoddy bodywork on the first’s front fender — and two vans, each with license plate numbers that betrayed them as Special Security forces, drove into the rest stop. Dirty business, Lentz thought. But perhaps it is best not to ask questions.
The Officers’ Club
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 9:03 p.m.
“I’ve had more than enough out of both of you tonight. You two are a disgrace to the uniform.” Although General Hagan was livid, he held his voice to a level where it could just be heard above the music in the background. “This is a formal dinner, an official function. My function. Your conduct has been totally unbecoming. I’ve tried to caution both of you, but you’ve been more interested in trying to exhaust the bar stock and in goading each other. I’ll have no more of it. You two will have to trade insults someplace else. Both of you get out of here. Now. Report to my office first thing tomorrow.”
The commanding general walked out of the side bar where he had led them. Griffin and Stern stood side by side, staring after him. Hagan stopped and turned around, looking back at them. “I mean what I said, gentlemen. And I use that term loosely. You two miserable excuses for army officers will leave now, or I will have the MPs escort you.” He turned away and headed back to the dining room.
Stern and Griffin stood silently for a moment, trying to think through the fuzz from too many, too fast cocktails. Then they began to get angry— again.
“You goddamned sonofabitch,” Stern snapped.
“You asshole, Sir. If you hadn’t started this…” Griffin spat back.
“Me? Why you lying…” Stern was cut off in midsentence by a stage cough from near the doorway. A tall military police sergeant stood holding both their hats.
“Excuse me, Colonels, but General Hagan instructed me to bring these to you — and to see that, when he returns to this room in two minutes, it is empty. He said that, if the Colonels are unfamiliar with the layout of this club, I should assist and accompany you both to the exit.” He paused. “I think, Sirs, it would be best if we leave now. General Hagan was quite specific.”
Griffin was about to tell the sergeant what he could do with his specific instructions when Stern spoke.
“You’re quite right, Sergeant. Colonel Griffin and I were already on our way out. Weren’t we, Colonel?”
He’s got more savvy than he lets on, thought Griffin. “Absolutely, Colonel Stern. We certainly should depart now. Thank you, Sergeant. We’ll be right along.”
But the MP would have none of their stalling. He coughed again, looked at the floor, and stayed right where he was. Several seconds passed. .
Stern looked at Griffin and shrugged. He took his hat from the MP as he passed him and headed unsteadily toward the door. Stern wondered if Griffin was as sauced as he was. The answer came from behind him when he heard a crash and muttered curses; Griffin had knocked over an end table. Stern fumbled with the doorknob, finally got it to turn, opened the door, and stepped out into the cool German night. Fog and a light mist soaked up the feeble light from the one street lamp. Unable to see, Stern walked carefully down the club steps and onto the sidewalk. He turned around and could barely make out Griffin’s form behind him, though he was no more than a few feet away. The MP sergeant stood silhouetted in the club entrance, a black form with light pouring out the door around him. “Good night, gentlemen. Be careful going to your quarters.” He shut the door.
Stern walked unsteadily across the lawn next to the flower bed in front of the club, twice slipping and coming very close to crashing into the hedges. As he teetered along, he fought to control the rage welling up inside him. Then there was a blur in the dark as someone ran past him. He looked up to see Griffin several yards in front of him, his hands raised in a karate-like gesture.
“Let’s take off the rank, Sir, and settle this here and now.”
Stern felt his own fists ball up. Inside his head an angry, booze-fed voice goaded him on. Do it, the voice yelled out, hit him, take him out. It’s not just him you’ll be hitting, it’ll be Hagan and Veronica and those sorry bastards who won’t keep their vehicles running. It’ll be all of them. What are you waiting for? Hit him! Why don’t you act? Hit him!
“No,” whispered Stern, his eyes dropping to the ground. Then he repeated himself, still in a whisper but with finality. “No.”
Hands still up, Griffin cocked his head quizzically. “What the hell did you say?”
Alex Stern shoved his hands into his pockets. That was close, he thought, entirely too close. He brought his gaze up and looked Griffin in the eye. “I wasn’t talking to you.”
Griffin looked around incredulously, then back at Stern. “Have you gone completely stupid? There’s nobody out here but us.”
“That’s ‘completely stupid, Sir,’ ” Stern said quietly. “That’s the problem, we’ve both been stupid.” Stern sucked in the night air, hoping its coolness would sober him. “We’ve been fighting each other instead of everything that’s wrong with the brigade.” He jerked his head toward the club in an obvious reference to Hagan, then looked back at Griffin. “You’d like to have it out with me, wouldn’t you?” Stern said. “I’d like to pound on you for a while, too. Maybe I’d knock some sense into that SF-brainwashed skull of yours. But it just doesn’t work that way, Mark, and you know it. We’re not lieutenants anymore. I’m your boss. You don’t have to like the situation, you don’t have to like me, but you still have to do your job — professionally. Period.”
Stern couldn’t tell if his words were having any effect; Griffin’s hands were still up.
“Now, Colonel Griffin, I have more important things to attend to.”
“Like what?”
Stern rubbed the back of his neck. He could feel the hangover coming on. “Like figuring out how in hell I’m going to get us out of this mess we’re in.”
He never got the chance. The two officers froze as two cars pulled up in front of the club. At once Stern and Griffin were both petrified that someone might see two senior army officers so thoroughly soused that they were ready to thrash each other. Hoping to hide until they could sneak back to their quarters, together the two backed into the bushes and crouched low.
Unable to make out much through the mist, they watched as two figures darted around the comer of the club, not forty feet from them, and headed toward the back entrance.
“What the…” Stern started to say, but Griffin held a finger to his own lips, signaling Stern to be silent. Griffin stared and then pointed at six men walking toward the club door. It was obvious the men moving toward the club were not Americans. The first wore a business suit, but the five behind him seemed to be in some sort of dark uniforms and were carrying shoulder bags. Stern’s eyes grew wide with horror as he watched the men climb the steps of the club.
They were carrying AK47 assault rifles.
From their hiding place in the bushes, Stern and Griffin heard the club door open, heard the MP sergeant who’d escorted them out say “May I help…,” heard the pistol shots muffled by a silencer, heard the five men go inside, and heard the door close. Still in a crouch, Griffin started to inch forward. He wants to try and jump the guy at the door, reasoned Stern. Yeah, two on one, we ought to be able to… Suddenly Stern grabbed his comrade’s collar and shook it. Griffin twisted his head to look back at him. Stern shook his head twice quickly, then pointed toward the cars. Griffin peered through the dimness. Not twenty feet away another figure stood just off the sidewalk, AK47 in hand, facing them. If they moved, he’d spot them. They’d be dead in seconds, unable to move more than a foot in the bushes before he’d kill them both.
So, helpless, they froze where they were, aching not just from their uncomfortable positions, but from what they knew would — and prayed wouldn’t — soon follow. They didn’t have to wait long.
Main gate
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 10:25 p.m.
Roosevelt Lawson switched off the car headlights and slowed to the obligatory five mph as he neared the kaserne gate. Liza’s bruises were healed and she wanted to go dancing — again. This time Rosy was taking her to the NCO club. It’s a helluva lot safer, thought Lawson, even if the music’s lousy. He slowed the car so he could sign Liza in at the guard shack.
But there were no guards in sight as their car slowed. That’s real strange, thought Lawson. He pulled past the empty guard building and parked.
“What is it, Rosy?”
“I don’t know, baby. There aren’t any guards and there should be. I’m going to check it out.”
“Can’t we just go on?”
“It’ll only take a minute.” He closed the car door and walked quickly toward the guard shack. The lazy bums are probably asleep, thought Lawson. I’ll yank a knot in their tails and we’ll be at the club in a few minutes.
He jerked the booth door open, ready to belt out a “Wake up!” at two sleeping guards. Then he froze.
A body lay sprawled facedown over a chair, blood dripping from the seat and pooling on the floor. On the floor sat a sobbing Percy Winchell, holding another soldier in his arms. Three bulletholes in the female MP’s chest told Lawson there were two corpses. He squatted down.
“Winchell, what the hell happened?”
Winchell just stroked the dead woman’s hair. “My beautiful Debbie,” he sobbed.
“Who did this?”
No answer. Winchell’s in shock. I gotta do something.
“Rosy, what’s taking so long?”
“Liza, there’s been an accident in here. Just stay where you are.” He heard the car door slam and then the click of her heels on the cobblestones. Shit, he thought, I shouldn’t have said anything.
“Honey, don’t look.” He was too late. Liza’s eyes went wide at the carnage, her scream echoing off the inside of the guard shack. But she didn’t faint, just staggered back.
The noise brought Winchell out of his waking coma. “I… I was coming out to see her, and a car drove up, and they fell over. I didn’t hear any shots, but when I got here… Oh, God.”
“How long ago?”
“Uhh,” Winchell looked at his watch, letting go of the woman’s arms. One lifeless hand made a soft thud as it hit the floor. Liza shuddered.
“Ten, fifteen minutes maybe.”
“Liza, gimme that phone.” Liza stood half in and half out of the building. Her face turned as she contemplated getting closer to the corpses, but she stepped over the woman’s body and handed the phone to Lawson.
He dialed the number for brigade headquarters.
“Staff Duty Officer, 195th Brigade, Second Lieutenant Travers speaking, Sir.” The voice on the other end was young and sleepy. It was also familiar; Travers’s infantry platoon was habitually crossattached to Lawson’s company. He ain’t gonna sleep any more tonight, thought Lawson.
“This is Sergeant Lawson. I’m at the main gate. Both guards are dead, shot. Call the MPs.” He thought for a second. “And Sir, call out that reaction force we got.”
“Sergeant Lawson, what are you talking about? Who’s dead, what’s going on?”
In the distance Lawson heard the muffled sound of automatic weapons firing in spurts — once, twice, three times, again. Time to stop counting. This would take more than MPs.
“El-tee, you go punch that alert siren button right fucking now!”
“And wake up the whole base?”
“Lieutenant, this base is under attack.”
“Lawson…”
“Don’t you hear the gunfire? Just do it!”
Travers listened, hoping that what he had heard on the other end was no more than a drunken sergeant and a backfiring truck. Two more bursts cut the night. He felt his stomach turn over.
“Hold the line, Sergeant Lawson.” Billy Travers felt very small and very scared as he negotiated the cramped duty officer’s cubicle.
Time dragged as Rosy waited. The switch is three steps from the phone, thought Lawson. I’ve pulled duty there so many times I could find it in my sleep. What’s taking that fool so long?
Baumflecken’s twenty-two alert sirens made an almost ghostlike sound: piercing, haunting, the low warble gently rising and falling. When Billy Travers flipped the switch, the sirens’ banshee wail cut through the night. Their singsong groan told everyone on Baumflecken Kaserne that something was very, very wrong.
The Officers’ Club
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 10:33 p.m.
Inside the Officers’ Club, the team leader, Hohl, prepared to fire one last burst into the bodies draped around the head table when the sirens sounded. No time now, decided Hohl. He looked around. The team had done its work well. Perhaps, thought Hohl, the spectacle of a ballroomful of corpses will be more powerful than a burned building. Still, some fire is necessary to complete the impression. His men had stopped their work and were looking toward Hohl for orders. He took a moment to think the matter through. I must show calm. How did the Americans find out? No matter, our task is just about complete.
He threaded his way between bodies to the head table. A place card would do. To reach a card, Hohl swatted a dead woman’s hand away. Filthy black thing, Hohl thought in disgust, the scum should never have left the jungle. He looked the card over, lit it from one of the candles, and held the card to the tablecloth. Slowly but surely, the fire began to spread. He rallied his men and they headed for the cars. As they moved out he thought about the place card. Stupid Americans, they allow the worst of the races at the highest of functions. The black bitch was an officer: Capt. Emilia Dean, a Negro and a woman. Hohl shook his head and smiled to himself as he counted the raiders out the club door. He felt he had done the Americans a favor by killing her.
Mark Griffin and Alex Stern had sobered up faster than medical science would have allowed. Crouched in the bushes, helpless to move should the terrorist with the AK47 see or hear them, the sirens gave them hope, let them believe their powerlessness would soon end and they might find something other than a nightmare inside.
They heard the shooting stop, then the footsteps out the door and down the stairs. The terrorists headed for the two sedans, which were waiting with motors running. The two men they had seen run behind the club emerged and joined the main body.
“For the glory of Israel!” one shouted, laughing.
“Ja, let them explain this,” said another.
Griffin and Stern looked at one another. Each man was barely visible in the gloom, and each thought the same thing: The speakers had no accents. They spoke perfect, native German.
Stern and Griffin’s unknowing warden fired a long burst into the club facade as he backed into the waiting sedan. The bushes rustled from the falling glass.
The two Americans were up before the cars had gone ten feet.
“Let’s go!” Griffin was ready to give chase.
“Forget it, Mark. We’ll never catch them on foot. Besides, what would we do? The MPs will get them at the gate. I hope.” Doubtful at best, he said to himself. He smelled smoke. “Let’s get inside.”
* * *
Lieutenant Billy Travers felt sure that calling the alert meant the end of what he’d hoped would be a promising career. He’d bet his bars on what Lawson had told him. He busied himself with calling each of the brigade’s units, as the alert procedure carefully outlined, and telling them to get all their soldiers ready for war. Twice he caught himself ending his message with “This is not a drill.” It seemed melodramatic but sadly real. Once he finished alerting the subordinate units, he called General Hagan, Colonel Stern, and Colonel Griffin, but no one answered. Then it dawned on him. They — along with every other senior officer; the commander of U.S. Army, Europe; and a bunch of other brass — were at the Officers’ Club. What if they hadn’t heard?
“Simmons!” Travers shouted. Specialist Simmons was his duty driver. “Go fire up the hummvee. I want to go to the club.”
Simmons looked at him dubiously. “The club, Sir?” One hell of a time for a drink, El-tee, Simmons thought, with the whole place at war.
Travers read the thought in Simmons’s face. “To get the general!”
“Oh! Yes, Sir.” Simmons left to warm up their vehicle. Two military police sedans pulled up as Travers was about to leave. A sergeant hopped out of one sedan, looking for orders.
“One vehicle to the front gate, the other follow me!” Travers shouted as he jumped in the running HMMWV and headed off toward the club.
Not knowing what else to do, the MP sergeant did as he was told. He followed Travers, with the siren on his sedan blaring.
* * *
Lawson had held the phone as the alert sirens wailed. Good deal, Lieutenant, he thought, good deal. He’d hung up only after Travers had come back on the line and told him what was happening. Now he felt better; now someone was in charge and soon he would have orders. Lawson knew how to execute orders. All the time he was on the phone, talking and waiting, Winchell had stared into the night and Liza had stared at the corpses. Time to get them out of here, Lawson decided. He led the two back to Liza’s car. As they got there, the MPs Travers had ordered to the gate arrived. They jumped from their car, leaving the doors open behind them. One began to yell a question to Lawson.
At that point they all saw two sedans careen around the comer and speed toward the gate. One MP positioned himself to block their exit, holding up his hand as a signal for them to stop.
Too late the MP understood they would not stop. Lawson saw the AK47 sticking out the window of the trail sedan, gangster-style.
“Get down!” bellowed Lawson.
The lead car hit the MP without slowing, his body rebounding off the guard shack and into the street. From the second car came bullets that sprayed the MP sedan, Liza’s car, and the guard shack.
Then they were gone. Lawson didn’t bother to look at the first MP, knowing full well he was quite dead. He first checked Liza and then Winchell, both of whom were no more than scared. Then he checked the other MP, who was slowly dying from the bullets in his chest. Finally, Lawson stared helplessly at the taillights growing dimmer in the distance. He had caught no more than a glimpse of the gunner’s face, but he’d seen it somewhere before, and he burnt it into his memory.
Somehow, somewhere, he promised himself, that asshole’s time will come.
* * *
Griffin and Stern froze in the ballroom doorway.
Bodies lay draped grotesquely across tables, on the dance floor, and at the head table. The six members of the off-duty soldier band had died on their instruments. Robin’s egg-blue tablecloths slowly soaked up a steady flow of bright red blood. The U.S. Army Europe commander, battalion commanders, the general officers and their aides, and a hundred other of the most powerful military men and women in Europe — and their spouses and dates — all lay as equals. The fire had spread from the head table and was licking hungrily at both the window and the stage curtains. The smell of burning flesh grew stronger. For a minute Griffin and Stern could do no more than stare.
“Get the fire extinguisher, Mark!” Stern’s shout broke their reverie.
Griffin quickly found it and came back. He hosed the flames, but it was a losing battle. They heard sirens and cars pull up outside. Lieutenant Travers and an MP sergeant froze beside them a moment later.
“I want a fire truck here in five minutes,” Stern commanded. “There’s a phone at the bar in the next room.”
The MP sergeant went, halting at the sight of the dead bartender on the floor. The sergeant called the post fire department, gave the information, hung up, and then managed to break away from the dead man’s stare to retch into the bar sink.
* * *
The fire crew stopped short — just as Stern, Griffin, the MP sergeant, and Travers had before — the ballroom full of death paralyzing them. The smoke and stench grew thick, but before he coughed his way out, Stern yelled and shoved the crew into action. Griffin followed close behind, dodging a fire fighter who was wrestling a tan python of hose into the room. At the MP car, where they sucked in clear air, Lieutenant Travers stood in awe.
“Sirs, you must have had one hell of a fight with them.”
The two colonels surveyed themselves, then each other. In the macabre mixture of police and fire strobe lights and the glow from the burning club, each gave the other the smallest, but most understanding, of grins. Each nodded gently.
“Lieutenant,” Griffin said, “someday we might tell you about it.”
“Yeah, S3, someday.” Stern thought for a moment. “We need to get back to headquarters. Travers, you stay here with the fire department. Let me know how it goes.” He climbed into the back of the HMMWV, motioning for Griffin to take the front.
“You go up front, Colonel,” Griffin said quietly. “The front seat is for commanders. You’re in charge of the 195th now.”
Along Autobahn 5
Friday, March 22, 11:30 p.m.
The trucks and HMMWVs lumbered into the parkplatz and stopped. A few seconds passed before the soldiers roused themselves to dismount and urinate. All they were to do there was check maintenance and change drivers — no more than ten minutes’ worth of rest stop to keep on schedule. Seven miles earlier Tim Tuttle’s bladder had woke him, demanding to be emptied. He was out the door of his HMMWV before it fully stopped, heading for the wood line.
Because Tuttle was in one of the lead vehicles and was ten steps ahead of the others, he lived thirty seconds longer.
The plan had been to hold fire until the Americans remounted and were ready to leave, but the thin line coming toward the woods, with an officer leading, had threatened the ambush leader, Capt. Wilhelm Schneck. First he saw small clumps of soldiers outside the trucks, then the clumps seemed to disperse in a ragged line, almost like a skirmish line, coming right toward him.
We’re compromised, Schneck thought in panic. Somehow they know. His yell of “Fire!” could be heard by his men at both ends of the ambush. Most of the sleepy Americans didn’t understand German, but all stopped at the sound. Then the bullets in the crisscrossing lines of tracers killed them before they could think of anything else. Some died as they sought the most basic of human comforts, others died swearing as the ambush party shifted its fire- and caught them trying to clear out of their trucks. Drivers fell at the wheel; unseen bullets tore through truck canvas, killing others. Then the firing stopped. The ambush leader waved a signal, and the clearing party moved quickly but cautiously, just as rehearsed, to the trucks. They shoved the bayonets attached to their rifles into each American, whether still or moaning. At last all were quiet. They gathered up the Americans’ weapons, tossing them in the back of a van, which moved methodically from vehicle to vehicle.
Schneck walked quickly from truck to truck, his pistol drawn, lest one of his men had missed someone.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, March 22, 11:45 p.m.
Stern gave all the orders he could think of, including calling an early-morning meeting of the senior surviving officer in each brigade unit, deploying the reaction force around the ammo storage area, issuing a recall of off-post personnel, setting out the MP company, closing the post, and calling for Cooper. He’d given other orders too — orders suggested by Griffin. When Travers returned to tell him the fire was out in the heavily damaged club, Stern had told Travers to go to his room and Griffin’s room and bring each colonel’s battle dress uniform, boots, alert bag, and toilet kit. He smiled grimly to himself at the sudden change in his relationship with his operations officer. Griffin now suggested (forcefully suggested, anyway), rather than demanded, and Stern listened carefully. As he took what he knew to be a few precious minutes for himself in the latrine and scrubbed the dirt and blood from his face, Stern thought about calling Veronica. She was good in a crisis, and now all her talents as mother and comforter would be needed. Stern thought of the smoldering club. The parents inside were not going home to their children. Ever. Veronica could organize something to take care of the kids. Got to take care of the children, he thought. She’d always said she wanted to be involved in my work. She helped the wives when I was in ’Nam, especially those whose husbands didn’t make it home. Maybe a crisis is what we need to bring us back together; she could be on a plane in a few hours.
Presentable, he went to his office, picked up the phone and dialed. It took a moment for the connection to go through. Their number rang. And rang. And rang. Finally, he hung up. Alex truly realized she was “on call” no longer. Veronica Stern was out for the night.
Commander’s Quarters
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Saturday, March 23, 12:30 a.m.
In her dream, an alarm clock rang. Through her haze she came to understand the ringing was her phone.
“Major O’Hara.”
“Maggie, it’s Mark. We’ve been hit. Could be terrorists, but I think something else’s involved and I can’t talk about it.”
“Huh?”
“I think there’s a threat to your place too. Maybe a big one. You need to up your security level to the max.”
“Mark, are you okay?”
“I’m okay, I’m okay. But something is up, something that you should…”
The phone went dead.
Maj. Maggie O’Hara stared at the receiver. She shook her head to clear the cobwebs, then called the Kriegspiel depot duty officer.
Four minutes later the sirens wailed in Kriegspiel.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 5:00 a.m.
Stern grew angrier and more disgusted with each page he read. They sat in Hagan’s office — he, Griffin, and Cooper — reading the intelligence reports that Hagan had kept from them. He took a quick look at his watch: 5:00 a.m., an hour before the staff meeting, two hours before the senior surviving members met at brigade headquarters.
During the hours following the attack, he and Griffin had drawn weapons and ammunition and walked the vehicle line to check the brigade’s status. They had agreed the bunkers that held what little remained of the brigade’s ammunition couldn’t be secured by the reaction force, so they decided to put it where it was safest — in the hands of the troops. As Stern sent the MPs and reaction force off to secure the base housing area, Griffin checked the brigade’s progress and security in the motor pool, a division of labor that Griffin suggested and that made Stern smile — the irony of Mark Griffin in the motor pool! But his new deputy commander had offered some good ideas, especially the one about cutting off all the orange flashing lights that mark each American combat vehicle. Griffin had pointed out that the lights signaled, to observers casual or otherwise, that the Americans were on alert. As Griffin watched, the “whoopee lights” went out in the vehicle park. He told the soldiers to break the seals on the ammo crates the trucks had dropped off and to upload live bullets. Suddenly the men began to move with a purpose. This was the real thing.
Griffin quickly flipped through the remaining pages of the intelligence report, then tossed the sheaf of reports onto the coffee table. “They all say the same thing.”
Stern nodded in agreement. “Right-wing elimination of political opponents, attempts to blackmail or bribe information from Americans, reprisals against those who don’t cooperate, accidental deaths of liberals in positions of political power, an organized campaign against Jews, lists of high-threat targets, warnings to increase security.” Stern sighed, picked up the reports, and tossed them back into a folder. “It’s all there, everything to tell us somebody was about to strike.” He turned to Cooper, who was scouring each report and taking notes, alternately nodding and frowning. “Captain Cooper, your prediction has unfortunately come true.” Cooper looked up.
“Do you have any idea who they are?” Stern asked.
“I have a theory, Sir.”
“Which is more than we have now. Well?”
Lieutenant Travers’s knock interrupted them. “Sir, I have a German polizei inspector on the phone with information on the convoy to Kriegspiel. The MP sergeant’s here, too, and he wants someone to go over to the club with him. He says it’s important.”
It all happens at once, thought Stern. “Mark, go with the MP; I’ll take the call. Captain Cooper, get your theory together and brief the new deputy commander and me as soon as we’re back together — say, thirty minutes.”
They were up and moving, leaving Cooper wrestling with whether he should once again go out on a limb.
The Officers’ Club
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 5:15 a.m.
Griffin and the military police sergeant walked hurriedly past the MP cordon and up the club steps, the smell of burnt wood and flesh still sickeningly fresh. The fire had eaten nearly half the club before it had been controlled, and the supports and beams that remained stood out like blackened bones. Medics had laid the bodies out on the lawn: 124 sheet-covered lumps — some identified, most not.
Inside the door was a chalk outline marking the spot where the MP sergeant who had ushered them out had fallen.
“Fingerprinting this place, even if the fire hadn’t destroyed so much, would be worthless,” the MP next to Griffin said. “The only thing we got is this.” He shined the flashlight beam onto the carpet, illuminating a bootprint where someone had tracked blood. “All the victims had on dress shoes, not boots. We checked. We’ve never seen anything like this, Sir. It’s not a GI boot.”
Mark Griffin was suddenly conscious of how big his feet were. He curled his toes and stretched his ankles. American boots were built on narrow lasts; American boots always hurt his feet. Europeans made their shoes on wider, more comfortable lasts, and the German Special Forces units he’d trained as a captain had a special boot made solely for them. The German boots fit like the proverbial glove. He wore German boots now, a present from the men he and then-Capt. Joel Guterman had trained.
In the flashlight beam he recognized the same distinctive sole imprint of a German Special Forces boot.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 5:30 a.m.
“This is Colonel Stern.”
“I am Inspector Lentz, Colonel. I have important information regarding the convoy that your unit sent to Kriegspiel. I ask to speak with your commanding officer.”
“He is not available and has designated me to act for him.” No sense in giving away anything, Stern thought. “Tell me what you know, Inspector.”
“Colonel, your convoy was attacked by terrorists last night at a parkplatz some sixty kilometers from Platzdorf. It appears the attackers completely surprised your men.”
Why am I not surprised? Stern thought before answering. “What were the casualties, Inspector? Where are the survivors?”
Lentz paused. He didn’t like this; it was dirty business, and he was a professional polizei officer. From a chair in the corner of his office the Special Security agent watched him closely.
“Herr Colonel, I am truly sorry. There were no survivors.”
“None?”
“All were killed, Colonel. The bodies are in the Platzdorf Hospital.” Lentz hated this, hated himself for ignoring the one-sided gunfire he had heard coming from the parkplatz hours earlier, hated the Special Security agent who said nothing but held Lentz’s life in his hands, hated what he guessed was planned for the Americans, and hated what he knew it must mean for Germany. His memory still held the vision of the American colonel holding the dead German child, fighting to hold the tears back, softly stroking the child’s hair. I must do something, Lentz thought.
“Ja, Colonel, their weapons too.” Lentz had answered an unasked question.
Puzzled, Stern kept quiet.
“Ja, Herr Colonel,” Lentz continued, “all of them were taken, all of your men’s weapons. Ja, I am positive the machine guns were taken. That truck was completely empty and the guards were killed… No, I do not believe they had an opportunity to fire a shot. Your convoy, which they knew was headed for Kriegspiel, did not return fire.”
Stern was instantly on guard. The inspector was trying to tell him something.
“They knew the convoy was headed for Kriegspiel? How?”
“No, Herr Colonel, I am quite confident, there were no survivors from your convoy, which the terrorists knew was on its way to Kriegspiel.” The wrinkle in the security agent’s brow made him say no more.
Stern didn’t get it completely, but he understood enough to know he’d get no more from the inspector. He coordinated some remaining details, got phone numbers, and hung up.
Sixty-two more dead. Again a barrage of questions filled his mind. What would he tell their families? How could Lentz have known about the machine guns? How could “they”—Lentz had been clear about “they”—have known the convoy was en route to Kriegspiel? Who ambushed them?
Griffin opened the door and entered Stern’s office, Cooper close behind. Griffin was not pale, but he was close to it, and the telltale signs of deep worry stood out as he carefully closed the door.
“Colonel, we have a very big problem.”

FIVE

Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Saturday, March 23, 7:00 a.m.
“Fools! Idiots!” His face white with rage and his temples bulging, Karl Blacksturm pounded the conference table as he stormed at the others seated, eyes cast down, around it. “Fifty years of planning, fifty years of quiet building, fifty years of infuriating waiting, and now all is in jeopardy!” His eyes darted from bowed head to bowed head. Finding no answers, his rage grew. Panting between clenched teeth, Blacksturm stood, kicking his chair over on the way up.
“How could they have known?”
No answer.
His eyes flamed as they swept over the room. Then suddenly, like the dead quiet before an execution, he was icy calm.
“Gentlemen, no other explanation will suffice. We have a spy somewhere among us.” He turned to his chief of internal security.
“Hemmler, I want to know who the traitor is. I want to know soon, and if you cannot determine who it is, I will find someone who can!”
Colonel Hemmler nodded. His twelve years advising the Romanian Securitate had taught him much about tracking down leaks — or finding scapegoats. He would keep his position and General Blacksturm would have his traitor.
Blacksturm sat down and thought. The Americans reacted as he might have. They had somehow, through some leak in his organization, divined his plan and then attempted to react. They had first sounded the alert at Baumflecken and attempted to cut off the raid party, then they had attempted a counterambush at the parkplatz. When those attempts failed, they alerted the Kriegspiel Depot. None of that could be coincidence, and only their poor execution had kept them from checking his moves. The plan is laid out for a period of several weeks, he reasoned, but the Americans, even when I stop this leak, will learn. Once stung, Americans learn fast. No, whoever it is will be ready for those moves; I must move faster, must do the unexpected. Bold steps, thought Blacksturm, like the Leader’s steps into Poland and France and Russia. He smiled, seeing himself superior to the man who had pushed Germany to within a short step of world domination. You would not have done this, he thought, but I shall. Some steps by force, others by subterfuge; the right combination, that is the answer. But I must move quickly.
He dismissed the bulk of the group and kept only his inner circle.
“We must take advantage of circumstances,” Blacksturm said. “Therefore, we will accelerate, and not abandon, the plan.” He rose and outlined the next steps as he paced.
“Hemmler, immediately emplace those agents necessary to carry out the political-action phase. Hohl, do likewise to secure the reliability of all the armed forces. If an individual is even so much as questionable, remove him. Goebbels, to strike directly at Kriegspiel now, while they are alerted, would be suicide.”
“Herr General, a few men and a hundred or so women are no match for my troops!”
“Perhaps not, but then again…” In midsentence it came to him. He turned to the man on his left. “Let your women of Kriegspiel do their washing today.” He motioned to Hohl and Hemmler. “It is already 7:00. You two go; you have much to accomplish. If all goes well, tomorrow will see the beginning of a new order. Dismissed.”
Alone with Goebbels, Blacksturm righted his chair and pulled it close. “If not by force, then by cunning. Now, tonight, just before the sun sets, this is what I want you to do…”
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 7:15 a.m.
“Captain Cooper, what’s the latest from headquarters?”
“Just the same stuff, Sir. Restrict all personnel, cancel all training exercises, continue to acknowledge routine communications checks.”
“Do they fully understand what happened here?”
“Yes, Sir. Even though the codebooks are set up for one-way transmission from them to us, I figured out a way to send them the info.”
Although a great part of Alex Stern found it unbelievable that his superiors would tell him to stand still and do nothing, such orders were understandable. With all the decision makers out of commission, the seconds in command would naturally be hesitant. Though the information clearly pointed to a coup by someone in the German military establishment, such evidence was at best inconclusive. Then, too, there would be the question of what they should, and could, do about it. The U.S. Army in Europe, drawn down to less than an undermanned corps’ worth of ground forces, was no more than a hollow trip wire. Lying low and letting this internal political tempest blow over might well be the best course of action.
It was as if Cooper could read his mind. “That’s what they want, Sir.”
“Huh?”
“Sir, I tried calling my buddy up at corps G2 for the inside info. I got disconnected after ten seconds. The same thing happened when I tried to use the civilian phone.” He took a roll of printouts from under his arm and stopped, as if gathering his courage. “Somebody wants us off the net.”
“But the messages from headquarters?”
“They’re completely correct, Sir. Correct down to the minutest detail. They took less than two minutes to respond to my gerryrigged message, and previous and subsequent commo checks and transmissions are precisely on time, right to the second.”
“So?”
“They’re too perfect, sir. After a couple of years of pulling duty officer and processing classified traffic, you get a feel for the guys on the other end, even if you never meet them. They have quirks, they make mistakes, like anybody else. Over time, those quirks and mistakes become patterns. If you keep track of those patterns they form a wave function, and if you plug that function into a graphing program…”
“The bottom line, Captain?”
“A 217.37 percent variance.”
“In English?”
“Whoever it is we’re talking to on the emergency message system, they’re not members of the U.S. Army.”
Stern dismissed Cooper, found another cup of coffee, and sat down to think.
Every battalion commander had been killed in the club; captains now commanded those brigade units. Dean and Johnson, key players in Hagan’s celebration, had attended so they could personally supervise its execution, just as good staff officers should. They died for their efforts. With Hagan dead, Stern took charge of the brigade, Griffin moved up to second in command, Middletown became the brigade operations officer in title as well as in fact, and two captains who had assisted Dean and Johnson took their places on the staff. Stern had put Griffin’s new duties into a language that Griffin could understand. (“Think of the staff as a Special Forces team, all specialists: one in personnel, one in logistics, Cooper in intel, Middletown in ops, but all required to have a common background and mission. You’re just an A Team leader on a bigger scale, which means you have to know something about all of them. But make them be the experts, make them come up with the answers. Then you tie them all together to accomplish the mission.”) After that, Griffin quickly became an able deputy commander — a staff coordinator, a manager, and an ass kicker, par excellence.
Stern had taken the actions the manuals told him to take after an attack. He had re-established the chain of command, secured the unit, and attempted to contact higher headquarters. The only action he couldn’t take was to continue the mission, for he was unsure of what his mission was. With the lines out he couldn’t talk to anyone — even a call from the civilian phones to higher or to the embassy was out, because the line shut down almost as soon as he was connected. Stern wanted his hands on those responsible. But brigades are part of larger units, and larger units have commanders. Stern’s bosses three levels up all perished in the slaughter at the banquet. Given Cooper’s analysis, it appeared the enemy had disconnected them from the rest of the army. He had no boss, no orders, and no allies.
He sipped the cup of motor oil that passes for coffee in the army and sized up his situation. The soldiers and officers were busy doing their jobs; he’d put people in charge to ensure that. The brigade had only the meager ammunition that Dean had failed to turn in, but with it they could defend themselves. He knew with a certainty that lacked only a smoking gun who his enemies were, he knew what they had done to him, but he didn’t know what to do about it. He had a team; all he needed was a mission.
Stern sat in the brigade commander’s office and methodically dmmmed a pencil on the desk, staring into the infinity of the far wall. They are out there, somewhere, everywhere, he thought. I need a focus, I need to find them and resolve things, I need to do something. He broke the pencil in half in frustration and threw the two useless pieces across the office, an office that still had Hagan’s nameplate on the door.
I need an order, thought Stern. Without orders, nothing happens.
423 Bradenstrasse
Bonn
Saturday, March 23, 11:57 a.m.
It’s all so easy, so very easy, even with thirty different targets. Hemmler nodded smugly to himself as he checked the names off his list. Years of careful planning were coming to fruition as key members of the German government mysteriously disappeared. The plan called for them to be gradually eliminated in a series of “accidents,” but with the new timetable Hemmler would just have them “go away.” When one owns the security service that protects government officials, Hemmler smiled, one can easily arrange for their capture. Three more to go, he thought, looking out of the sedan window at the house of the target. He wanted to supervise this one personally. Two minutes passed, then four of Hemmler’s agents hustled Germany’s chancellor into the backseat of the sedan behind Hemmler’s car. Gloating, unable to resist, Hemmler opened his door and walked briskly to the trailing sedan to exercise his ego.
“Herr Chancellor.” Hemmler bowed in mock deference as he spoke through the window. “General Ulderthane is waiting for you, as are others.”
“Ulderthane? Is he behind this? I warn you, all of you face the direst of punishments.”
“Herr Chancellor, it appears you are in no position to punish anyone.”
“If my family is harmed in any way, I will find you at the ends of the earth.”
“Come come, Sir, I am so sorry state business has interrupted your family visit. Believe me, we have no interest in your family. None at all.” He signaled the driver to pull out.
Precisely three minutes passed, then Hemmler’s driver and two other men returned to the cars and closed the sedan doors behind them. Once in the car they unscrewed the silencers from their weapons.
“His daughter was a lovely thing,” the driver complained, “beautiful at twenty-five. I am sorry we did not have more time. I would have enjoyed making her husband watch.”
“But we must keep on schedule,” replied one of the others from the backseat. The driver sighed his agreement. Hemmler checked off another name as the sedan pulled out.
In the chancellor’s living room the bound bodies of his wife, his daughter, her husband, and their two children lay lifeless; Hemmler and his men wanted no witnesses.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 12:05 p.m.
“It all adds up, Captain.” Stern began to feel comfortable with the discomforting data that Cooper presented. He rocked back in the big leather chair from which Hagan had chewed his butt many times. Griffin sat across the room while Cooper stood, laptop computer nearby, having finished his presentation.
“Yes, Sir, all the indicators point to their need for some way to propel themselves into world-power status and guarantee no one will try to interfere. They will use the tactical weapons to buy time to develop strategic weapons to support any expansionism they might have in mind — which I believe they do have in mind.”
“Reverse deterrence. Some might call it blackmail. Cooper, you know computers, history, intelligence, and political science. Is there anything you’re not smart about?”
“Women, Sir.”
They laughed for the first time in days, then Stern and Griffin exchanged sad, knowing half smiles. They’d shared many things with each other, as men under pressure often do, in the last fourteen or so hours. Their descriptions of Maggie and Veronica were clipped and terse, but enough for the other to understand.
“Welcome to the club, Captain,” Griffin said. “Membership costs a dollar.”
Quarters 544-D, Enlisted Family Housing Area
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 1:59 p.m.
“You’ll be safe here, baby.” Lawson pulled away from Liza, trying to carve the taste of her kiss and the softness of her touch into his brain so he’d never lose it. “These are good people, I’ve served with her husband before.” He pointed to the woman with mouse-brown hair, who stood on the other side of the living room. Liza hugged him hard, then pulled back.
“I’m so sorry to intrude,” she told the woman.
“Actually, I’m happy for the adult company,” the woman said, motioning to the three children trying to sit still on the worn couch.
Liza took Lawson’s hand. “Come back to me, Rosy.”
“I will, babe. You help out here; I’ll be back when it’s over.”
After kissing Liza goodbye, he drove to the barracks. By the time he finished giving the MPs his statement, dropping her off, and getting his alert bag from the barracks room he maintained, he found most of the ammo already loaded in the tanks and the platoon beginning to wind down. As the day wore on, the soldiers’ adrenaline rush receded. The senior tank commander had done well preparing the platoon in his absence, but Lawson spot-checked anyway, climbing in and out of each tank, inspecting different items. Tired soldiers make mistakes, thought Lawson. So do nervous soldiers, and this platoon is both.
He checked Shelley’s tank last. The ammo’s stowed properly, he noted as he sat in the tank commander’s seat. Commo working, everything clean. He fit the CVC to his head, popped out of the hatch, announced “Power,” and slewed the turret until he had something definite in the commander’s sight. Lawson switched to thermal, then back to the daylight sight. He twisted the reticle knob and the blobs in the distance focused into three cars: one polizei vehicle and two sedans. Optics okay. In the crosshairs of the sight he saw someone look first at the gate, then swing his binoculars toward Lawson, then back to the front gate.
Roosevelt Lawson slammed his thumb down on the tank commander’s “fire” button with a vengeful finality that, if there had been a 120mm round in the tank’s cannon, would have sent a foot-long depleted uranium cylinder through the chest of the man holding the binoculars. The optics of the tank weren’t manufactured to discern faces, but Lawson believed the hazy visage in the center of the crosshairs belonged to the man who had approached him outside Liza’s car just a few nights before.
Single Officers’ Quarters
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 5:52 p.m.
Capt. Dexter Cooper had, by his reckoning, about forty-five minutes before he needed to be back at headquarters. In his room at the
SOQ, he stuffed a duffel bag full of clean underwear, socks, and junk food. Although he had his alert bag back in the office, it didn’t contain the necessities — potato chips, cookies, and cans of Coke. He shuddered at the thought of having to learn to drink coffee.
All packed up, he had about thirty minutes to spare — time enough to watch the news and to see who was on-line. Most American soldiers got only the Armed Forces Network; Cooper, however, had scrounged up parts from the brigade’s commo platoon, built his own satellite dish, and put it on the roof of the SOQ. He turned on the TV, sat down at one of his computers, and began to type.
Single Officers’ Quarters
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Saturday, March 23, 5:54 p.m.
Second Lieutenant Pauline Felderman heard her modem buzz and sat down at her PC. A minute or two more and I would have packed this thing off to the office, thought Pauline. She typed in the commands and “Rambo” responded. Then the connection broke.
Bundestelephone Exchange
Platzdorf
Saturday, March 23, 5:54 p.m.
“What was that ringing noise?” The corporal at the monitoring unit stared at the earphones his specialist had thrown on the floor. The corporal was trying to shake the loud zing out of his head.
“I don’t know, but the call originated in Baumflecken and connected with Kriegspiel, so I cut it off.”
“Good, no commo between their bases; that’s the order.”
Single Officers’ Quarters
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 5:55 p.m.
Cooper frowned at the screen in front of him. Okay, he thought, so even digital messages get disconnected. Let’s try through the bulletin board in Mannhoff. He winced at the thought of his phone bill, but then decided that, given the current turn of events, he might not be around to pay it. What the hell, he thought, go ahead and throw caution to the wind;-spend the ten dollars. The keys clacked as he typed.
Bundestelephone Exchange
Platzdorf
Saturday, March 23, 6:00 p.m.
“It’s that damn ringing again!” The corporal yanked the earphones from his head.
“Don’t worry, it’s not from any American base; it’s from some address in Mannhoff.”
“I don’t know what it is, but I’m not going to listen to it. Any time it comes back on again, just shut down.”
“Good, I don’t want to listen to it either.” He got up to smoke a cigarette.
Single Officers’ Quarters
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Saturday, March 23, 6:02 p.m.
Pauline sat staring glumly at her PC screen when the modem buzzed again. It was Rambo, and this time the connection didn’t break. They typed messages back and forth for several minutes, then they had to go. They both had much to tell their bosses. Cooper was about to leave when the newscast caught his attention. He turned up the volume, sat back down, and stared.
Ladies and gentlemen, this just in from our overseas bureau:
In the wake of massive terrorist attacks against American bases in Germany and the abduction of more than thirty key government officials by what a spokesman for the German army described as “Zionist terrorist organizations,” the Federal Republic of Germany has declared a national emergency. Gen. Karl Blacksturm, acting head of the German army, has imposed martial law and initiated the mobilization of the armed forces. Blacksturm vowed to take whatever actions are necessary to protect sensitive American military installations. The Pentagon had no immediate comment, but sources inside the administration admit the sudden change of events has taken them by surprise. For more on this breaking story we go to our White House correspondent, Janet Morehouse. Janet?

Cooper clicked off the television, grabbed his bag and laptop, and scurried back to the 195th’s headquarters.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 6:20 p.m.
Cooper made a clean breast of it all.
In the process of admitting he had snuck back to his room for Cokes and cheese curls, Dexter Cooper, as nervous as Ichabod Crane with the horseman hot behind, confessed all he knew to the assembled Stern, Griffin, and Middletown… the Germans have surrounded the Kriegspiel garrison. Earlier they tried to force their way into the munitions depot and got to within fifty meters of the fence…” Middletown pressed him for the number of vehicles, his eyes darting as in his head he calculated the strength, at twenty men per truck, of the enemy force. “The German military has to be behind the raid and ambush; there’s no way this could be coincidence. Their actions are too precise for a terrorist organization.” Stern and Griffin nodded at one another… I’ve been sending messages back and forth to this Lieutenant Felderman who’s in Kriegspiel, and I thought of contacting her on the PC tonight because she listens to me. I like that, and I was afraid for her…”
Headquarters, Panzerbrigade 11
Storchbach Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 6:30 p.m.
“Colonel Guterman, I am Colonel Shror.”
Guterman cast a critical eye on the tall, lean, hawk-featured “liaison officer” from high command headquarters.
In other words, he decided, Shror was a spy.
“Colonel, your presence here is quite unnecessary. I have alerted my brigade as the high command directed. There should be no question as to my unit’s loyalty.”
“No one is questioning your loyalty, Herr Colonel. General Blacksturm merely wishes to ensure his intent is fully understood and that information flows without interruption.”
“And I suppose you have orders from Herr Blacksturm himself authorizing your presence?”
“Ja, Herr Colonel.” He laid the papers in front of Guterman.
Guterman didn’t make more than a cursory examination. All will be in order, he thought. All was.
“Herr Shror, you will find a desk and phone for your use in my operations section.”
“Danke, Herr Colonel.” Shror eyed Guterman carefully for a moment, then extended his arm in a rigid Nazi salute. His eyes never left Guterman’s.
“Herr Shror, I have carefully read each and every document that has come from the high command. Such a salute is nowhere authorized.” Guterman brought his hand to his eyebrow in the traditional way western officers return the salutes of subordinates.
Without correcting himself Shror brought his arm down, turned stiffly, and left.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 8:17 p.m.
“Alex, I know you’re in charge, I know you give the orders, but you can’t be serious.” They were behind closed doors in Stern’s office.
“Mark, with the possible exception of getting on that last chopper out of ’Nam, I have never been more serious in my life.”
“I don’t know a lot about this mech stuff,” Griffin countered, “but I do know we’ve got less than 70 percent of the people we’re supposed to have, no more than three days’ worth of fuel, and damn little ammo. We’ll have no base of supply and no secure supply lines.” He paced around the office. “I’ve been on two dozen too many operations. We never moved an inch without pinpoint intelligence and tightly wired support. I hear what you’re saying about Maggie, but that’s personal business. You know we can’t let that interfere. What you don’t know, what you have no idea of, is how strong the Germans are.”
“You’re absolutely right, Griffin, there’s much I don’t know. But there’s a hell of a lot I do know, and I’m going with that. I know we’re too weak to defend.” Stern smiled. “So we attack. I know if we stay here, there’ll be no Kriegspiel, no 195th, maybe no nothing. If we wait, I know the Germans will get stronger. The one enemy I do know wants Kriegspiel, and I know we’ve got just enough fuel to make it there. If we have to supplement it with stops at civilian gas stations, then we issue receipts. Who knows, maybe they take VISA.”
“We got any air support for this plan of yours?”
“I can’t talk to anybody except with Cooper’s PC, and if I could, do you think the Germans would let the air force get a single plane out of Ramstein, much less a combat air patrol and close air support? Forget it, we’re going without the air force.”
“This is a gamble. We fail and we’re dead.”
“We stay here and we’re dead. Besides, I have my orders. And I know how to obey orders.”
“Orders?”
Alex Stern rummaged through the drawers of Hagan’s desk and pulled out a folder. He opened it, found what he’d underlined, and handed it to Griffin. Then he took Hagan’s nameplate off the desk and tucked it into the drawer.
Griffin read. He’d seen the order before. It was the “PERSONAL FOR” message that had sent Tuttle on his death ride. The brigade would take “all necessary steps to ensure the integrity and security of the Kriegspiel depot and American property therein.” It specified that the brigade give the Kriegspiel mission “the highest priority.”
“But this was before…”
“And you know it’s more important now. End of discussion, Two IC, We follow our last order. Get your staff together and have recommended courses of action for me in ninety minutes. My guidance: Speed has priority — take the fastest route, even if it’s more dangerous, but bypass metro areas. Minimal units left behind, but enough to secure the dependents in the barracks — some of the MPs maybe. You figure it out. Cannibalize the service support types to fill as many crews as possible to 80 or 90 percent strength, take a few vehicles for spares, then drain the fuel out of the rest we can’t crew and leave them here.” He took a deep breath. “Mission: 195th Mechanized Brigade moves to and secures Kriegspiel depot. I want to bust the gate here at 0600.”
“The Germans will try and stop us.”
“I have most of a combat brigade, and most of the soldiers in that brigade are spoiling for a fight. If the Germans try to stop us, that will be their problem. 0600.”
Griffin saluted. “You know, Alex. I was wrong. You got potential.”
“Get out of here and get to work.” He grinned as Griffin left, but when the door closed he stared out the window into the German night. Potential, Stern mused. Potential for what?
Prime Minister’s Residence
Tel Aviv
Saturday, March 23, 9:55 p.m.
“All right, all right. I’m coming, I’m coming!” Aaron Felderman fought his way into his robe as the doorbell stopped ringing. “What is it?” he demanded of the security agents on his doorstep. The minister of defense suddenly appeared, elbowing his way through and then closing the door behind him.
“I hate to disturb you, but…”
“But what?” Felderman demanded.
“The Germans are moving.”
The White House
Washington, D.C.
Saturday, March 23, 1:35 p.m.
Nodding, he dismissed the aide and picked up the phone.
“This is the President of the United States.”
“Mr. President, this is Prime Minister Felderman. 1 assume your people have informed you as to the turn of events in Germany?”
“Those events are indeed most unfortunate, Mr. Prime Minister. Given the reports of mass arrests of Jewish citizens, I understand why you have a special concern. We have sent our strongest protest to the government.”
“I am afraid the time has passed for strong protests, Mr. President. I am informed the Germans have or will shortly attempt to seize the United States’ consolidated nuclear and chemical munitions at your Kriegspiel depot. I am sure your people have informed you of this possibility.”
“We discussed a wide variety of ramifications of the current events.” Sidestepping the issue, the president made a mental note to give the secretaries of state and defense hell for not telling him about the threat to the nukes. The coup in Germany, for that was obviously what it was, had caught them all off guard. Nobody had said a word about a possible takeover attempt. Except for that one old paranoid senator, nobody had said anything about threats to U.S. forces. A militarized, aggressive Germany with the bomb, with the planes and cruise missiles to deliver it, with all those chemical rounds. As president, he’d guaranteed the world it couldn’t happen.
“Then I’m sure you understand my government’s position. The persecution of Jews in Germany is intolerable and must be stopped.” Felderman paused, feeling the precariousness of his position between holocaust and Armageddon. “Mr. President, in the event the Germans come into possession of those weapons, my country will take whatever action is necessary to eliminate the potential for German aggression.”
“I don’t think sending in the Israeli army, or any form of violence, would be either successful or profitable, Mr. Prime Minister. I believe careful negotiations are appropriate here.”
“I’m sorry, Mr. President. Jews have suffered before while the world negotiated. Should the Germans come into possession of those weapons, Israel will use its assets to eliminate the threat.” Again he paused, not believing he was about to say what he must say.
“I will permanently eliminate the nuclear threat at Kriegspiel.” “Mr. Prime Minister!”
“My sources indicate the depot can, with luck, maintain its integrity for three days. After that the Germans will marshall sufficient forces to overcome whatever opposition remains.”
“I’m sure we can come to some resolution before then!”
“I pray so, Mr. President. With all my soul I do.”
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Saturday, March 23, 11:00 p.m.
“Ladies and gentlemen, that concludes the staff’s portion of the order.” Mark Griffin looked out at the small sea of tired, deadly serious faces before him. Some were still incredulous, not believing they had been thrust into the positions they held and not believing what the brigade staff had briefed that they would do. Others sat in grim excitement— they wanted to get at those who had stung them, to ride like the cavalry to Kriegspiel’s rescue. Still others busily scribbled notes, trying to assimilate the firehose blast of information and form intelligent questions. Griffin wasn’t sure he understood it all himself.
Stern, as brigade commander, was to have the last word. He stood and faced the audience of commanders and staff. “We don’t have time for inspirational speeches, so you don’t get one.”
“Thank God,” muttered someone from the back of the room. They laughed, the tension broken.
Stern smiled, then turned serious again. “In seven hours we bust the gate and head toward Kriegspiel. Captain Middletown’s plan is a good one; don’t leave this room if you have a question about it. Our route along Autobahn 5 keeps us away from the cities. If we move fast, we should make it before the Germans can react. If we’re lucky, we’ll hit only the polizei, and they’ll stay out of our way. If, however, they commit any overtly hostile act, you are free to neutralize their forces. Try not to use excessive force in doing so.” He looked at the map. “There’s only one major German force close enough to interfere. It’s located here.” He tapped the map near Platzdorf. “If we have to, we’ll fight. Captain Cooper believes this German unit is like us, understrength and undermanned. Let’s hope we don’t have to find out.” He took a minute to light his pipe and let his words sink in. “Let me be perfectly clear about one thing. When we go tomorrow, we go to Kriegspiel. We either make it or we don’t. We’re on our own and there’s no turning back. What we’ll find and what we’ll do when we get there, I’m not sure. But we’re going. Dismissed.”
He grabbed Cooper as the meeting broke up. “Find out everything you can — commanders, units, strengths, weaknesses — about that brigade. What’s its designation, anyway?”
Cooper rifled through a sheaf of printouts. “Panzerbrigade 11, Sir. Col. Joel Guterman commanding.” Stern scowled. He’d been a controller at the National Training Center when Guterman had led a German battalion through. If they had to fight, Guterman would be a tough opponent.
An eavesdropping Mark Griffin suddenly felt sick to his stomach.

SIX

Baumflecken Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 3:30 a.m.
In the hours after the brigade mission briefing, the 195th’s cooks and clerks found themselves redesignated as riflemen and tank-gun loaders. Half the MP platoon, one infantry or armor sergeant per battalion, a handful of nondeployable soldiers, and a few other leftovers would remain in Baumflecken under the control of the brigade’s senior enlisted man, Cmd. Sgt. Maj. Leroy Saunders. From a dozen Vietnam War wounds, Saunders carried enough lead in him to set off airport metal detectors. Those wounds kept him from exercising, from doing physical training with the troops, from field problems, from just about anything except running his desk and fussing about police call. He was three months from retirement, Georgia, and his favorite fishing hole. The sergeant major let out an audible sigh of relief when Stern told him he would not deploy with the 195th. Then Stern assigned the sergeant major and this group perhaps the most difficult mission of all. Saunders’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline.
“Sir, with all due respect, I can’t defend the kaseme with that small a force.”
“Sergeant Major, I can’t go off and leave the wives and kids of the brigade’s soldiers on their own, but there just aren’t enough soldiers to go around. This is the best I can come up with. Your job is to make it work.”
“I can’t.”
Stern grew impatient. “Saunders, you have three choices. One, refuse to obey my order, in which case I drag you along with us and court-martial you for cowardice. I’ll make damn sure you chicken out somewhere along the line. Two, you can stay here and do nothing — a real option since I won’t be here to supervise. But since there are others who know what you’re supposed to do, it’ll come back to a court-martial for insubordination. That is, if you live through what the Germans do to you. Third, stay here and make it work. If you do, you just might make it to that fishing hole with an honorable discharge.”
Saunders halfway saw the light. “I’ll try, Sir,” he mumbled.
As much as he wanted resolution, even resolution bought by violence, Alex didn’t believe himself to be a brutal man. But Saunders’s limp attitude caused something inside him to snap. Stern grabbed the NCO’s battle dress jacket and yanked him up. “If one dependent, one kid, just one, gets hurt because you don’t do what I told you to do, I’ll search every hole in Georgia or anywhere else and personally rip your throat out.” He held Saunders close until the NCO knew he meant business.
Halfway out Saunders’s door Stern turned. “Sergeant Major?”
“Yes, Sir?” Saunders held his resentment just below the surface.
“Just one kid. Just one.”
Outside Baumflecken Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 5:15 a.m.
The sky above Baumflecken began to grow light even though dawn was still forty minutes away. The agent on watch in the sedans along the road to the main gate shook his companions awake when he heard the tank and fighting vehicle engines come to life in one great roar. He couldn’t tell how many vehicles the Americans were starting; they all seemed to crank up at once. A few moments later a tank and a Bradley appeared at the main gate, along with two cars with flashing red lights. They watched and listened, and over the throb of diesel engines they could make out the creak of tracked vehicles moving and wondered if the Americans were attacking. No, they seemed to be just repositioning their vehicles. He called his report in over the polizei two-way radio and went back to studying the vehicles and lights at the gate as the other men tried to catch a few more minutes’ sleep.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 5:31 a.m.
In his office in the 195th’s headquarters, Dexter Cooper plugged the phone jack into his laptop PC, waited for the machine to come on, then typed. He knew the Germans would interrupt any attempt to send a message, even a computer message, straight to the Kriegspiel depot. Cooper again dialed up the Mannhoff computer bulletin board. I can’t breach security, he thought, but Colonel Stern wants me to let them know we’re coming and figure out some way to maintain commo. I can post a message, but what if they don’t get it? As the connection built and the screen came up, Cooper paused, unsure of what to do next. At first he paced, staring at the screen prompt, which called on him for a response. Then, a hacker at heart, Cooper smiled as he sat and typed, entering line after line of computer commands, occasionally pausing to search for the right syntax to make the machine do what he wanted. In triumph he pounded the keys, then hit a series to sign off. The message will resend until acknowledged, he thought. They should be able to figure it out. Cooper looked at his watch. He’d taken longer than he’d wanted to; he’d have to scramble to get to the motor pool. He yanked the cords out of their plug-ins; paused a moment to lock his office; and, toting his laptop, headed for the 195th track park.
195th Brigade Motor Pool
Baumflecken Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 5:39 a.m.
Stern made his way through the maze of combat vehicles until Lawson’s platoon came in sight. Lawson stood in front of the four tanks, hands on his hips, watching his charges. He turned and saluted, as if he’d sensed the colonel’s presence.
“Sir, the platoon is ready.”
“I have no doubts about that, Sergeant. I came to ensure that you understand the rules of engagement. I want no force used unless the Germans commit an overtly hostile act.”
“An overtly hostile act. I understand. Then what, Colonel?”
“Then you take what action you deem necessary to protect soldiers’ lives and government property. You make the call; I’ll back you up.”
“I’ve heard that before, Sir. I don’t like being left out on a limb.”
Stern eyed Lawson carefully.
“Look, you’re my lead platoon and this is a one-shot show. Either we make it or we don’t. I specified that you lead the brigade because I trust you. You have to trust me.”
Something in his colonel’s voice made him believe. Lawson saluted. “Okay, Sir, you’re on.”
Stern returned the salute, then he awkwardly shook Lawson’s hand.
“Good luck, Sergeant.” He looked at his watch. In a little more than a quarter hour, they’d be on their way.
“Thanks, Colonel,” Lawson smiled. “We may need it.”
* * *
“It works like this, Sir.” The soldier flipped the intercom switches back and forth, showing Griffin how to talk to the crew or transmit on one of the command vehicle’s four radios.
“Okay, I think I’ve got it.” Griffin pulled the CVC helmet on, plugged into the communications system, then pulled himself into the commander’s seat of the Bradley. I’ll never get used to all this mech stuff, he said to himself as he surveyed the columns of tanks and armored fighting vehicles lined up around him. He looked first at his watch, then down at his map. It would take them two, maybe three, days to get to Kriegspiel, not counting any resistance the Germans put up. He chewed his lip as he thought of Guterman and his brigade. In their year of working together, he and Joel had grown close. He couldn’t imagine Guterman siding with whoever was in charge of the coup, yet Cooper had told him Panzerbrigade 11 was mobilizing and assisting the new German government. Funny, he thought to himself, how old friends can so quickly become enemies. If we have to fight them, Joel will do well. If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t worry so much, but Joel’s awfully good. Too bad we can’t take him out.
He cursed himself for even thinking about killing a friend and a comrade, but there was no more time to feel guilty. Ahead of him the lead tanks creaked forward.
* * *
“Crank it up — sirens, lights, horns, everything,” Saunders ordered the MP next to him. “Keep it going until I tell you to stop.” They stood by the two MP sedans and the Bradley and tank at the kaserne’s main gate. A half minute later the din grew so loud it drowned out the sounds of the 195th Brigade as Lawson’s tanks picked up speed, heading straight toward the track-park fence. Saunders picked up his binoculars and watched the German parked outside the gate watch him.
* * *
They were awake before the agent shook them, the sirens and horns having ended their sleep. The groggy men climbed out of their sedans and peered through the fog at the flashing lights at the kaserne’s gate.
“Crazy Americans, what are they doing?”
“I don’t know, I don’t see anything moving. Should we report this?”
“No, just keep your eyes on that gate. We’ll wait and see what happens.”
* * *
“Okay, Keats, pick it up a little,” Corporal Shelley said through the microphone. He felt the tank gain speed, and then the chain-link fence caught the tank’s front fender. Three-Four’s crew didn’t even feel a bump as the tank ripped out a twenty-foot section of the track-park fence and then chewed it up with its treads. In a few seconds they were crossing the foggy field, headed straight for the road and the German sedans. Then Lawson’s tank, dragging a six-foot length of fence, pulled alongside. The rest of the tanks took their places in a wedge formation. Shelley looked back at the green mass of vehicles behind them, then out at the sedans about a kilometer to their front. Head straight for them, Sergeant Lawson said. At twenty miles per hour, they would reach the dull shapes in about three minutes.
* * *
The six Germans kept staring at the kaserne gate, the sirens and horns ringing in their ears, mystified at the Americans’ behavior. The agents stamped their feet in the dawn cold.
“You keep watching. I have to get rid of last night’s coffee.”
“Go do that in the field. We have to stay here, and I don’t want to smell piss all day.”
The man trudged off into the wet grass to relieve himself, keeping his eyes on the ground so he wouldn’t trip. Thirty yards away he stopped, unzipped his trousers, then looked up at the sun just sticking its head up over the horizon. Perhaps it will be warmer today, he thought. Then, through the thick morning mist, he saw the dim outlines of four hulks moving toward him. Over the sirens and horns he heard the high whine of the tanks’ turbine engines. He stared in disbelief and terror as the vehicles closed the distance and grew larger. Then he stared behind them at the hazy forms of the other vehicles that followed. He turned his gaze on the flashing lights at the gate, then back to the tanks, then back at the gate. Then he turned and ran.
“They’re coming! The American tanks are coming!”
His companions still stared at the gate. “What do you mean? They haven’t moved.”
“Over there!”
The five others turned to look. Six hundred yards away, Lawson’s four vehicles churned up dust as they closed, only partially obscuring the brigade behind them.
The Germans gaped for a long time before any of them moved. “Use your weapons, shoot them!” Three of them grabbed Uzi submachine guns, took up positions behind their cars, and sighted at the two lead tanks.
“Fire! Fire!” The men emptied two magazines each.
* * *
At three hundred yards an Uzi isn’t very accurate, but the tank platoons’ drivers still ducked down when they saw the muzzle flashes. A few rounds ricocheted off the turrets.
Lawson hit a switch on his radio and a message sped up the chain to his company commander to battalion to brigade: “German polizei have committed an overtly hostile act. Tango element receiving small-arms fire. Request permission to engage.” Just as quickly, Stern’s approval—“Take immediate actions to protect friendly forces, neutralize the threat, continue mission”—£ame back.
“Driver, increase speed.” Lawson spoke deliberately into the microphone of his CVC. “Head straight for the center car.” He flipped the switch to talk to the platoon. “Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Move out, tighten up the wedge, follow me. We’re about to neutralize these turkeys.”
* * *
“Get on the radio, call headquarters, get the cars started, let’s get out of here!” The men jerked open the car doors and yanked the keys from their pockets. But they had waited too long; Lawson’s platoon was less than two hundred meters away.

An M1 tank weighs in at about sixty tons. A Mercedes-Benz sedan totals about 3,000 pounds. The men in the lead car managed to start it in time. With screeching tires they turned around and screamed down the road toward Baumflecken, the agent in the passenger’s seat shotgunning his fearful report to their headquarters. The trail sedan lurched forward, the driver rear-ending the middle car and locking bumpers in his panic. Lawson needed only a quick look to recognize the face in the middle car.
“Driver, move out! Roll over him, do it!”
“But Sarge…”
“Go, go, goddammit, go!”
Lawson’s driver gave a what-the-hell shrug and shoved the throttle forward.
* * *
Lawson swore to himself that he wouldn’t look back, but he did. The man had fired his machine pistol until Lawson’s tank had crushed him. A last great act of defiance, thought Lawson, or a last exercise of ego? I wonder if he recognized me? Probably not. Too bad. Two cars and a couple of bodies lay where the tanks had flattened them. No matter. Lawson returned to the business of being a tank platoon leader. They were moving cross-country, heading east for Autobahn 5. Lawson checked his map. The first contact and the first kilometer had been easy, but Kriegspiel lay many miles in front of them. Oh well, thought Lawson, deal with what you have. He keyed the microphone to broadcast to his platoon. “Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Pick up a column formation once we reach the road. The MPs should get in front of us in about ten minutes. Orient main guns left and right. Be ready…” Lawson hesitated, “for just about anything. Stay alert. A lot of people behind us trust us. Zero-One out.”
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 8:30 a.m.
Mark Griffin didn’t have much time for reflection; he was too busy kicking ass and taking names. The 195th’s deputy commander enjoyed his role as mechanized cowboy, rounding up stray vehicles and units and herding them into formation. As the deputy commander he could be wherever he decided he needed to be. That part of his job suited the maverick in Griffin, the part of him that liked to be on his own, out from under the watchful eyes and annoying demands of bosses and brass. It was the same part that had led him to years of Special Forces work, the same part that had led him to live alone, even with Maggie close by, to put a distance between himself and the rest of humanity. Only now and then — with her in Platzdorf, with the dead child — did he show any emotion other than carefully shaped rage. Mark Griffin kept his world simple and tightly closed.
His Bradley moved parallel to, but about two hundred meters outside, the main body. Look at them all, Griffin thought, all separate, but all pointing toward one end. Feels pretty good to have all that steel around you — and to have all those others around to help out. He knew, if they met with Joel Guterman’s soldiers, many of the brigade’s vehicles would burn, and with them their soldiers. In a hostile country, he mused, smiling at his own melodrama, a band of desperate men and women launch an operation on a half bootlace’s worth of support; they go to fight a war so that no war will be fought. No one knows and no one cares. They’ve got a snowball’s chance in hell, and most of them know it.
“Driver, go left; take up our place in the formation.”
“Okay, Sir, but I thought you told me you wanted to stay outside that mob?”
“Yeah, well…” No use getting sappy about it, thought Griffin. He keyed the intercom again. “Who’s in charge of this vehicle anyway? When I tell you to go left, go left. Now get us there!”
Griffin held on as his Bradley bounced over the field and slid in behind a tank platoon.
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Sunday, March 24, 10:00 a.m.
“So an American brigade is moving, eh?” Karl Blacksturm hid his worry. “I expected as much.” Beneath his desk, out of sight of the aide who briefed him, Blacksturm wrung his hands. After striking what he believed to be crippling blows, he expected no such thing.
He sent the aide away. No sooner was he alone than he began to pace, taking fast, long strides on his short legs, his turns so violent he nearly became dizzy, almost pinging off the office walls. Time, he needed time. He had counted on a week, perhaps two, to gain control of the civil structure and to tighten his rein on the armed forces. The army was no problem, but Parliament had cut it back so much in the last two years that it would take six months — no, a year — to rebuild. Once he owned the nuclear weapons, no one would touch him for that year, or ever, he thought. From small bombs I can build bigger ones, but first I must have the small ones. He made a mental note to check on Goebbels’s progress, but it faded as he eyed the wall map. The Americans have given me less than two days. Why just one brigade? There were several other American brigades still in Germany, one of them an attack helicopter brigade, and all are closer to the seat of power. Why have they not launched their Special Forces teams at me, why haven’t helicopters filled the skies over my headquarters?
His pack of cigarettes disappeared in a quarter hour. He paced more furiously through the gray air. That the Americans were moving toward Kriegspiel was obvious to him, but why this indirect approach? Indicators, he thought to himself, twenty years as an intelligence and counterintelligence officer. I must focus on indicators.
He sat quietly, leaning back in his chair, letting the facts he had written roll around his mind until his sense of order made sense of the facts. It took him less than thirty minutes.
A trick. A ruse. The reverse of Normandy. Clever, quite clever, he thought, but still clumsy. One-fourth of the force in a distant area, a ruse to draw away my assets, to leave my nerve center uncovered. He shook his head in professional disgust. The Americans will never be more than amateurs. Now for a response. He reached for the notepad. Panzerbrigade 11 to upload ammunition and move as soon as possible to annihilate the American brigade. That move would eliminate a significant portion of their forces and keep the Americans occupied. Additional forces, specifically those ranked as less than totally loyal, to be shifted to assist Panzerbrigade 11. Blacksturm cared little that Gu-terman’s brigade might be destroyed. A necessary sacrifice, he thought to himself, to gain time and space. The bulk of ground forces concentrated around his headquarters against a move by the other three American elements. The armed forces brought to immediate alert. Minimum air forces committed against the American brigade, the remainder to patrol the sky above his headquarters against any move by the American helicopter brigade. All helicopter movement within one hundred kilometers of headquarters to be considered hostile and dealt with accordingly. In fact, no helicopter movement whatsoever. Fighter-bomber patrols over the other American units — if they move, destroy them. And yes, the coup de grace, a move to intimidate the civilians on Baumflecken Kaserne. The Americans don’t know how to react to hostage taking, he gloated. Such a move will surely disrupt their plans. Karl Blacksturm reached for the phone and issued his orders.
Satisfied, he lit a cigarette, leaned back, and puffed in triumph.
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 11:35 a.m.
“Herr Sergeant, not only have we not been informed of any convoy passing through this area,” the polizei officer said, “and not only have you no official road clearances, this road was last year put off limits to military convoys. No military traffic is allowed through here.”
Sgt. Bill Harcourt spoke only enough German to buy beer and train tickets, but it was enough to follow the polizei’s meaning. He turned to the translator Middletown had assigned to his MP patrol.
“I think I know what he said. Be real clear to him about this. Tell him we don’t give a damn about paperwork or clearances or who has told him what is allowed and what isn’t. Tell him that in about five minutes an American unit will move down this road, and I want those cars of his off the road and out of the way. We will not tolerate any interference.”
The translator spoke to the polizei and, from the surprise in the man’s face Harcourt knew he had just thrown the rule-bound German for a double loop. The polizei sputtered and waved a self-righteous finger at Harcourt.
“He says he’ll have to arrest us — all of us — and everyone who tries to come through here.”
Harcourt rubbed his chin and knit his brow in mock concern. “Tell him that makes it different. Tell him I must go to the car to call my superiors.”
As he walked toward his HMMWV, Harcourt stole a glance over his shoulder. The polizei stood smugly, hands on hips. Harcourt reached into his HMMWV, lingered for a few seconds, passed over the radio, and pulled out his rifle. He carried it lazily, to threaten no one, and returned to the translator and the polizei.
The German spat out something.
“He wants to know what your superiors said.”
Harcourt brought the weapon up to the polizei’s belly, grabbed the pistol grip, slid the safety off, and chambered a round. “Tell him if he doesn’t get his people out of those cars in one minute, I’ll kill him and every one of them.”
Flustered, the polizei stuttered out some gutteral gobbledygook.
“He says you’re bluffing. He says Americans carry blanks on exercises.
In the background Harcourt could hear the faint whine of tank engines and the familiar metallic creak of tracks.
“Is that so?” Harcourt took two steps back, put the rifle to his shoulder, and sighted in on the polizei sedan’s tires. Four quick rounds, four pops from his weapon, and the tires hissed as they went flat. The other polizei bailed out of their cars, pulling weapons from their holsters. But they stopped when they saw that the six members of the MP patrol had them dead in their rifle sights. The sounds of the column grew louder.
“Tell him I want them to drop their weapons and move away from the vehicles.”
Still the polizei said nothing.
“Now!” He swung his weapon back at the officer.
The German stammered out a command and the others scurried to the side of the road. Harcourt’s men took their weapons.
Harcourt spoke briefly into the microphone, radioing what had happened to the lead platoon of the oncoming column, then sent one of his HMMWVs ahead around the roadblock. The two lead tanks were running side by side, and at forty miles per hour their mass shattered the two sedans parked broadside across the road and sent the wreckage spinning crazily into the woods. Inside the tanks the vehicle commanders cursed at the scratches in the new paint.
He collected the dumbfounded policemen’s weapons and threw them in the back of his HMMWV. The Germans stood wide-eyed and openmouthed as the column rolled by and Harcourt and his translator got in their vehicle and drove away. Over the roar of the passing tanks and Bradleys, one of them heard Harcourt shout something as he pulled out.
“What did he say, that American sergeant?”
“I think it was ‘Have a nice day.’”
Central area
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Sunday, March 24, 11:45 a.m.
Maggie approached the machine with some trepidation, but since the phone wasn’t working she was forced to cope with the technology. Computers, she thought, I never did like them. She pulled the card with Pauline’s carefully written instructions, read them twice, plugged the machine into the phone jack, and hit the power switch. Pauline’s PC took a moment to warm up, then surprised Maggie by displaying a “you have mail” message.
Again referring to Pauline’s instructions, she typed in a series of commands, her unsure fingers making mistakes. It took her three tries before the message came up.
RAMBO Vi: THE RESCUE. POST EPISODES HERE. WILL CHECK AS WORKLOAD PERMITS. SEE YOU WHEN WE GET THERE.
UNCLE GRIFFIN

She punched a key. The message faded and the connection automatically broke.
They’re coming, thought Maggie as she stared at the blank screen, and we can talk to them on this thing. They have to be coming. God, Griffin, get here soon.
Headquarters, Panzerbrigade 11
Storchbach Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 11:54 a.m.
“Herr Colonel, I do not welcome interference by members of the high command in completing my mission.” Joel Guterman would have given any officer other than Shror a scathing reprimand. He needed to be painfully diplomatic with the representative from Blacksturm’s headquarters, however.
“Herr Colonel, I in no way wish to interfere. I merely suggested to certain personnel that they could be making much greater progress in distributing ammunition.”
“And so, by your orders and while you watched, the trucks were overloaded. And because they were overloaded two overturned, and when they overturned they collided, and in the collision and the fire the ammunition exploded!” Guterman counted slowly to ten, then twenty, just as the observer/controller at the NTC had taught him. “There are now two soldiers hospitalized and two dead, soldiers who might have helped accomplish the mission your headquarters has given me.”
“I have prepared a report to headquarters concerning your unit’s deficiencies in driver training.”
Guterman took two steps toward Shror, but stopped. He would have to kill him, and Joel Guterman was not yet prepared to be a murdefer. He was also not yet prepared to be a corpse — the rumors of executions and imprisonment for less than 100 percent loyal officers haunted him. Perhaps there was another way.
“Herr Colonel, I could move this brigade sooner if I had good intelligence on exactly where the threat is. You could be most helpful by persuading your headquarters to launch aerial reconnaissance to locate the Americans.”
“You should consider sending the reconnaissance company out early, perhaps now, to locate the enemy. The company is nearly ready. You know General Blacksturm has limited your air assets.”
“The gap between them and the main body would be too great.” Although Joel Guterman disliked the thought of fighting those who had been his allies for so many years, giving in might placate Shror and get the high command off his back. “I think, though, that such a move would be prudent only with aerial backup. Consider it, Colonel, you could coordinate the mission that found the enemy, which is critical to our success. For such a role and such initiative, such competence, one must surely be recognized.”
That seemed to register with Shror: his eyes darted as he imagined Blacksturm pinning on the medals, the handshakes, the adulation. “Herr Colonel, I will see what can be accomplished,” Shror said. “In the meantime I will relay to headquarters that you are dispatching the reconnaissance company.” Again he gave the stiff-armed salute.
“Herr Shror, I have yet to receive orders authorizing such a salute. I must therefore demand you cease using it.”
“Odd, Herr Colonel, your message center told me they received that order yesterday.”
I will have to watch him closely, Guterman thought; the bastard is a thorough spy. The Teletype message lay wadded in Guterman’s wastebasket. Once again, Guterman brought his hand to his eyebrow in the traditional western salute. “I shall speak to my communications officer at the earliest opportunity.”
“Ja, Herr Colonel. See that you do. I go to see what aerial assets can be arranged.”
When Shror closed his door, Joel Guterman called his operations officer and gave him instructions for the recon company. He hung up the phone, then smashed his coffee cup against the office wall in disgust.
Panzerbrigade 11 Vehicle Park
Storchbach Kaserne
Sunday, March 24, 12:45 p.m.
The reconnaissance company commander was preparing to issue his orders when Shror pulled him aside from his orders group.
“Herr Colonel, I have only a few moments before I must issue these orders. I beg you to let me have that time.”
“Captain Loeb, I have further instructions for your unit. Two reconnaissance aircraft have been allocated to search for the enemy, and a fighter-bomber flight to follow will attack his units. Since he will be weakened, you are to press your unit most aggressively to destroy the enemy.”
“Herr Colonel, I must question the sense of such orders. I have only a reconnaissance company; the enemy has a mechanized brigade. Our mission is to gain information, not to decisively engage the enemy. I have neither the equipment nor the training nor the forces to do so. In fact, I have direct orders from Colonel Guterman to avoid engaging the enemy except in self-defense.”
“I am canceling those orders and issuing new ones. You will do as I say.”
“On what authority, Herr Colonel?”
Shror’s face grew red. “On the authority of the high command!”
“Then, Herr Colonel, the high command is wrong. I must appeal these orders through my chain of command. This will cause me to miss my moveout time, but I must contact Colonel Guterman to report your order to change my mission.” The captain saluted, turned, and walked away to find a phone.
Shror shook with rage. “You will move your unit immediately and comply with my orders!”
The recon company commander kept walking.
Shror pulled out his pistol. “In the name of the high command I charge you with failure to follow orders and with desertion. You are hereby relieved!”
Loeb took two more steps, stopped, and spat on the ground. It was too much for Shror. The recon commander felt the bullets in his back at the same time he heard the pistol’s report.
Shror grabbed one of the stunned recon company lieutenants. “You are now the company commander. Do you understand your unit’s mission?”
“Ja, Herr Colonel, Ja.”
“Good, move out now, unless you too wish to be relieved.”
“No, Herr Colonel. I will move the unit.”
“Then go, go,” he shouted. “Do you hear me? Go!” Shror waved the pistol in the lieutenant’s face.
“Ja, Herr Colonel.” The lieutenant and his comrades ran to their vehicles, and in minutes the company rolled toward the vehicle-park gate of the German kaserne.
Shror shoved his pistol back into its holster. As he passed the dead recon company commander, he made a note to himself to have the man’s family investigated as possible traitors. Then he set off for Panzerbrigade 11 headquarters to have a talk with Colonel Guterman. The subject of his talk would be the necessity of following orders. But first there was the necessity of a midday meal.
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 2:07 p.m.
Mark Griffin sorted through the three-by-five cards he’d pulled from his pocket until he found the one marked “ITVs.” “Drivers should be checking road wheels for excessive wear” read the first line. Hell, he thought, I wouldn’t know a road wheel from a roadhouse, much less what to check on one. But a deputy commander is supposed to check during-operations maintenance at halts, so I’ll check. The lead platoon of the pick-up antitank company, parked just off the road nearby, seemed a likely candidate. Griffin hated the maintenance halts, the ten-and fifteen-minute stretches when the brigade stopped to take care of its equipment and when he masqueraded as an expert in a field where he felt himself less than an amateur. The walk to the platoon was all too short; suddenly the lead vehicle’s fender and his performance as a maintenance inspector were only a few feet away.
Almost fifteen years before, the army had decided it should give its wire-guided tank-killing missiles some kind of protection against small-arms fire as well as give them the mobility needed to keep up with tanks. The solution was the Improved TOW Vehicle, or ITV. The army took the workhorse of the Vietnam War, the M113 armored personnel carrier, yanked out the troop seats, put in missile racks, then mounted a turret containing two missile launchers oh the top. To fire, the vehicle must stop and raise its turret; when it does the turret looks like a hammerhead. From inside the vehicle the gunner places the crosshairs of the sight on the center of mass of the target. After firing, the gunner tracks his target as the missile makes a slow flight and everybody and their brother shoots at him, trying to make him miss. The missile technology, despite updates, is old, complex, and fragile. The mechanical technology is older. Budget cuts dried up the supply of repair parts. Troop cuts left units short of both ITV crews and critical repair personnel.
The results were predictable. The 195th carried twenty-four ITVs on its books. Only fourteen made it out of the motor pool. Griffin passed two along the road. The rest of the provisional company, organized into three platoons of four vehicles each, was parked alongside the road in front of him.
The lead three ITVs appeared deserted, their hatches open and the machine guns on top of the cupolas pointed carelessly toward the sky, a tree, or each other. He knew little about ITVs, but enough to know the platoon was short a vehicle. He also knew enough about tactics to see the platoon had no security. Whatever this maintenance stuff was, it wasn’t happening. Nothing was. He circled to the other side of the tracks.
When Griffin turned the comer, the soldiers stopped their chatter and froze. Guilty-faced, like kids caught playing hooky, they popped to attention from where they were lounging on the ground.
“Who’s in charge here?”
“Sir,” a voice from in back of the mob weaseled, “the lieutenant’s back at One-Three.”
“No, who is in charge here— of this picnic?” No one moved. “Let’s do it the hard way, then. Who’s the senior man?”
A sergeant wormed his way out of the middle of the group and made his way to Griffin.
“Sergeant Sutler, Sir. I’m the platoon sergeant.”
Sutler stood as high as Griffin’s chin, looking more like a dime-store clerk in battle dress than a platoon sergeant. Harmless, thought Griffin. The man is harmless. Everything we don’t need in a platoon sergeant.
“Sergeant, why isn’t your platoon pulling maintenance?”
“Sir, we did our maintenance at the last halt.”
“We’ve put more than a hundred miles on these things since then.” Griffin looked up at the aging ITV beside him. They used different ammunition, had different types of repair parts, required different training, needed different tools to fix them, and were employed differently in combat. It was a deputy commander’s nightmare, and Griffin didn’t sleep well these days as it was.
“Didn’t it occur to you that these things are old? The older a vehicle is, the more often you have to check it for wear or it breaks down.” Griffin glowered at the NCO. “Like maybe the ones that aren’t here?” Sutler stared back blankly.
“Why isn’t anyone pulling security?”
“Sir, One-One is the security track.”
“How come they’re not doing it?”
“I’m sure they are, Sir.”
Griffin looked at the empty cupolas and unmanned weapons. “Show me One-One.”
“I can’t, Sir. One-One’s the track that broke down. They’re back down the road.”
Tact, thought Griffin, Stern told me to be tactful. “Sergeant Sutler, come with me.”
They walked to the other side of the track, out of sight of the soldiers. Griffin’s voice grew loud as he tore Sutler apart. The soldiers could not have helped but hear and they cringed as Griffin sliced the pieces thinner and thinner. When the platoon leader finally arrived, Griffin dissected him, too. Only the deafening rumble of starting engines spared Sutler and his officer the full force of Griffin’s wrath. With their eyes fixed on Griffin and as he bored his way into them, his shouting, and the roar of the column coming to life filling their ears, none of the three saw or heard the jet in the distance as it paralleled the column.
Griffin made his way back to his track, talking aloud to himself so he could hear himself think over the rising engine noise. “Sloppy, they’ve just gotten sloppy. It’s no wonder: We’ve been moving for hours and miles and met no real opposition — nothing but impotent polizei. If they ever get hit, it’ll cost dearly because they’ve let their guard down. Maybe that’s what they need, a slap in the face to wake them up. Too bad someone’s gotta die to get their attention.” Inside his track he donned his CVC, broadcast an all-points bulletin to check security and maintenance procedures, then looked over the compiled status report data his sergeant had taken during the halt. His Bradley jolted as it moved forward, but — even blurred — the dancing statistics didn’t look good.
In a steady stream of one- and two-vehicle droplets, the 195th was slowly becoming anemic. Maintenance failures — the euphemism for broken-down tanks, Bradleys, and M113s — lay strewn along the roads behind them. Griffin frowned as he looked at the report. Already there were more breakdowns than the recovery vehicles could handle; serviceable armored vehicles dropped out of the column to tow broken ones. He ran the numbers through his head. In less than nine hours they could have most of what was broken fixed again. But in nine hours, at this rate of breakdown plus time to repair, in nine hours they’d bleed to death — they’d have less than half of what they’d started with, which was less than 100 percent.
And in much less than nine hours, Griffin thought, they could expect to meet Joel’s brigade.
Combat vehicle gate
Panzerbrigade 11 Vehicle Park
Sunday, March 24, 3:35 p.m.
Guterman watched the column roll by, brow furrowed, as his sharp eyes scrutinized each passing vehicle. Finally, he permitted himself a second away from inspecting his brigade for a glance at Shror. The colonel swaggered even as he stood, hands on his hips, to Guterman’s left. He believes this is all quite grand, I’m sure, thought Guterman. A mighty panzerbrigade rolling like a juggernaut to crush the enemy and ensure Germany’s, and most importantly his, place in history. He would command this, he thought, he would command it all. He has that air about him. The thought of his brigade’s weaknesses gnawed at Guterman. I am bound to obey his “guidance,” just as the message from headquarters says, but I cannot let him destroy this brigade— my brigade.
“Herr Colonel, what do you think of the high command’s intent to buy time?”
Shror turned. “You are not questioning the legitimacy or competency of higher authority, are you, Herr Colonel? I thought you fully understood General Blacksturm’s intent for your unit to delay the enemy sufficiently so that other forces may mobilize. Did I not show you the order that authorizes me to give you operational guidance in pursuit of your tactical objectives and to take such actions as necessary to ensure compliance?” He lowered his voice. “And have I not taken such actions?”
Were it not for the two hulking goons standing a few feet behind them, Guterman would have ripped Shror apart with his bare hands. Shror had ushered the same two Special Security soldiers into Guterman’s office when he had delivered the message authorizing him limited control over the brigade and the lecture on obedience to higher authority. Guterman put his hands behind him, concealing his fists as they clenched. A promising young officer lies dead at the whim of a rodent, my brigade advances toward a force of unknown strength with less than half its full amount of ammunition and at only eight-tenths of its full strength, my helicopter element is grounded due to Blacksturm’s paranoia, and I am powerless to change anything.
Joel Guterman took his time in answering Shror, time in which a time with an old friend and a time with an old trainer floated back to him.
They were quite drunk, he and Griffin. The ragged formation of empty bottles covered the table and the double images of the waitress stirred the two captains’ sotted loins. They solved the problems of two armies at once.
“You can’t do anything about anything if they fire you, Joel.” Griffin spoke German.
“It’s so easy for you to say so, Mark,” Guterman replied in English. It was their private agreement; each must speak the other’s language.
The ice in his American friend’s blood somehow withstood the antifreeze they’d poured in that night. “That’s bullshit, Joel. I feel things too. I just lock them up where they can’t do any damage. Do what you have to — be cold, survive, bide your time; there’ll come a point when you can change things.” Griffin lurched toward a wine bottle, got a death grip on its neck, then drained the dregs. “If you want to badly enough.”
The bar scene faded. In its place blinding desert light flooded through the open trailer door. Outside the Mojave Desert shimmered as it baked the dull earth, and Guterman’s armored vehicles grew so hot you either wore gloves or burned your skin when it touched the metal. Instead of the thick smoke of the tavern, he savored the cool dryness of the after-action review van’s conditioned air, taking one extra minute to talk with the senior observer/trainer.
“From you I have learned much in this after-action review, Colonel.”
“Thank you, Colonel Guterman. Then I am doing my job.”
“The soldiers your army has trained to impersonate a Soviet regiment are quite good, perhaps even unbeatable.” In the last operation — his first in the desert — Guterman’s battalion had fought them to a bloody draw, even if there was no real blood shed in the war game. Joel Guterman wanted a clean win.
“You want to know how to beat them, don’t you?”
Guterman nodded.
“Then follow your training and your instincts, Colonel Guterman. Every force, every army, every man, has his strengths and weaknesses. Know these and turn his strength against him and exploit his weakness. That’s easy to say, I know. To do so takes thought, and patience, and discipline. It’s difficult, but eminently possible.” The American put on his helmet and stepped into the sun.
“See you at the next mission, Colonel Guterman.”
“Ja, Colonel Stern, on the next mission.” Lost in thought, he floated back to his jeep and mumbled something to the driver.
He rode away pondering as the desert miles between the afteraction review van and his command post drifted by.

So, to Guterman, Shror’s ambition offered numerous possibilities. “I would never question the competency of headquarter’s guidance, Herr Shror. My only concern is that headquarters is so far removed. You, on the other hand, are quite close to the situation. You are much better able to discern the true nature of the operation and its potential.” Guterman lowered his voice so Shror could just hear it above the passing tanks. “I believe great things are possible. I would like to offer my services and technical advice to see that you achieve them. But you must trust my tactical judgment — we must have something left for the final push.”
Shror nibbled at Guterman’s bait. “I think I understand. But what is this final push you speak of?”
“This is a powerful brigade. There is no force in Germany to match it, and you tell me that tonight even more units will arrive to reinforce us. We must turn the Americans aside, of course, but it would be a shame for those who deserve to be in positions of responsibility to play a secondary role when the means of achieving those positions are at hand.”
Guterman could see Shror’s mind working. “And you, Herr Colonel, what position of responsibility would you desire?”
Hook, line, and — what was it Mark would say? Yes — and sinker. That’s what he’s taken if he’s asking me for my cut. Guterman drew himself up in mock righteousness. “You know my politics. I have none. I have wanted nothing else but to soldier. Would a good leader not need a loyal soldier who wished to do nothing else but be a soldier in charge of all his soldiers?”
“You have a plan?”
“No, I have no plans.” That much is true, Guterman thought. I don’t want a plan, only a little space to make one. “I have only ideas.” He paused to let Shror fantasize. “Let me explain them to you later. Now I must tend to my force so that we do not expend too much of it too quickly.”
“Yes, of course, Herr Colonel. Above all do not waste this resource. It has potential.”
Guterman made a point of saluting Shror before the latter could get off another stiff-armed salute. He strode off to his command vehicle and his brigade. I have bought myself some time, he thought, and I must use it wisely. I must think, and be patient, and have discipline.
195th Brigade TOC
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 7:15 p.m.
“That will do quite nicely, Captain Middletown.” Stern puffed on his pipe to signal his approval. The defensive plan covered all the bases. As much as he hated to admit it, Stern thought he could not have come up with such a plan in the short time he’d given his operations officer. Middletown warmed at his praise, trying not to smile, but letting sneak loose the proud grin of a grade-schooler who’d just received a gold star.
Alexander Stern responded with an understanding smile. “You do good work, Captain Middletown. Now get copies of your plan ready for the commanders and staff. They’ll be here any minute.” Middletown scurried off, eager to please.
Like Griffin, Stern also kept a running count of the brigade’s maintenance status. He, too, worked out the numbers and the loss rate. If the brigade kept losing vehicles at the current rate, it would be piecemealed along the road — combat ineffective if and when it hit the Germans. They needed to stop to repair what they could.
A track pulled up. Mark Griffin piled out, pulled off his CVC and tossed the helmet to his driver, then confronted Alex Stern.
“Boss, you can’t be serious about stopping.”
“Mark, you know damn well we have to.”
Griffin’s contorted face betrayed his frustration. Of course we have to, he thought. We’re bleeding to death from breakdowns. And of course we can’t, we have to get to the depot.
“I know, I know,” said Stern, reading Griffin’s thoughts on his face. “I’ve gone over the situation a dozen times. Maybe too many times. Show me a better idea.”
“I… I…” God damn it, thought Griffin, there must be a way. Then he turned. “Middletown, come here!”
The operations officer dashed over to the two colonels.
Let the S3 figure out how, Griffin thought. “How can we keep moving,” he demanded, “and still let the bulk of the brigade address its maintenance problems?”
Again Stern smiled. Griffin was learning.
“Uhhh…” Griffin’s question had come out of far left field, catching Middletown off guard. He shuffled his feet in the dirt as he tried to think. “We, ah, could push the cavalry troop out well forward — maybe reinforce them with a tank platoon from one of the battalions.”
“And the rest of the brigade?”
“They, ah, leapfrog at two-hour intervals. Yes, Sir, that’s it. They close up to here,” Middletown pointed at his map, “then every two hours they displace forward.”
“So we get maintenance time and we continue movement?”
“Yes, Sir, we get both.”
“Good,” Stern said with finality. “Modify your plan so we execute that concept.” Middletown practically spun around, desperately trying to form a new plan on the run and get a few minutes to put together a coherent order for the battalion commanders.
“And S3…”
No luck, thought Middletown. He turned back to Stern and Griffin.
“Captain, we’ve been very careful to ensure innocent civilians don’t get hurt. But what happens when we make contact with 11th Panzerbrigade?”
This time Middletown had an answer. “Initially, Sir, we have to defend.
I’ll pick leapfrog positions that will allow us to do so, and so let us build up our strength as we fix stuff. Eventually, we’ll have to attack to get through the Germans to the depot. We’ll probably need to conduct a movement to contact to find them first — unless they just decide to go away and let us pass.”
“Just what makes you think they might?” demanded Stern.
Middletown glanced at Griffin, then at the ground.
If it were any one of a hundred times or places before, Mark Griffin would have left the man under the gun to be blasted by his own words. But — for reasons that he had long before put away but now, somehow, meant the world to him — Griffin spoke up.
“I discussed this with Captain Middletown. I still can’t believe Joel, I mean Colonel Guterman, would side with these butchers. I knew him too well; he’s a good guy.”
“Maybe you knew him, but now he’s a bad guy. How are we supposed to tell the good guys from the bad guys? Nobody’s published a program. How do we tell a good German from a bad one, walk up and ask? If they don’t shoot us, then they’re good guys; if they do, then they’re bad?”
“Alex, if there’s even an off chance we can avoid combat with Joel’s unit, we ought to take it.” Griffin knew, and Stern also knew, the size and strength of Panzerbrigade 11. They both also knew Guterman was a very deadly opponent.
“You want to keep civilian casualties down,” said Griffin. “So keep the MPs in front and tell them to be very, very careful. They’ll keep the civilians out of the way no matter what color hat the Germans are wearing.”
“Colonel Griffin, as I can’t think of anything better, your plan will have to do. You got it all, S3?”
“Yes, Sir. Anything else, Sir?”
You mean any other changes that will throw you for a loop, don’t you, Captain? Middletown was learning too. No, thought Stern, those will cause you enough headaches. “That will be all. Thank you, S3. Execute.”
A dazed Middletown saluted, then hurried off to his maps.
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 7:45 p.m.
In the early dark of the night, one of his recon company’s Luchs armored cars lay burning a soccer field length to his rear. Seven hundred meters ahead, a Bradley slowly succumbed to flames; a hundred meters in front of the American armored vehicle, two upended HMMWVs smoldered. In the backseat of one of them, bullets from confiscated polizei pistols popped as they cooked off in the heat. Burnt flesh has its own particular stench, thought Oberleutnant Rusht as he surveyed his small piece of the battle. The lead vehicles of the recon company that he had so suddenly come to command had easily killed the MP vehicles — the HMMWVs and their occupants seemed to die, without much objection, to surprise machine-gun fire. But the Bradleys had been tougher; they’d cost him a vehicle. In accordance with Shror’s orders, Rusht pressed the attack. From across the sector, reports reached him of friendlies lost and American forces destroyed. By his best guess he faced off against his counterpart, a cavalry troop.
Now comes a game of cat and mouse, he mused, and we will soon discover who is the cat. In any event, 11th Panzerbrigade will soon arrive and you, my American friends and enemies, will soon be eliminated.
195th Brigade TOC
Along Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 8:00 p.m.
“I guess that gives us our answer.” Stern handed Cooper back his summary of the cavalry scouts’ reports.
“I still can’t believe it. Let me see.” Griffin quickly read through the papers.
“Mark, seven dead and twelve wounded ought to convince you. They fired on the MPs and shot them as they ran. The Cav lost two Bradleys before it could fire a shot. Sorry, Mark, your buddy has gone over to the bad guys.”
“This stinks. I don’t like it,” Griffin said, tossing the papers to Cooper.
“I don’t like it either. I remember Guterman from the desert. Vaguely, but enough to know he’s a real threat. If we’re going to get through them, he’s going to have to go.” Stern sighed, then reached for the comfort of his pipe. “This will be tough, real tough.”

SEVEN

Near the village of Truckenhoff
Germany
Sunday, March 24, 9:30 p.m.
Tucked just inside the edge of the forest on the wooded hillside, the men in the Bradley fighting vehicles scanned the village spread out below them. To the naked eye the barns, houses, and town shops seemed no more than blurry outlines in the night, but inside the Bradleys each structure in the valley below glowed plainly in the gunners’ thermal sights. Electric motors whined their eerie whine as the Bradleys’ turrets slowly rotated, searching for the Germans. Each member of the platoon sensed that, somewhere in the quiet farming town, the bad guys were waiting.
That was their problem — somewhere.
“Red Four, this is Red Three. Did you see which way they went?”
“This is Red Four. Negative. I bet they cut down one of those side streets.”
“This is Red Two. Roger. I saw one of ’em take a left about three streets up. I don’t know where he or the other one is now, though. They’ll probably pull the same trick as before: lie low and bushwhack whoever sticks his nose out first. Break, Red One, this is Red Two. What do you want us to do now?”
“This is Red One. Red element stand by for orders. We’ve done this drill before.” Hell, isn’t that the truth? thought a frustrated 1st Lt. Ralph McKay. We just spent forty minutes chasing these guys down goat trails to prod them out of the woods, and now we get to play hide-and-seek in this burg. The cavalry platoon leader swore to himself. All we’re doing is burning fuel and taking hits.
Since just after dark, McKay’s cavalry platoon — like the other two Cav platoons stretched across the 195th’s front — had played a deadly game of tag with the German recon company’s eight-wheeled armored cars. McKay’s platoon, and the whole troop, at first moved quickly on the Germans in the open countryside. But as the woods and villages thickened, the German vehicles dodged along narrow trails and skirted down side streets, firing when the more heavily armed but clumsier American vehicles lumbered into the open. McKay’s platoon had been lucky, all but one. The Germans had let Red Five pass by, then stitched shells into it from behind at less than fifty meters. McKay fought for twenty minutes just so a recovery vehicle could drag the hulk back. By the time the medics got to the riddled Bradley, they found only bodies. Counting the track that broke down on the march out, the loss of Red Five took him down to four out of six.
McKay scanned the village streets through the Bradley’s sights, hoping to pick up the enemy. This thermal sure turns night into day, he thought; I wish it could see around corners. Why won’t the brigade let us use artillery? he thought. Then we’d flush the Germans out in no time. I could sit here and the cannon cockers could throw high explosive at these guys from twelve miles back, and we’d be able to get on with it. But no, McKay whined to himself, the brigade commander doesn’t want “avoidable” civilian casualties. So we do it the hard way. He keyed the radio.
“Red, this is Red One. We clear this cow town block by block in bounds. Two and Three lead off; One and Four cover and follow.”
“One, this is Two. Can we get the tanks up here?”
“Negative.” The tanks they sent to support us would be even easier targets in those narrow streets, McKay thought. One of them supporting Blue platoon got waxed that way. I know it’s gonna take time, so let’s get to it. “Red Two and Three, move out in two minutes — straight down the main drag.”
He threw a switch and a small, dull red light glowed just enough for him to read “25mm — Armed.” Just show your face, comrade, was all he thought, just show your face. Comrade— how odd the GIs’ slang for the Germans seemed now. Maybe Granddad was right, thought McKay, maybe they’re really nothing but krauts. The two bounding vehicles came into his field of view as they headed downhill toward the village.
1-89th Infantry Battalion Aid Station
Vicinity Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 9:45 p.m.
By the dim lantern light in a field aid station, medics bandaged the wounded. The all-too-familiar creak of medic tracks delivering casualties signaled to the battalion physician’s assistant that he had more patients even before the medic darted into the tent.
“Three more from the Cav,” the corpsman told him. “We need to evacuate one farther back. I’ll get him stabilized and then in an ambulance. The other two are coming in here.”
In the army’s battalions there are no doctors, only “physician’s assistants,” warrant officers who do everything — and often more— than a doctor does but get much less pay and respect. Dave Marlboro had served with the 1-89th Infantry for a year. The medics set the first stretcher down and he went to work.
“How you doing, mister? You must be Cav. What platoon? Looks to me like you’re going to be okay.” He chattered, trying to put his patient at ease. If he answers questions, Marlboro reasoned, at least he isn’t thinking about his wounds. I’m getting too good at this bedside manner stuff. Too much practice recently. Multiple lacerations, internal bleeding. That arm is mangled; it’ll have to come off. Hmm, maybe not. We’ll see.
“Yeah, I’m Cav. Second Platoon — the Blue Platoon, blue balls. If you ain’t Cav, you ain’t… They took out my track, doc. From the blind side. Cheap hit. Fuckers, that’s what those German mothers…” The soldier faded in and out. “Your guys gave me a shot, doc. Sorry I can’t talk so well.”
“Morphine does that to you. Don’t worry about it. Does that hurt?”
“Owww! I mean yes.”
Good, thought Marlboro, the nerves are intact. The arm’s salvageable. He motioned to a medic behind him. “Clean him up and get some blood into him. I’ll dig the lead out of him, stitch him up, then set the fractures. While you’re doing that, let me look at this other patient.” A second stretcher lay on the other side of the tent. Marlboro pulled back a blood-caked blanket and surveyed the damage.
“Can you hear me, soldier? I’m Doc Marlboro. What’s your name?”
What was left of a body was attached to what was left of a face, and what was left of the face responded. “Yeah, doc, I hear you.” Fresh blood spattered onto the blanket as the man coughed up his answer. “Name’s Buford, John Buford.”
Marlboro made a quick judgment, then took a quicker look at the casualty information tag. Protestant, it said, no specific denomination.
“John, you need a treatment I can’t give you. You just hang on until I get the specialist here, you understand?”
“Yeah, I understand,” his voice rattled.
“Say ‘understand, Sir.’ Now you hang on until that specialist gets here, that’s an order. You understand?”
“Yes, Sir,” what was left of Buford wheezed, “yes, Sir.”
Marlboro reserved his “Sir” routine for those who really needed it. He’d used it before, twice already that night. Anything to take his patient’s mind off the pain. Marlboro turned to the medic behind him.
“Go get the chaplain.”
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Sunday, March 24, 9:53 p.m.
Middletown drove forward to the cavalry troop command track to supervise the full-court press against the enemy recon company. Thirty minutes later the grease pencil tick marks on his acetate chart told the story. In two hours the Cav had forced the Germans back four miles and destroyed two of their armored cars. But the enemy had put a tank and three Bradleys out of commission. Two of the vehicles were so badly damaged that the maintenance team could only strip what it could salvage and write off the hulks. The brigade could continue to advance, Middletown figured. But at the cost of two vehicles destroyed per mile per hour, by daylight there’ll be no cavalry troop. He struggled to clear his mind to think through to a solution, but the steady chatter on the radios aborted the beginnings of any ordered thinking. In his frustration he snapped his pencil.
3-29th Infantry Battalion TOC
Sunday, March 24, 11:05 p.m.
Stern’s track driver slowed and followed the bouncing red dot of the ground guide’s flashlight. A hundred yards away a few slender threads of light leaked from beneath the canvas extensions stretched from the backs of the battalion’s command vehicles.
Eads keyed the intercom. “We’re here, Sir.”
* * *
A half hour and one briefing later, Stern shook Eads to tell him to get back on the road. They drove in as much silence as there can be in a sixteen-ton Bradley fighting vehicle, Stern reflecting on the numbers scribbled upon the cards in his pocket. The night would be a long one for the mechanics, he thought as he ran over, the numbers, but this leapfrogging business seems to be working. We’ll be in good shape by morning.
“Sir, the S3’s calling you,” Eads said over the intercom. Lost in thought, Stern had missed Middletown’s attempt to reach him.
“Three, this is Six. Over.”
He heard the static, then Middletown’s voice. “Six, this is Three. Sitrep on the Cav follows.”
What Middletown told him wasn’t good. I have to have my eyes, my scouts, thought Stern. At this rate, by daylight I’ll be blind. He considered and rejected each option in turn. The battalions can’t help, they’re too busy wrestling with their maintenance problems. Send in more tanks? Might work, but in the woods and villages the Germans will take them out at close range. If I let loose the artillery, we’ll kill civilians. We can’t stop, either.
No way out.
“Three, this is Six. Wait, I have to think this one through. Out.”
Vicinity of 195th Brigade Maintenance Area
Sunday, March 24, 11:37 p.m.
“Six, this is Five. Monitored your talk with Three, and I know the answer.”
Somewhere back along the road, Mark Griffin had stopped shepherding stray units, broken down vehicles, and overworked maintenance teams for five minutes to listen in on Stern and Middletown. Seems pretty simple to me, he thought smugly, you road-bound treadheads.
“Five, this is Six. Cough it up, we don’t have time to play twenty questions.”
“Six, Five. Send in the infantry.”
“Negative. We have too much broken and not enough time to mount major infantry attacks.”
“Then don’t, because you don’t need them. Send in big groups, and they’ll make so much noise they’ll get waxed. All you need is what the jarheads used to call ‘a few good men’ to walk in. I’ll lead a team myself.”
* * *
Miles away from each other, Alex Stern and his operations officer listened to Griffin and simultaneously slapped their foreheads and, mentally at least, kicked themselves for overlooking the obvious. Stern radioed Middletown to make it happen, then deflated Griffin’s dreams of ditching his maintenance responsibilities. Stern told Griffin that, though the brigade had lots of squad leaders, it had only one Two IC; perhaps Griffin would get his chance to lead a patrol sometime when a quarter of the brigade wasn’t broken down along the highway.
Mark Griffin silently twisted his mouth in disappointed acknowledgment; once again Stern was right. Griffin could do nothing but “roger” Stern’s transmission and head off to supervise the brigade in putting itself back together. But my time will come, he said to himself. You’ll need an expert at walking in the woods sooner or later. When you do, I’ll get away from this diesel engine and armored crap and back to doing my business on the ground, which is what counts. He gave directions to his driver and his track lumbered down the road.
What counts, thought Griffin, what counts.
Maggie.
He hit the intercom switch. “Driver, how fast are we going?”
“Twenty miles per hour, Sir.”
“How fast can you go in the dark and still get us there without wrecking this thing?”
“Maybe twenty-five, Sir.”
“Make it thirty-five, we got places to be.”
“Yes, sir!” Griffin felt the track lurch forward as his driver tromped the accelerator.
Village of Truckenhoff
Sunday, March 24, 11:40 p.m.
“Red One, Red Two. Set in position, ready to cover your move.”
It took them the better part of an hour to come three-quarters through the village this way, two tracks moving and two covering. Twice, before anyone in the platoon could get off a clean shot, the Germans jumped back at the last minute. Only a block or so remained, although four different side streets and alleys fed into the main road. The two armored cars could be down any of them with guns pointed, waiting for the Americans to come to them.
“Red One, this is Red Two. I say again, we’re ready for your move.” “This is Red One. Change in the situation. Stand by. Out.”
The other lieutenant, his face smeared with black and green camouflage paint, waited as McKay put down the microphone.
“Sorry for the interruption,” apologized McKay to his guest, who had arrived just as the radio had begun to blare.
“Just make sure your guys know we’re coming.”
“Yeah, sure.”
“Now where did you say they were?”
“Well, like I said, there are four side streets or alleys that feed into this main road. The Germans could be on any one of them, or even between buildings. They probably have one armored car on the left side and one on the other.”
“Can you draw me a picture?”
“Huh? Sure, whatever.” McKay took the paper he was handed and sketched out the part of the village where the Germans might be, occasionally sliding into the turret to confirm through the thermal sight what his memory told him. He handed the completed product to his guest.
In the half-light of the Bradley’s interior lamps, McKay watched as the figure studied the sketch, drew something on it, then quickly made a copy. The artist was McKay’s age, but even in the cramped vehicle interior he seemed to slouch a little less than the Cav platoon leader. His hair was cut well shorter than regulations demanded. His counterpart’s leanness was evident to McKay, despite the uniform’s sacklike fit. Finished, he handed the original back to McKay.
“My plan’s on there: one squad on the left, one on the right. I’ll keep one with me to go either way, depending. You can see the other side of the town from here, right?”
“Uhh, yeah. Why?”
“If we don’t get them both at the same time, one may try and run for it. If you keep all your stuff pointed at the outskirts, maybe you’ll get him then.” And, thought the young man, those automatic cannon won’t be aimed into our backs.
They wrapped up a half-dozen details and the officer with the blackened face climbed out of McKay’s Bradley.
“Hey,” McKay called after him, “I didn’t get your name.” “Walker. Bill Walker.”
McKay chuckled. “That fits for a grunt.”
“Really,” Walker answered flatly. He disappeared into the night.
McKay grabbed the microphone. “Red, this is Red One. Friendly dismounted elements will pass in front of our positions to clear out the enemy. Orient weapons toward the roads out of the village.”
* * *
Several minutes later McKay watched through the Bradley’s thermal sight as the two lines of infantrymen snaked by him. Buttoned up behind the armor plating, with a 25mm autocannon, guided antitank missile, two machine guns, and a high-tech sighting system at his command, McKay felt very big compared to the twenty-five dots of heat that grew steadily smaller as they neared the village. Then he thought for a moment about the Germans, and actually felt a little sorry for them. The grunts will get in close and then it’s all over for the bad guys, he mused. Glad Walker’s people are on our side.
Quite suddenly, Ralph McKay felt very, very small.
Village of Truckenhoff
Monday, March 25, 1:02 a.m.
Walker’s platoon split up after it passed the Cav’s forward Bradleys. In the unlit side streets the Americans sensed the enemy was close by. Slowly, carefully, the squads felt their way along the dark, winding village streets, their eyes and ears straining into the blackness. Spc. Eldridge Macintosh and Spc. Harold Baldwin led the way.
“Hey,” Macintosh whispered. “Baldwin?”
“What is it, Macintosh?”
“How’s it feel to be the lead man of the lead fire team of the lead squad of the lead platoon of the lead company of the lead battalion in the brigade?”
“Why don’t you take over being point man and find out?”
“No, thanks anyway. Just thought I’d ask.”
“Fuck you, Macintosh. Just fuck you.”
Sent by their squad leader to scout out the street, the two men heard the Bradleys behind them crank up their engines. The pair stopped for a moment to become accustomed to the noise, then began to creep forward once again. The alley curved gently in front of them. Baldwin dropped to his belly and peered around the corner. Ten feet away sat the German armored car, its crew scrambling back in the hatches. Baldwin scooted back.
“I think I’ve found them. Pass it back to Sergeant Watson.”
Macintosh didn’t get the chance. Around the corner the German vehicle’s engine revved, and while Baldwin and Macintosh dropped flat the Luchs armored car whipped into the street, pointing their cannon toward the main road in anticipation of a blind-side shot at the advancing Bradleys. Baldwin could have reached out and touched one of the armored car’s big rubber wheels if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t want to.
“Baldwin, what do we do now?”
“You could throw a grenade down the hatch.”
“That only works in the movies.”
“How about we crawl until we’re behind ’em, move back a little, then put these two antitank rockets up their ass?”
“I like it. Let’s go.” It took them a couple of minutes, and then they had their two AT-4 antitank weapons pointed at the backside of the armored car’s turret.
“Okay, Macintosh, on three. One, two…
“I didn’t know you could count that high.”
“Fuck you, Macintosh. Just fuck you. Three.” The backblast from the two rockets made them blind and half deaf; the explosion as the rockets’ shaped-charge warheads burned through the enemy turret and set off the ammunition inside completed the task. The two Americans flopped on their bellies. Stunned at their success, they lay in the street watching the armored car bum and listening to their ears ring. The rest of the squad came up past the flaming enemy vehicle.
Macintosh stood, brushed himself off, then helped Baldwin to his feet. “Where’s the squad leader? Where are you, Sergeant Watson?”
“Right here,” an impatient voice called out of the dark. “What is it, Macintosh?”
Macintosh hauled Baldwin over to their squad leader.
“Sergeant, Baldwin here says to tell you he thinks he’s found the enemy.”
In the background they heard the staccato thumps of automatic cannon fire, then an armored car’s engine noise as it faded out into the distance.
Their squad leader cocked an ear, following the sound of the engine as it died out. “Just great, the Cav missed him. One of ’em got away. We’re going to be up all night with this shit.” He turned back to the pair. “Baldwin, since you can’t seem to get a report back in a timely manner, you come off point. Macintosh, you lead. All right people, form up and let’s get out of here.”
Walker’s men shuffled back toward the pickup point, where they would link up with their Bradleys. The platoon would follow the Cav until the next woods or next village got too thick, then dismount to clear it out. Only one armored car remained for them to chase down, but the enemy might send up reinforcements, and this time they would be watching for dismounted infantry.
“Hey, Macintosh?” Baldwin whispered.
“What is it, Baldwin?”
“How’s it feel to know you’re going to be the lead man in the lead fire team in the lead squad in the…”
“Fuck you, Baldwin. Just fuck you.”
Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
Monday, March 25, 1:18 a.m.
“Do we have good communications with the reconnaissance company yet?”
“Ja, Herr Colonel. They have made contact with the enemy and seem to be delaying their advance. The recon elements are, however, taking significant losses. According to reports, the Americans are attacking with dismounted infantry.”
Guterman paced the short distance between the canvas walls of his command post. This will not do, he thought. I will need my reconnaissance assets for the battles that are sure to follow. He looked at his map, then at his watch, then back to his map. Time, I need time. Time to close up the brigade, time to think out a plan. He swiveled angrily to face Shror. “Your insistence upon an attack has cost me a precious asset. In the woods, and especially the villages, the reconnaissance company is helpless against the American dismounts. It will be another two hours before my infantry battalions close. The additional battalions your headquarters sent me — which I did not ask for and that I now have to feed and arm and control — are still stumbling off trains and milling around in their assembly areas. The staff is out trying to find the half of them who are lost. My tanks are here, but even you know they would be easy prey in the close quarters of forests and towns. We must pull back until the rest of the brigade arrives.”
“You have done well, Herr Colonel, to move your unit so far so fast. It is a pity you did not better train your reconnaissance company; perhaps they would not have suffered so.”
The hate in Guterman’s eyes flashed strong enough to make Shror’s bodyguards slide their hands toward the triggers of their Uzis. Out of necessity — and, he thought, only until the time is right — Joel Guterman fought down his rage. “I have no counter to the dismounted threat. What does the high command suggest now?”
“Have not the two artillery battalions arrived, Herr Colonel? Are they not in position?”
“Yes, of course, but they cannot fire. In the villages, and even in the forests, people are still in their homes. We cannot take the risk of…”
“But you will, Herr Colonel. You will order the artillery to fire. The reconnaissance company will direct the fire. The fire will hold the Americans and preserve your precious recon company until your infantry comes up to accompany your tanks.”
“But the people!”
“What is the loss of a few peasants but an unfortunate cost of war? They will be heroes of the state, since you must have some consolation, sacrificing their homes and lives for the glory of the Reich. The high command so directs you.”
“I must have a written order directing me to do so.”
“If it salves your conscience.” Shror pulled out his notebook and composed the directive, writing off homes and lives to the artillery’s high explosive with a few strokes of his pen. He shoved the order toward Guterman. “Your reconnaissance company sends accurate reports, Hen-Colonel. They know where the Americans are. See to it that your artillery engages the Americans the next time they show their faces.”
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Monday, March 25, 1:30 a.m.
“The Russians?”
“Diplomatic protests from what they call their central government. What’s left of the republics’ armies are on increased readiness status. Mostly they have sent ‘messages of concern.’ I don’t think they know what to expect. Essentially, though, Herr General, they are no longer players.”
“And the Czechs? The Poles?”
“The same, only less. Their armies are hollow. We could take them in days.”
“We will do so later. What about the rest of NATO?”
“The French and English are making loud noises, but they are doing little.”
“I will deal with them later too. The Leader made the mistake of fighting on two fronts, I shall not be so stupid. And I will have my ultimate weapon before I make my moves.” Karl Blacksturm rose from behind his desk and opened his liquor cabinet. A satisfactory day, he thought, quite satisfactory. Enough so that a celebratory drink is in order.
“Schnapps, Herr Colonel?”
“Nein, danke, Herr General. I still have much more to do tonight.”
Blacksturm drained the first glass. A good bum, he thought as the drink coursed down his throat, a good Aryan bum. He poured himself another.
“What else is of interest?”
“Two items from two different parts of the world. From the Middle East, some very discreet inquiries from Libya and Iraq concerning the intentions of the new government. I view these as early attempts to establish relations. I believe they may see us as potential allies against the Americans.”
“Interesting. I remember training their terrorist teams when I was in East Germany. They may have potential. Go on.”
“The Israelis, of course, have been denouncing us for days. They have stated that our imprisonment of Jews is intolerable.” The colonel drew a long breath. “I do not like it, Herr General. Somehow I fear Israel’s potential reaction more than I fear the Americans’.”
“Worry not, Herr Colonel,” Blacksturm said as he drained his second glass. “We hold too many of their people hostage; they would not dare intervene.” He sneered at his own worry about “world opinion.” How many battalions has world opinion? With a trace of unsteadiness he poured himself a third. “What reaction from the Americans? I know the status of their forces in country. Did the reinforcing units link up with Panzerbrigade 11?”
“Ja. It is being accomplished with great difficulty, Herr General, but by morning, when the other units arrive, Guterman will have almost ten thousand soldiers at his disposal. He will crush the American brigade like dirt under his boots. And of course, the rest of the army mobilizes in a few weeks.”
“But from the American government?”
“Publicly, Herr General, you are aware of their protests and their position. It seems their opinion polls show most of their people believe us to be responsible for the attacks on their forces. Privately, however, we have received communications from their government that suggest they seek some form of ‘stability.’ In view of their operations against us, I do not know what to make of their inquiries.”
Blacksturm, too, was puzzled. Such an action is evidence of either incredible duplicity, he thought, or of incredible weakness. Perhaps they were, to use their phrase, “hedging their bets.” Well, he mused, two can play their game.
“Open what communications you can with the American government. Give them your assurances that we seek only a stable Europe, one safe for their investment and their industries. Tell them we wish to, how do they say it, get back to ‘the usual business’ as soon as we deal with our internal problems. Those who matter in America have money. Their leaders are businessmen above all else. They will understand profits above principles. But we must ensure they understand who is giving orders. Find their ambassador and send him to me.” The colonel nodded as he scribbled notes.
“Communicate to Shror that I wish the American brigade destroyed immediately.”
The colonel started. “Herr General, I do not understand.”
“In only a day or two, Herr Colonel, we will own weapons that will multiply the force of our soldiers a thousandfold. I will play the international game of words to which the American president challenges me, but once his army here is neutralized I will hold him, and the world, in the palm of my hand. And I shall squeeze.”
The schnapps glass shattered in his hand.
Village of Zenstein
Germany
Monday, March 25, 2:52 a.m.
Another village. Another delaying action by the Germans. Another walk through the night by tired, chilled infantrymen who were losing another two hours’ sleep while the supporting cavalry’s Bradleys waited for the enemy armored cars to take a false step.
Inside the turret, McKay didn’t hear the whine announcing the arrival of enemy artillery, but Walker’s men in the village three-quarters of a mile to McKay’s front froze at the sound of shells ripping the air above them.
“Incoming!”
They pressed themselves into the sidewalks as houses shattered around them. Between volleys a woman screamed, the sound of her horror drowned out by the cascade of brick and mortar and shrapnel and deafening roars. The barrage went on for a ten-minute forever. Then silence.
* * *
I’m alive, thought Watson, I made it. Still too afraid his realization was a dream to move, for a second he lay still, then wiggled his toes and fingers and shifted his hips gently, carefully, from side to side. Everything works. I’m alive and I’m all right. His platoon leader’s voice over the squad radio gave Sgt. Nick Watson the grip he needed to shove back his fear.
“Tarantula One, this is Tarantula Five. Sitrep,” spouted the radio again. That’s the lieutenant, thought Watson. He made it too. He wants a situation report already? For Watson to press the switch on his radio was a major act of will, for to press the switch was to end the simple ecstasy of being alive and replace it with the burden of leading his squad.
“Tarantula One, Tarantula Five.”
“These people don’t pay me enough for this,” muttered Watson as he reached for the radio. “Tarantula Five, this is Tarantula One. Lemme check my squad. Sitrep in five mikes.”
He shook off the chunks of mortar and brick as he stood, not waiting for his platoon leader’s acknowledgment. Lieutenant Walker’s good, Watson thought, he’ll give me five minutes — but only five. The El-tee always checks his watch closely. Watson took a deep breath.
“Fire team leaders, check your people! I want a status report in two minutes!”
195th Brigade TOC
Monday, March 25, 3:05 a.m.
“Artillery? You’re sure?”
“That’s what both the Cav and the infantry working with them reported, Sir.”
After a long night on the road, both Stern and Griffin had made their way back to the brigade Tactical Operations Center — the TOC.
Griffin turned away from the radio operator. “It just doesn’t make sense,” he said. “I can’t see Joel Guterman using artillery in a populated area. He wouldn’t kill civilians in order to get at our people.” Griffin shook his head in disbelief as Stern frowned and bit down on the stem of his pipe.
“You don’t have to see it,” Stern shot back, “the Cav and the patrols saw it for you. Up close and personal. Your pal Guterman is playing on their side now, and you’d better accept it.” Stern struck a match and lit his pipe. “Or maybe you’d like to go ask him in person.” He waved out the match, then looked around the TOC until he found Cooper. “S2!”
Cooper put down the Coca-Cola he’d been nursing. “One hour, Sir.” He answered calmly.
“Huh? How did you know what I was going to ask you?”
Cooper stood, his lanky six-foot frame gliding out of the chair to command their attention. “Sir, I am an intel officer. I am paid to anticipate. In one hour we will know if the artillery was a prelude to a German attack or if it was a last resort to extricate their reconnaissance elements. If the enemy uses his artillery again or if he appears in company strength in that time window, then we can logically deduce they mean to fix us in place for an attack. That will mean the understrength Panzerbrigade 11 has received reinforcements significant enough to make attacking plausible. If the cavalry doesn’t report any new forces entering the battle, then the Germans are playing for time.” He was different somehow. The acne and the awkwardness were irrelevant; this Cooper knew the enemy better than they knew themselves. Punching his laptop computer keys and rummaging through manuals and reports, this Cooper had thought through the moves and countermoves of each force. This Cooper was a way inside the Germans’ thinking, a way to understand what they were doing, a key to parrying their thrusts and taking advantage of the openings they presented. “Either way, their commitment of their artillery demands the cavalry take much greater care as they advance. The Cav must be prepared to transition from aggressive reconnaissance to flexible defense on a moment’s notice, especially if additional enemy units become involved. I recommend the S3 direct the infantry elements assisting the Cav to conduct dismounted patrols before the cavalry moves forward. Such patrols should be no more than squad-sized to avoid presenting a lucrative target. I further recommend he order the Cav troop commander to identify tentative positions where he could screen the brigade main body to provide us early warning and that he be prepared to occupy these if the enemy signals an intention to attack.”
Stern grabbed his pipe to keep it from dropping out of his mouth. Griffin stood with his head cocked in amazement. Across the TOC a just-arrived Middletown fought his way through the canvas door flaps in time to hear Cooper’s analysis. He, too, stared wide-eyed at Cooper’s imposing presence.
“Who is this guy?” Middletown sputtered.
“When did you get a backbone?” Griffin asked.
Alex Stern struck another match and puffed to get his pipe going again. It’s the real thing now, thought Stern. You’re either fluff or you’re something substantial; too many were nothing but fluff. His face wore the envious smile of a man who watches another come into his own, knowing that as he watches he still has some distance to go himself.
“Captain Cooper, I’m glad you’ve arrived. Hail fellow, well met.”
“Thank you, Sir. This is, after all, my job.”
The White House
Washington, D.C.
Sunday, March 24, 9:05 p.m.
By all the press accounts and from his carefully managed media image, he was a patient man — one who listened carefully to all points of view, one who considered every angle, one who wanted every cost and every benefit fully explained before he decided. Yet after 31/2 hours of charts and graphs and satellite imagery photos and briefings, the president wanted just one thing from his advisors and chiefs of a dozen acronymed agencies — NS A, DOD, JCS, CIA. The president addressed those who sat around the polished mahogany conference table in the Crisis Management Center briefing room.
“The bottom line, ladies and gentlemen. What’s the bottom line?”
Except for his five-minute pitch on the posture of U.S. ground forces in Germany and the readiness of the stateside Rapid Deployment Forces (RDF), General A1 Carrie had kept quiet. Giving Defense’s readout was the secretary’s job; presenting the services’ assessment was the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s responsibility. Carrie held only the title of Chief of Staff of the Army. He was bit player in the larger production. Yet it was not “Big Al’s” way to keep quiet, and the heavy silence as the agency and department heads declined to tell it like it was wore on him.
“Mr. President,” he said, able to take it no longer.
“Yes, General?”
“The bottom line, Sir, is that we have one brigade that appears to be moving to the depot where the nuclear and chemical munitions stocks are stored. It appears that a German force is trying to interpose itself between the depot and that brigade, suggesting they don’t want us to have the depot. It also appears, from the satellite shots, that the depot itself has come under attack.”
“Fair enough. Who told this guy to take off on his own for the munitions dump?”
The secretary of defense coughed. Heads turned. “You did, Mr. President.”
“I did?”
“Two months ago Executive Order 23445 directed the services to increase the protection of sensitive installations. That order went forward as a “PERSONAL FOR” message under the signature of theater commanders.”
“And the army’s just now getting around to it? Who decided to wait until the middle of a German revolution to execute orders?”
“That individual is dead, Sir.”
“What about his superior?”
“Also dead, Sir.”
“Just who in hell is in charge over there?”
“As I briefed, Sir, the deputy assistant for…”
The president cut him off. “We have deputy assistants running the show? Where are…”
It was the secretary’s turn to interrupt. “Dead, Sir. All killed in the assault on the Baumflecken facility.”
“Okay, okay. So what’s left of the army in Europe is sitting still while this one guy is doing something. Can we help this guy?” The president turned to the general in blue. “What about your air assets?” The chief of staff of the air force dropped his eyes to the table. “The Germans have refused us permission to fly, citing the terrorist threat. Nothing, military or civilian, is going in or out of any airfield anywhere in the country. They’ve also sent a backchannel communique stating that any violation of their airspace from outside or any attempt to launch aircraft from our German bases would be considered a hostile act. They’ve stationed combat air patrols over the airfields as well as over the army’s kasemes. We’d never get off the ground.”
“How about the RDF?”
“Sending them in without air cover is suicide, Mr. President.” The president shook his head sadly. “I still can’t believe we can’t even talk to this guy to tell him he’s on his own.”
“We went over that, Sir. With everybody else locked down on their bases and with no TACSAT commo, there’s just no way to reach him.” The head of the largest military and economic power in the world sat back in his chair. “Gentlemen, our European allies — the other ones— have all expressed concern but counseled caution. The Israelis have said the situation is intolerable and that they’ll respond, and if I know them at all that response will be quick and massive.” He paused to think. “I want Defense and State to start negotiating with the other members of NATO for forward deployment of air and land forces. Twist whatever arms you need to.” He waved off the almost-spoken objections of the JCS chairman. “I know what you said about shortage of air lift — work around it.”
“Mr. President, by the time we can assemble and deploy enough forces to…”
“I know, by that time it’ll be too late. Perhaps the threat will slow them down. I don’t see that we have any other options. Does anyone else?”
The room was silent.
“Then gentlemen,” said the president, “the bottom line is that it all rests on some army colonel named Alexander Stern.”
195th Brigade TOC
Monday, March 25, 3:25 a.m.
Stern, Griffin, and Middletown stood staring at the situation map. Stern traced the cavalry troop’s dispositions with his finger.
“How long is the ride to the Cav, Captain Middletown?”
“About twenty minutes, Sir,” The S3 replied. Griffin eyed his boss warily. “You’re not thinking of going up there, are you?”
“I want to see what’s going on for myself,” answered Stern. “It’s the one place I haven’t been tonight.”
“Sir,” Middletown protested, “it’s dark and late and dangerous.”
“I’m used to the dark, and I’m used to being up late, and I’m getting used to the danger. Where’s my track driver?”
“Probably asleep, like you should be,” lectured Griffin.
“At least take my tank, Sir,” implored Middletown. “My crew’s still awake, except for the gunner, and that old M60 will run 45 mph easy— much faster than your track. You’ll be up there in no time, and it’s got a lot more protection than that flimsy track of yours.”
“What are you doing, Captain, calling my track ‘flimsy’? Oh all right, I’ll take your tank and sleep between stoplights.”
He was halfway out of the TOC when he turned to Middletown. “Where’s your gunner?”
“At the medics’. Nothing serious. You weren’t thinking of using him, were you? Maybe you shouldn’t go, since I don’t have a full crew.” Stern snorted. “You are looking at one of the few infantrymen to get a perfect tank gunnery score.” He ducked through the canvas extension flaps and was gone back into the night.
Vicinity of Zenstein
Monday, March 25, 3:40 a.m.
They were lost, no doubt about it. Perhaps we missed a turn an hour ago. Or maybe two. Searching for a landmark, Capt. Earl Wasserman stared into the night, desperately trying to orient himself, but the darkness revealed nothing. Then he looked back to his map, which told him even less. But was this not to be expected? After all, they went through an early-moming alert, received first one then another platoon of infantry as attachments, drew ammunition, loaded their tanks onto railcars that seemed to appear from nowhere, rode for hours across the country without knowing where they were going, detrained, waited, then were given the vaguest of orders by a scatterbrained major from high command headquarters as the sun set. “Move south along Route 11, then west on Route 43, then link up with Panzerbrigade 11 in this vicinity.” The circle the major had traced on Wasserman’s map covered twenty square kilometers. The enemy? “The Americans are disorganized and greatly understrength, and they are advancing on Kriegspiel. Your tank battalion, when the remainder of it arrives, will assist in the destruction of the remnants of this force. I will send the other companies to join you. Move now.”
As the night air chilled the part of him that stuck out of the commander’s hatch of the Leopard tank, Wasserman, commander of 1st Tank Company, shook his head in disbelief as he recalled the major’s briefing. How could the Americans be both disorganized and advancing? His stomach rumbled almost as loudly as the tracks of his tank, and he thanked the foresight that had told him to pack extra rations. Since breakfast they’d relied on packaged meals and the water in their canteens, both of which were now gone. He looked over his shoulder and saw the small glow of the nightlights of the tank behind him. The radio was worthless; no one answered his calls. He knew nothing of where the Americans were, where Panzerbrigade 11 was, or even where he was. He looked at his watch — he’d spent the last quarter hour and nearly twelve kilometers trying to decide what to do.
Then ahead, in the distance, orange flashes lit the night sky. Over the twin rumbles of his tank and stomach he heard a third: impacting artillery.
“Driver, take the next left turn. Head toward the lights.” A minute later the company followed his tank as it swerved down a side road, the flashes still distant but now straight in front of him. Almost as an afterthought he hit the radio’s “transmit” switch. “All tank gunners will load armor-piercing ammunition. Machine guns will be readied.” The thought of three-foot-long shells slamming into each tank cannon’s breach comforted him. At least they would be prepared for whatever they found.
Lost in the night, without orders or direction, Wasserman took the course countless soldiers before him had taken: He would ride to the sound of the guns.
Village of Zenstein
Monday, March 25, 3:59 a.m.
“Hey, Baldwin, do you hear what I hear?”
“I hear tanks. What do you hear?”
Macintosh and Baldwin, of course, had no thermal viewers. They had only their senses, and their low-tech eyes couldn’t cut through the dark to see Wasserman’s advancing column. But a dozen field exercises had taught them the infantryman’s knack of recognizing the sound of tanks in the night. In peacetime it was a skill that kept those who sleep on the ground from being run over.
“I hear tanks. I hear something else, too. Their personnel carriers maybe? Sounds like trouble, big time.”
They struggled to hear, then both dove for the concrete when they recognized the sound that an infantryman hates more than a first sergeant’s yell or the morning alarm clock. What was left of the town again erupted around them.
Incoming.
* * *
Wasserman’s company closed rapidly on the impacting artillery, but he could still find no sign of anyone, friendly or enemy. He turned on the tank’s night-vision device and suddenly the terrain glowed red and black. Like the American machines, the big Leopard IIs possessed thermal sights.
His gunner saw them first. “Herr Captain?” he called to Wasserman over the intercom. “I can see enemy vehicles on the hillside beyond the town.”
“Within range? Any tanks?”
“Soon, no more than a couple of kilometers, Herr Captain. No tanks, only smaller silhouettes. Two are moving, Herr Captain!”
Wasserman watched the explosions demolish the farming village as his company closed on it. The only reason to use artillery is against infantry, he reasoned; therefore, American dismounts must be down there. And no tanks. He felt an opportunity to eliminate a threat, to redeem his night of misguided wanderings.
“Tank platoons will come on line and attack enemy on the hillside to our front. Infantry platoons will clear the village of enemy dismounted forces once artillery preparation is complete.” Then he toggled the intercom switch.
“Gunner, pick the center vehicle in the enemy formation. Prepare to engage.” The turret shifted beneath him as the gunner swerved the 120mm cannon on target.
Panzerbrigade 11 Command Post
Monday, March 25, 4:15 a.m.
“Herr Colonel, the reconnaissance element reports a tank and infantry element of ours has entered their area and is advancing on the enemy.” The radio operator handed him the message. “The recon element does not have radio contact with them and cannot tell them to stop.”
Guterman, his face set in anger, swiveled his head at Shror. The high command’s representative only smiled. “One of our lost sheep has become a wolf, eh, Herr Colonel? That is good,” Shror sneered. “Perhaps his aggressiveness, however misguided, will make up for your lack of it. Let him go, the recon element can contact him in person after he cleans out the Americans.”
“This is madness! We have no idea what is behind their cavalry. We risk losing an entire company, perhaps more.”
“No, Herr Colonel, this is war. If this company is victorious, you will follow up with whatever you have to exploit his success. The high command wishes you to attack immediately.” His eyes darkened. “You are already late.”
“Who is in command of this brigade?” demanded Guterman.
“You are, Herr Colonel, of course,” Shror said as he rifled his jacket pockets. He pulled out a paper, carefully unfolded and surveyed it, then nodded approvingly and handed it to Guterman.
“Read carefully, Herr Colonel. This order was signed by the commanding general himself.” Guterman’s throat grew tight. He looked up at the colonel from the high command. Shror’s two henchmen hovered over their master, their shadows blocking out the light. The three seemed to him to blend together into one.
“You are in command of this brigade,” Shror said quietly, “and I command you.”
Vicinity of Zenstein
Monday, March 25, 4:18 a.m.
“Red, this is Red One.” McKay centered the lead tank in the sight’s crosshairs as he broadcast to his platoon. “Reinforced tank company four-three hundred meters, direct front. Get your missiles ready, prepare to bound back. Three and I will cover Two and Four and the infantry as they move.” In front of him the town continued to disintegrate underneath the downpour of German artillery. Those damn grunts sure stepped into some shit this time, thought McKay. He held the sight picture steady as he radioed Walker to get his people out of the town, then sent his sitrep to higher headquarters. In about three minutes, he judged, the krauts will be in range — and so will we.
* * *
A mile behind the cavalry, Sfc. Roosevelt Lawson eavesdropped on McKay’s transmissions. He took only a few seconds to make up his mind.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. The Cav’s got a tank company-plus coming at them and they’re going to need us. Form column and follow me.”
“Zero-One, this is Zero-Two. We’re down. The sonofabitch won’t move. I think it’s the oil cooler. I’m switching frequencies to call for a maintenance vehicle.”
Lawson swore under his breath. Timing is everything. We go with what we got. He toggled the CVC’s intercom switch.
“Driver, move out. Straight ahead. Gunner load up and stand by.” Half a league, half a league…, chanted Lawson as the engine revved up and his tank lurched forward.
* * *
“Stay low, Macintosh!” Baldwin called out above the artillery roar.
“I can’t get any lower,” he yelled back.
“Why not?” A chunk of brick skidded along the street in front of him.
“My wristwatch is in the way.”
* * *
Stern keyed the radio of his tank.
“Five, this is Six.”
“This is Five at the TOC,” came Griffin’s answer.
“Get the redlegs on the horn,” commanded Stern. “I want supporting artillery fires for the Cav.” We might kill civilians, Stern thought with regret, but the Germans have boxed me in. I have to get the Cav out intact. So they’re attacking with a reinforced tank company — odd they haven’t hit the other two Cav platoons. I’ll know more when I get up there.
“This is Five. Roger. Wait.”
Griffin’s voice came back a minute later. “Redlegs say up and ready to fire.”
“This is Six. Roger. I’m going up to take a look.”
“Six, Five. Try not to get yourself killed.”
“I’ll try,” replied Stern. I’ll really try. He flipped a switch. “Loader, put a HEAT round, no, a sabot round, in that thing.” There are a bunch of tanks out there. If we have to defend ourselves a depleted-uranium bullet would be better than a high-explosive antitank round, Stern thought. His tank rolled past the cavalry’s maintenance vehicles along the side of the road.
* * *
“First Squad, fall back on me!” Sergeant Watson yelled as the artillery let up. Walker had told him the Germans were coming in strength. He needed to collect his men and get back to better, more defensible positions. Three soldiers staggered toward him.
“Alpha Team coming in.”
“Where are the other two?”
“Dead. The indirect got ’em.”
“We don’t leave soldiers, dead or alive. Go back and get them.”
The soldiers looked at each other, then at the ground. “We can’t, Sergeant.”
“Why the hell not?”
“A round hit dead on ’em. There’s nothin’ left to get.”
Watson didn’t have time to be shocked. The tracked vehicles he heard pulling into the village sounded the Germans’ arrival, and one fire team was still missing.
* * *
The heat from the rocket motors made the thermal sight white out for a split second, and McKay’s Bradley rocked slightly as the round left the tube.
“Missile awaaay!”
“Hold it steady,” McKay coached over the intercom. “Keep it center of mass.” The wire-guided missile would take seventeen seconds to reach its target, and all of that very, very long time until impact McKay’s gunner had to keep the crosshairs of the sight centered on the enemy tank. A half mile to his left one of his other Bradleys fired. Through his sight he could see Red Two and Red Four scurrying back up the hillside, sprinting across the open fields toward the safety of the wood line, zigzagging like pass receivers to keep the Germans from getting a good shot.
It worked for Red Two.
* * *
“Good shooting!” called Wasserman. “One less American.” He stuck his head out of the hatch to admire his work. In the distance the burning hulk was plainly visible. As he looked to his left and right, even in the dark he could feel the power and mass of his company as his tanks spat death and bore down on the American position. He ducked involuntarily as an errant antitank missile flew past, then clenched his teeth in anger as another missile found its target. One of his tanks flamed to a halt.
“Faster, driver, faster!” He broadcast the same command and the line of juggernauts picked up speed as it bounced cross-country.
* * *
Lawson’s platoon was just coming out of the woods when he saw the enemy.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One.” Lawson rechecked the range through the tank’s thermal sight. “Targets at three-two hundred meters and closing. Form line, spread out, find a good hull-down position. Stand by for fire command.”
* * *
“You see ’em?” Macintosh whispered.
“Yeah, I see ’em.”
“So what do we do, Baldwin? I count twelve.”
“Yeah, twelve. In the open.” Baldwin propped himself up, took aim, and swept the advancing German line with fire. Macintosh chimed in with his rifle. The line flattened.
“That’s what we do.”
Suddenly the air was thick with return fire, bullets careening off the rubble around them. Macintosh and Baldwin ducked and rolled.
“Nice move. Now what?”
The three other members of their fire team ran past, headed for the rear.
“We follow those guys, that’s what.”
* * *
Just great, thought Lieutenant Walker, as he looked down at his map. They finally give us artillery, and I can’t use it because my own people are out there. Suddenly, like the sounds of a slave’s chains breaking, he heard the clomp of boots. Five figures passed by and flopped to the ground. One crawled up next to him.
“Hi, Mom, we’re home,” said Macintosh. “What’s to eat?”
“Macintosh,” Walker growled, “you and your numbnuts buddy get over there with the rest of your squad. Sergeant Watson’s been looking for you.”
“Sorry, Sir,” Baldwin apologized as the team filed away. “We were momentarily detained by a couple of platoons of ’rad infantry.”
“Well, get over there and get ready to welcome good old comrade. And tell Sergeant Watson I said to keep your heads down because I’ve got artillery coming in.”
“Haven’t we seen enough artillery for the night, Sir?”
“The next artillery we see should be ours. Now get out of here so I can go to work.”
“Yes, Sir. They’re real close. Read the map real careful, Sir.” Baldwin trotted off.
Read the map real careful? thought Walker. Would I call in the wrong coordinates and bring it down on us instead of them? Why, you turkey, I’ll… Gunfire began to pop to his left, and he knew no time remained for steaming at Baldwin. He shook his artillery forward observer.
“Sir?”
“That mission I had you send the guns earlier? Tell them fire for effect. Now.” The gunfire grew menacingly louder.
“And tell them danger close.”
Sergeant Lawson wiped the sweat from his eyes, looked through the sight, and keyed the radio.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Enemy tank company advancing, range two-seven hundred meters and closing. Cross, platoon volley, at my command…”
He waited patiently for the enemy tanks to close the gap—2600, 2500, 2400, in range…
“Fire!”
* * *
“Three enemy tanks on the hillside!” Captain Wasserman screamed into the microphone. “Engage the tanks! Engage the tanks!” He saw the orange puffs from the Americans’ guns. “Return fire, return fire!”
Turrets swiveled, gunners steadied themselves as the hydraulics and stabilizing devices helped them line up their crosshairs on the silhouettes, and German tank commanders issued quick firing orders, but three of Wasserman’s ten remaining tank gunners never got the chance to pull a trigger. The Americans’ 120mm rounds hit home, punching lethal holes through the Germans’ armor. One Leopard’s turret blew off as the ammunition inside it detonated.
They now had only seven out of thirteen, but it was still seven against three. The Germans relentlessly bore down on the American position, closing the distance to make their numbers tell. Another volley of American shells found their targets, but the Germans kept moving— and they fired as they moved.
* * *
“Tango Zero-One, this is Tango Zero-Three. We’re out of it. Took a hit full frontal. Driver’s hurt, but he’ll live. Our stuff’s gone, though.”
“This is Zero-One. Roger.” Shit, Lawson thought, down to two. Lousy odds. .
“Sergeant?”
“What is it, driver?”
“The transmission’s stuck in reverse; I can’t go forward. If I can get out and gerryrig that linkage, then I might get us going.”
They’ll be on top of us by then, thought Lawson. Damn damn damn damn dammit all to hell! “Do it, and hurry.” He keyed the microphone switch. “Zero-Four, this is Zero-One. Three’s down and so am I. It’s all you.”
“This is Zero-Four. Roger,” Shelley replied.
* * *
“Winchell!” He called over the intercom.
“Yes, Corporal Shelley?”
“We got seven enemy tanks and everybody else’s down. We’re the only one who can shoot.”
“Then I guess we’d better go shoot. Let’s use the shortened fire commands we figured out during gunnery. Cook, you just keep slamming ’em in there.” Winchell fine-tuned some knobs, then spoke into the intercom. “Driver move out, straight ahead, pick up speed.”
“Winchell! We’ll be in the open!” Shelley shouted.
The tank grunted forward.
“The better,” Winchell said calmly, “to see them with.”
* * *
“American tank in the open!” screamed Wasserman. “Kill it! Kill it!”
* * *
The far edge of the village erupted in flame as American artillery smashed into the German vehicles. But the enemy infantry platoons had dismounted, advanced, and now came face-to-face with Walker’s men. In the shifting light of parachute flares, burning houses, and impacting high explosive, the firefight around the shattered buildings became an intensely personal impersonal act. The Germans threw grenades. Macintosh, short on ammunition, threw rocks. A German would hear the rock hit, wait, then lift his head to see what had happened; Macintosh would drill him between the eyes.
* * *
Crosshairs on target, fire. Recoil. “Gunner sabot three tanks right tank first!” Shelley screamed as the targets appeared in his tank commander’s sight. The cook-tumed-loader slammed another round into the breech and barked out “Up!” as Winchell centered another tank in his sights. “Identified!” Man and machine blended into one as he squeezed the trigger. “Fire!” Recoil. “Left tank next! Driver hard right, hard left!” The tank swerved sharply, but Winchell lined up the sight with a caressing hand. “Identified!” Crosshairs on target. “Fire!” Recoil. “Center Tank!” An enemy round screamed inches past their turret. Three down, three to go. Crosshairs on target. “Firel” Recoil. “Gunner three tanks, left tank first!”
“Identified!”
“Up!”
“Fire!”
* * *
Wasserman watched the American tank’s cannon dispatch three of his tanks, then come to rest dead center on his own. As though in slow motion, he saw an orange bubble of flame spurt from the Ml, then a thin red dot of tungsten carbide sailing clearly, unerringly at his vehicle. Wasserman had just enough time to see the American’s gun tube swing toward another target and think, He knew he killed us when he pulled the trigger. Then Wasserman died.
* * *
Baldwin, on his belly, eased his face around the corner of a shattered house to see how close the Germans had come. He found himself peering into the eyes of a German who was trying to see how close they were to the Americans. They stared at each other for a long time. Baldwin finally shook his head and put his finger to his lips. The German nodded and slid back. Baldwin heard him stand and rolled over twice. The German emptied a rifle magazine at where Baldwin would have been. Baldwin reacted on instinct, drilling his enemy in the chest. The surprised German fell backward.
“Two-timing bums,” he mumbled to himself as he crawled behind another pile of bricks.
* * *
The battle raged before him as Stern’s tank broke out of the wood line. Burning tank carcasses littered the fields of the valley. Below him and to his right front, one of his tanks was wading into a nest of three Leopards. No time, Stern thought, to hunt up frequencies and tell them we’re coming.
“Driver move out, right front,” said Stern. Thank God this is one of the old ones, he thought as he felt for the tank commander’s cannon controls, “Loader, weapon off safe.” At least I know what I’m doing in this baby. The tank lurched downhill. “Let’s go even up those odds.”
* * *
After their first brush with the enemy, both the Germans and Walker’s platoon backed off to try again. For Walker with his sixteen remaining dismounted soldiers, the choice came easily: Outnumbered two to one and with a tank battle going on in the fields just off to their right, he had no thought of attacking — and to make a run for it to get behind the Cav would only let the Germans shoot them in the back.
They would defend.
He issued his orders on the move — some by radio to his platoon sergeant controlling his Bradleys, others shouted to his squad leaders as he jogged back through the remnants of the village to its far edge. What was left of 3d Squad found cover to the right, the men wrapping themselves around the smoldering remains of two farmhouses. Walker set 2d Squad in the middle and about sixty yards back. On line with the 3d, Nick Watson’s 1st Squad soldiers went to ground on the platoon’s right, around what had once been a barn. There was no time to dig in; the infantrymen found what protection was available by dropping behind piles of wood, rubble, and an occasional tree. Behind them the Bradleys repositioned — two to cover the platoon front with crossing fires from their “Bushmaster” 25mm chain guns, two to watch the open flank. Even over the sounds of battle, Walker could hear the hydraulic whine of the flank vehicles’ missile launchers as the boxy weapons pods came up from their stowed position on the turrets’ sides and locked into firing position.
He had no time to walk his line and check positions. As soon as Walker and his artillery forward observer dropped behind a pile of logs, the Germans came on. They rushed forward in small groups of four or five at a time, backed up by their remaining Marder infantry fighting vehicles. Walker figured he had about seventy enemy troops to his front. From 1 st Squad came the rattle of a squad automatic weapon (SAW), its spray of chain-linked 5.56mm bullets cutting across the platoon front. Three Germans went down, sprawling dead in the open. Then came the return fire from the German rifles, machine guns, and the on-board weapons. The sound of it built until the hum of bullets overhead drowned out the sound of 1st Platoon’s own firing. Then came the German assault.
* * *
In the center of the small vee formed by his squad’s three two-man defensive positions, Sgt. Nick Watson talked it up with his SAW gunner, his coaching as much for himself as for the private behind the gun. It was the SAW that would, by the squad’s standing orders, initiate the defensive fires. With a thick stream of bullets buzzing no more than a foot over their heads, keeping the young soldier in check was no easy feat.
“Steady, steady, there’s only about forty of them. Hold it, hold it, let them come a little closer, a few yards more — they’re almost in the middle — just a little bit more and you’ll take them in the flank. Sight in, hold it steady, that’s right. Slip off the safety, get a good sight picture— just like on the range. Remember, good bursts of six.” Watson took a deep breath.
“Fire!”
The instant the SAW opened up, the squad’s other two positions cut loose. Half the line of Germans fell, but their own machine gun quickly went into action, trying to silence Watson’s position. A running duel ensued, each side alternately firing and ducking the other’s bullet stream. The German attack slowed as men sought cover and leaders’ control evaporated, yet the German numbers would eventually overwhelm the Americans. Watson realized this, but there was little he could do other than fight it out on the line.
* * *
As the fight raged across his platoon front, Lieutenant Walker came to the same realization. Despite the fact that his Bradleys had taken out three of the advancing Marders and his line was holding, he, too, knew it was a matter of time. Once again he turned to his artillery observer, a very, very nervous specialist fourth class.
“Let’s do it again.”
“Can’t, Sir. The TACFIRE just burped. The system’s down.”
From his Officer Professional Development classes, Walker knew the TACFIRE system links every forward observer (FO), who carries a digital entry device the size of a notebook computer, with a computerized fire control system at the artillery battalion’s Fire Direction Center (FDC). From experience he knew that, on every field problem, sorting out the bugs always took a day or so. This was one of those days.
“Can we go voice?”
“Battalion’s not up on the voice net yet.”
Bullets cracked overhead and the Germans were closing in fast. Walker swore. I’ve got to have indirect, he thought frantically, and all the cannons are out of it. In inspiration born of desperation, he grabbed the FO’s radio and twisted the knobs.
“Red One, Tarantula One.”
Ralph McKay keyed the switch on his CVC.
“This is Red One. What’s your situation?”
“I need your mortars and I need ’em yesterday.”
“Send it; I’ll relay.”
Walker blurted out a priority target number and a target description. The ball bounced from Walker to McKay and back to the cavalry troop’s mortar section, whose men had been sitting idly by their guns, watching the flashes and listening to the sounds of war several kilometers to their front. Nobody ever called for fire on field problems, nobody ever thought to ask the four 4.2-inch mortars for support, and the crews were sure that once again they’d only be along for the ride. But they’d done as their platoon sergeant had told them, occupying a night-firing position in silence, laying wire lines from the modified M577 command post vehicle that housed the FDC, preparing the rounds, laying their guns on the data for the priority target, and waiting.
Four field phones rang simultaneously, and four very surprised gun crews jumped into action.
“Fire mission!” Mortar gunners slid their Kevlar helmets halfway back over their heads, to see better through the gun sights.
“Section.”
“HE quick. Six rounds.” Ammo bearers pulled the heavy shells from the mortar carriers’ ammo racks.
“Deflection: two-six hundred. Elevation: zero nine hundred.” The Up's came quickly, for that was the priority target data on which the big mortars were already laid.
“Charge seven.” Assistant gunners checked the ammunition to ensure that the proper number of wafer-thin plastic-explosive propellant charges were set on the end of the rounds.
With no “At my command” in the order, the crews fired when ready, their squad leaders in control.
“Hang it!” An assistant gunner positioned the big shell to drop down the tube, warhead up. When it struck bottom, a firing pin would ignite a small charge, then the plastic explosive would go off, acting as a propellant and sending the high-explosive projectile in a high arc on its way. For organic hearing protection more convenient than earplugs, the ammo bearer put a finger in his ear nearest the gun.
“Fire!” There was a short swish as the rounds slid down the tubes, then the boom of the propellant igniting and the rounds going down-range.
“Hang it!”
“Fire!”
“Hang it!”
“Fire!”
So often ignored on training exercises, so often used for cleaning details because there was no training ammunition or training ranges, unable to see what they were shooting at and never likely to know if they’d hit it, the men of the cavalry mortar platoon should have been slow and awkward. They were not. This was the real thing, and the men were equal to the job. Although the observer had called for only six rounds, the FDC sent a repeat to the guns. They poured it on— gunners leveling their sights on the aiming post lights fifty meters to their front to ensure the bullets landed where they wanted them to; assistant gunners running lubricant-soaked swabs — like six-foot Q-Tips, down the tubes between every three shots to remove hot debris and particles of unbumed propellant.
“Hang it!”
“Fire!”
There is nothing so happy as a mortarman when he gets to shoot, and that night the cavalry’s mortar platoon was very happy indeed.
* * *
Mortar shells, because of their high trajectory, don’t make the characteristic sound of artillery — the sound of cloth ripping or a zipper being quickly unzipped. Mortar shells just arrive, and these landed without warning on top of the second wave of Germans. The impact was so close that a piece of shrapnel tore through the camouflage cover of his Kevlar helmet as Walker ducked. After the two volleys a few German survivors remained to fight, but now they were the ones on the ropes. The artillery system came back up, and the computer processed the FO’s last message. Unknowingly, but for good measure, an artillery battery threw another half-dozen high-explosive shells at the village.
* * *
The rubble of the village turned to powder as the artillery rounds hammered in. Walker’s men held the Germans by the nose, and the incoming kicked them from behind. Caught between pinpoint rifle fire to their front and another roaring barrage, the few disorganized German infantrymen left alive chose discretion as the better part of valor; they melted into the night. The reconnaissance armored car’s crew that had started it all reported the destruction of Wasserman’s company up the German communications chain. The recon transmission ceased when shrapnel from the final barrage passed in one side of the vehicle and out the other, riddling tires, turret, radios, fuel tank, and bodies on its way.
* * *
Winchell’s shot ripped through the lead enemy tank’s turret, but there were two Leopards left — equally distant and like bowling pins in a seven-ten split — and both those pins had gun tubes swinging to bear on him. “Gunner, two tanks.” Shelley hesitated. Which one should they shoot first? If he turned to one, the other would surely nail them. Which to choose? Their cannons were almost on him.
Winchell didn’t have a chance to fire before first one German tank, then the other, spurted red-orange gouts from their sides. As the tanks burst into flame, Winchell eased off the trigger in slow disbelief.
“Safe the weapon. No more targets,” ordered Shelley.
“Where’d that come from?” Winchell asked.
“From behind us, maybe from God,” responded Shelley over the intercom.
Winchell flipped a switch. “Then God packs a one-oh-five mike-mike. And he’s a damn good shot.”
* * *
A half mile behind them, Alex Stern broke the regulation against smoking on board a combat vehicle and lit his pipe inside the tank turret. Not bad, he thought, even for an old man. He allowed himself two congratulatory puffs, but only got one before the radio crackled. It was Griffin.
“Six, this is Five at the TOC. We’ve been following the battle. Are you out front where you’re not supposed to be?”
“This is Six. I’m exactly where a commander should be.”
“This is Five. I was afraid you’d say that. We’ve worked out a plan for the morning, and we need to brief you.”
“I’ll be back in a while; I have one more stop to make first.”
“You always have one more stop to make first.”
“Ain’t it the truth? Six out.”
He took the second puff and keyed the intercom.
“Driver, move out, left front. Let’s go check on the infantry platoon in the village.”
* * *
They could hear nothing but the crackle of burning buildings to their front and the dull throb of Bradley engines behind. Macintosh pulled himself off the cold ground to one knee, looked about, then stood.
“C’mon Baldwin, they’re gone. Let’s check in with Sergeant Watson.” He took a few steps toward their squad leader’s position.
“Just stay put until we get the word.”
“There ain’t no more ’rads, I tell you. All that indirect and my good shooting got ’em.”
The flames in the village reached through the hull of a Marder to its ammunition compartment. The stored bullets cooked off, sounding for all the world like a machine-gun burst. Macintosh dropped to the ground, his left hand poking through the thin crust of a cow pie into the ooze beneath.
“Shit,” said Macintosh as he wiped his hand in the grass.
* * *
Lieutenant Walker had walked his line, set in his defense, seen to it that the few wounded were bandaged up as well as the platoon aidman could manage, and had Sergeant First Class Parker, his platoon sergeant, redistribute ammunition and reposition the Bradleys. Now, as his platoon clawed at the ground with their entrenching tools and a team edged forward to check for remaining enemy, this colonel was telling him to cease work and mount up. Bill Walker wasn’t happy about it.
“Orders are orders, Sir, but we fought for this bloody cow town and we held it. I hate giving up ground I lost men for.” There was both concern and regret in Walker’s voice. Stern knew the feeling.
“That’s just it, Lieutenant. I won’t have anyone dying just for a piece of ground. Your position is a known target. When the Germans get their act together and come back, their artillery will turn what’s left of this burg into a parking lot. If your platoon is still here, they’ll turn you into mincemeat. You get back to your battalion and let the Cav do its job. The Cav’s going to screen the rest of the brigade as it comes up. I have to get back to see what kind of scheme the TOC has cooked up.” Knowing the colonel was right didn’t make it any easier. Walker nodded and walked off to organize his platoon. Stern mounted the tank and rode off to organize his brigade.
195th Brigade TOC
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 4:45 a.m.
The three men studied the arrows and circles drawn on Middletown’s map.
“Sounds like a good plan to me,” said Griffin, “for all I know about brigade operations.” He’d tried to follow their logic as the two men briefed him, yet his mind remained stubbornly elsewhere. He looked over at Cooper. “You’re confident the enemy will do what you say he’ll do, S2?”
“He tried to sweep away our cavalry,” responded Cooper, “the unit we might use to determine his dispositions. He appears to be receiving additional forces — we know from the bumper markings that the company that attacked the Cav was not a part of Panzerbrigade ll’s regular organization. He has time on his side and he knows we don’t. These and other indicators point to a softening up of our forces, then a cautious advance followed by an attack.”
“And you think the best way to parry their move is to attack, S3?” “I’d rather defend, but the sooner we hit him the fewer forces he has and the less organized he is,” Middletown answered.
Griffin nodded his satisfaction, then turned to Cooper. “We get any word from the depot over that crazy computer of yours?”
“Yes, Sir. Amazing what you can do with commo wire. The commo people tapped into a phone line,” Cooper motioned overhead, “and the modem is working fine.”
“I don’t understand and don’t care how; I want to know what." “Yes, Sir. The Kriegspiel garrison has evacuated all the nuclear and chemical munitions to the underground storage areas. Although the garrison has suffered casualties and is under pressure, it continues to hold the enemy off. The Germans, however, control the surface.” “They’ve gone underground and you can still talk to them?” “Yes, Sir. Evidently they have a line up to a civilian phone booth.
All they have to do is post a message on the Mannhoff electronic bulletin board.”
“How long will you be able to maintain commo?”
“That depends on how long the line lasts. If the Germans find it or if the garrison goes to another level, or, in the worst case, if…
“Never mind the last ‘if.’ I understand.” Griffin looked away for a minute.
“You two brief the boss when he comes back. There’s something else I need to do.”
Cooper watched carefully as Griffin walked out of the TOC.
* * *
In the pseudoprivacy of his Bradley, Griffin turned on the interior lights and fished out his notebook. He flipped through the pages until he found the list. He studied the thirty names for a moment, crossing off some and putting check marks by others. Twelve, he thought, twelve with previous experience as rangers, in Special Forces, or both. They would do. He mumbled the names to himself; he could have them assembled by morning. He printed his instructions on the top of the next page, then copied the names beneath them, carefully listing each soldier’s unit on one side.
Griffin scratched out an equipment list, mumbling the details to himself as he went along. “Four radios, grenade launchers, light antitank weapons — yeah, those will be good, nothing heavier, we’ll be in too close. Binos and night-vision goggles, of course. Better to take only one machine gun. Triple load of ammo for everybody.” Satisfied, he put his pencil down. That would do, he thought, for this mission. He shook the unconscious form on the troop seat beside him.
“Driver… Driver!”
“Uh.” The soldier mumbled as he woke to do his superior officer’s bidding. “Here, Sir. We going someplace?”
“Negative. Take this to the senior personnel representative in the TOC, no one else. Tell him I want these instructions followed to the letter or I’ll have his ass. Talk to nobody else, then you come back and tell me when it’s been done. You have ten minutes, understand?”
The soldier grunted an acknowledgment as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes, took the paper, and made his way toward the command post.
* * *
Outside Griffin’s Bradley, Dexter Cooper stopped listening and shadowed the half-awake driver into the TOC.
* * *
Alone in his track, the thought suddenly dawned on Griffin that what he was about to do would enrage Stern. He tried to shrug it off, but a realization kept eating away at him: Stern would not understand that he had to go on this mission and that it had to be him. There’s no way he can know, Griffin thought. In Special Forces, friendships are everything — even more than in the regular army. You don’t spend the amount of time we do working so closely with so few people and not build a trust. When that trust is violated or maybe when somebody gets in trouble, then you go take care of it, one way or the other. Although he had made a career in that part of the army that not only takes breaking the rules for granted but in which those who fight as unconventional warriors survive only //they break the rules, Griffin felt uneasy. He couldn’t just vanish without a trace and leave Stern in the lurch, but he knew there was no way his boss would grant him permission to do what he had to do. Griffin sighed, set his jaw, and reached for a pencil. “I have to go,” he said aloud. Better to beg forgiveness, he thought as he wrote, than to ask permission. Griffin turned the page and wrote an explanatory note to Stern. He was finishing up when his driver returned.
“All done, Sir. I heard each unit roger.”
“Real good. Now go put this note on Colonel Stern’s table in the TOC, and come back here and get ready to move. Don’t talk to anybody. I’ll give you five minutes.”
He was there and back in three. “Where we going, Colonel?”
“A few miles down the road to see an old friend.”
Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
Monday, March 25, 5:07 a.m.
Joel Guterman wearily cast aside the situation reports. He took a moment to compose himself, then walked over to the table where Shror sat.
“You have ordered me to attack. The reconnaissance elements report the destruction of the entire company. A piecemeal attack now would be doomed to failure, even you must be able to see that. I must collect these scattered forces.”
Shror said nothing.
Guterman decided to try a different approach. “If we attack now, we will suffer unnecessary losses. We will destroy this brigade in the process of reducing the Americans.”
Still nothing.
“I could not be responsible for such an act.”
Shror didn’t look up. “You are responsible for whatever this brigade does or fails to do. Such are the responsibilities of command, Herr Guterman.”
Guterman turned away. It’s almost as if they want us to cancel each other out, he thought. But why send the only force capable of acting to its destruction? Slowly, the bitter realization came into focus: It is what they want — Panzerbrigade 11 and the Americans destroyed, Colonel Guterman in disgrace. The Americans, the German military, both out of the way. But why have they kept me around for so long? He glanced down at the high command’s representative.
“Yes, Herr Guterman?” Shror glanced up with the devil’s innocence in his eyes. “You wish to say something else?”
I wish to rip you to pieces, thought Guterman, only your slew of palace guards keep me from it.
“Ja, Herr Colonel. My communications section has maintained your direct link with the high command?”
“Yes, quite well, Herr Colonel. Shall I send them your attack plan?”
“No, Herr Colonel. You may send the request for my replacement. I am afraid I must resign, effective as soon as I compose a letter to that effect. I wish the high command the best of luck in obtaining a qualified replacement — rumor has it the other capable commanders have been arrested — before the Americans move. Since you have disapproved my attack plan for tomorrow, I cannot in good conscience continue in command.”
“I will have you shot!”
“Then I will get to join my wife and child. But you will still have to find a replacement, and you will need to explain such an action to General Blacksturm. One can only speculate on the effects of such another execution on the brigade. Will these soldiers fight for such leaders?”
“You will be disgraced!”
“It will matter little to me if I am dead. If I am imprisoned, then you have the same problem. You will excuse me, Herr Colonel, I have a letter to write.”
Guterman sat in front of the typewriter, heaved a sigh, and began. With each clack of the keys, he came closer to writing off his career—
no, his life’s work. With each clack of the keys, Shror, and perhaps his cause, came closer to embarrassing failure.
The war of nerves lasted two paragraphs before Shror came over to him.
“I know you are still troubled by the deaths of your wife and son.” Guterman tried, but the pain overrode all his efforts and his face contorted.
Shror watched. “It was indeed an unfortunate accident. I am sorry. But explain your plan fully to me; I do not fully understand it, Herr Colonel.”
Guterman stared at the paper, trying to hide his widening eyes. What did he mean, “unfortunate accident”? They told me it was terrorists, Zionist terrorists with American connections. Guterman hid his bewilderment beneath a stone-cold face. “I intend to conduct a movement to contact tomorrow morning — once I consolidate the brigade’s forces and air assets have pinpointed and attacked the enemy.”
Shror snorted. “Impossible! You take entirely too long. That is not an attack, and aircraft are required elsewhere.”
“It is an aggressive yet controlled and organized movement toward the enemy, and where is there a more critical need for aircraft than here and now?” What about my son? Guterman thought. What about my wife?
“I cannot approve this!”
Guterman knew he had him. “What stops you, Herr Colonel? Are you not important enough in the high command structure to get the necessary support? Why do you need to beg? Cannot you so order?”
Silence. Guterman finished the last paragraph, then patted his pockets.
“Have you a pen, Herr Shror? I must sign this.” Guterman leaned back and surveyed the letter. Damn you, Mark, you trained me too well. “It may feel quite good to be a civilian.” He looked up at Shror. “What are your orders for the brigade, Herr Colonel?”
“My orders?”
“Ja, Herr Shror. You are the senior ranking man on the scene — that makes you responsible for the brigade’s success or failure. How will you deal with the American threat? How will you emplace the battalions? What will your future course of action be?”
Shror slowly pulled a pen from his pocket, looked at it, then just as slowly put it back.
“A good plan, Herr Colonel. I am certain the high command will fully support it.”
Guterman folded the letter and put it in his pocket. “I have always believed in the high command’s wisdom in their appreciation of the tactical situation. It gives me great pleasure to serve with such fine leaders. I am sure they will be pleased by your report.”
As Shror stormed off, Guterman let out a heavy sigh of relief. He had the time, and for now he had his way. Yet he knew Shror would eliminate him at the first opportunity — at the latest when the Americans were defeated. And Guterman still had nagging, unanswered questions.
They would have to wait. He sent a runner to find his operations officer. There was a movement against the Americans to be planned and lost units to locate, and daylight was only hours away.
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“I like it, S3. Good plan. Get the unit commanders here for an orders briefing as soon as possible.” Cooper and Middletown have done their homework well, Stern thought as he puffed on his pipe. A movement to contact — a small force forward, the rest of brigade trailing, ready to take advantage of opportunities as the situation develops. Stern nodded approvingly. Then the sleepless nights and stress of command snuck up behind him and landed a kiloton haymaker of exhaustion. He latched onto a tent support pole, suddenly barely able to stand.
“Sir? You okay?”
“Fine, fine,” Stern mumbled as he wavered toward the flimsy field table reserved for him. He fell more than sat into his chair and reached for the three-inch-deep pile of papers covering the table’s surface.
“No way, boss.” Middletown laid a hand on Stern’s shoulder. “You’re combat ineffective. You need some rest. It’ll take forty-five minutes to prepare the order and assemble the commanders. You will go outside and crash on my cot. I’ll come get you when it’s time.”
“I’m okay. You people get some rest,” Stern said weakly.
“Sergeant!” Middletown called over his shoulder. A shift NCO appeared.
“You will take the commander to my cot and put him on it. You will throw a blanket over him. He is not to move for a minimum of one hour. If necessary, you will post a guard to ensure it. Any questions?”
* * *
“You comfortable, Sir?”
“I’ll be okay, Sergeant. Tell the S3 I’ll be back in a few minutes, as soon as I rest my eyes.”
“Right, Sir. I’ll tell him, Sir. Take off your helmet, Sir.”
“Oh yeah, right, right. Helmet.”
* * *
“How’s the boss?” Middletown asked the sergeant when he entered the TOC.
“Snoring loud enough to drown out the generators. With his helmet on.”
Middletown smiled.

EIGHT

Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
Monday, March 25, 5:40 a.m.
Two black-uniformed Special Security guards eyed him up and down, scowling as the weary major stumbled into the Panzerbrigade 11 command post. Groggy from hours on the road, massaging his neck as he pulled off his helmet, Guterman’s operations officer bumped one of the guards.
“Watch yourself, oaf!” the guard spat out.
The major turned on him, furious at such disrespect. “You dare to insult an officer? You’ll answer for this; I’ll have you on charges!” “Charges? Fool, Special Security answers to none but ourselves. Go your way, Herr Major,” Shror’s goon sneered. “And watch yourself. We will.”
The officer tossed his helmet down, ready to teach the insolent thug a lesson. The guards fingered the triggers on their submachine guns.
“Heinz, Heinz!”
The major turned toward his brigade commander’s voice.
“You owe me a report, Herr Major. What delays you?”
The operations officer muttered under his breath, stooped to pick up his helmet, and reported to Guterman.
“What is the status now, Heinz?”
The officer threw a glance over his shoulder and quietly swore.
“Forget them. What is the status of the brigade?”
The major tried to rub some of the red from his eyes. “Much better, Herr Colonel, much better. A few hours of chasing down our lost sheep has paid off, and what a difference the daylight makes! We found one lost tank battalion sitting at the railhead only thirty kilometers back— they should close in about thirty minutes. The other stopped no more than ten minutes’ drive behind us, but when they pulled into the forest for the night they were invisible.” He grinned sheepishly as he ran his hand over the stubble covering his face. “Only when I took a wrong turn and drove into the middle of their perimeter did I figure out who they were.”
Guterman nodded. “The artillery officer told me he located the missing batteries, and two additional infantry battalions both finally found their way in. With your report all are accounted for.”
From behind them came Shror’s acid voice. “The most powerful force in Germany is at your disposal, Herr Colonel. When do you intend to use it?” Neither had heard Shror slink up.
“While you have been sleeping so soundly, Herr Colonel,” Guterman responded flatly, “the staff has been hard at work consolidating these units so that we may employ them once the air assets you promised me have done their job.”
“Harumph. You shall have your airplanes in one hour.”
“I should also like my helicopters.”
“Then you wish to see them destroyed. General Blacksturm himself has prohibited helicopter movement. Even I will not fly in the face of his wishes.”
Guterman sighed. “Only a few commanders remain without instructions. I anticipate, Herr Colonel, that you should be able to report our advance to the high command thirty minutes after the fighter-bombers strike.”
“That, Herr Guterman, will be a long-delayed pleasure. You will excuse me; I go to authorize your air support.” Shror strode off, his guards coming stiffly to attention as he passed.
The operations officer sank into a chair beside Guterman. Careful to keep his voice low, he gritted his teeth. “I have been a professional soldier for a decade and a half,” he muttered, “and never have I been subjected to mobsters like this. Will we ever be free of them?”
“Let us do our duty first. We will face a powerful enemy in all too short a time. We can concern ourselves with politics later.”
The major rose to leave. “Of course, Sir. Our duty. The enemy.” He stared at the guards, then back to Guterman. “I only wonder, Herr Colonel, if we are fighting the right enemy.” He picked up his helmet and went to his maps.
195th Brigade TOC
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 5:47 a.m.
“What do you know about this, S3?” Stern demanded.
Middletown read the note three times. “Beats the hell out of me, Sir. You know those SF types: loners, kinda weird. I certainly don’t know what he’s up to.”
Stern took three deep breaths, unclenched his fists, and reached for his pipe. He’d skewer Griffin later; right now he had to figure out what to do. He stared at his operations officer. “We move out in less than an hour; Griffin should be coordinating the battle from the TOC. I need you forward with me, S3, so who in Sam Hill is supposed to synchronize things from back here?”
Cooper coughed. He’d slid up to them unnoticed, and the two officers slowly turned their heads to look in disbelief at the intelligence officer.
“Gentlemen, three items. First, I have revised my estimate of enemy intentions based on the most recent intelligence. I believe they will initiate offensive action, most likely a movement to contact such as we are conducting, within the next one to three hours. I recommend no change to our current course of action.”
“We don’t seem to have any other options,” said Stern. “We have to move. What else?”
“Second, it would be most helpful, Sir, if you gathered the other officers in the TOC and personally announced that I was in charge of coordinating the battle. It would cement my role as acting deputy commander.”
“What on earth makes you think that you should…”
“I’m the only logical choice, Sir. You need someone who’s paid to anticipate; who knows both enemy and friendly capabilities and limitations; who can integrate information, coordinate systems, assess options, and provide timely recommendations; and, potentially, kick butt. To coin a phrase, ‘nobody does it better.’ ”
“He needs somebody with some rank,” countered Middletown. “You’re one of the most junior captains around here. Just saying you’re in charge won’t do it.”
Stern’s head reeled. Everything in his training spoke against Cooper’s claim to the position — it was so unconventional. He slowly loaded the pipe with tobacco to give himself time to think. Cooper is right, dead right, exactly right, thought Stern. But so is Middletown.
“Too bad we can’t promote you, Captain Cooper.”
Middletown and Stern stared as Cooper reached into his pocket and pulled out two major’s oak leaves. “Item three. Battlefield promotions by the senior field commander are authorized under army regulations.” He turned to Middletown, pulled out a second set, and shoved them toward him. “Such promotions are, of course, only temporary.”
To hell with convention and tradition, thought Stern as he struck a match, there’s a war on. “Do we have a personnel representative here? Where’s an SI rep?”
“He’ll arrive in ten minutes,” said Cooper. Middletown’s mouth dropped. Stern smiled wryly and puffed. Who’d have believed, he thought, that the kid with the computer would turn out to be such a ballsy bastard.
Ten minutes, a short ceremony, and a thousand second thoughts later, Alex Stern was first in line to shake the hands of Majors Cooper and Middletown.
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
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“We got ’em all, Sergeant?” The morning sun sliced through the forest cover overhead, taking the chill off Griffin as he sat cross-legged on the Bradley’s dropped ramp.
“One no-show, Colonel. That gives us thirteen, counting you and your track driver.” The NCO stuffed a small wad of powdered tobacco between his cheek and gum. “You mind telling us what this is all about, Sir? Like maybe the little stuff: you know, mission, target, enemy— those sort of details?”
“Check their equipment against this list, Sep, then get the team together here around the back of my track. I’ll give this briefing one time and one time only.”
“The Sep” nodded. Sep was easier for Sfc. Ptetori Ludwig Szez-pantski’s officers and subordinates to pronounce. The Sep was a hulk of a man, a towering refrigerator with a head. This son of a Czech factory manager threw Molotov cocktails at Russian tanks as a young teenager in ’68, then made it across the wire to America a few years after. A forged enlistment, eighteen years of army service, countless covert operations, four busts in rank for fighting, and a dozen combat ribbons later, he found himself the senior enlisted man on Griffin’s hastily assembled strike force.
“Divide them up before you bring them here. We’ll need recon teams, assault teams, a demo team, a prisoner of war team, a commo man— all the usual stuff. Get it done, then give me a list when you bring them up. Take five minutes.”
Again the big man nodded. Griffin’s manner told Sep all he needed to know. The colonel was a cold, demanding professional who expected nothing but 110 percent. All the time, every time.
Sep liked him immediately.
“Questions?” said Griffin.
“Rehearsals?”
“Minimal, we don’t have much time,” replied Griffin. “Actions on the objective, actions on contact — a couple hours’ worth, no more. Then we move.”
The Sep grimaced. “Pretty short notice for a bunch of people who just started working together.”
“No choice. We don’t have three weeks to get ready like we’d have in a regular SF group; instead, we got maybe three hours.”
The Sep whistled quietly as he trotted off to gather the others. This would be tough.
Mark Griffin pulled the radio from its vehicle mount and dialed up a new frequency.
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“May I see the note Colonel Griffin left you, Sir?”
Stern fished in his pocket and handed him the paper. Cooper read.
I’ve gone to ask Joel personally, and depending on the answers
I get, I’ll make use of the men I’ve taken with me. Orders 3165.
Griffin, The

Cooper studied the words for several minutes, pursed his lips, then nodded. It was just as he’d suspected. “Sir, if you’d come to the map for a moment.”
“Captain, I mean Major, what’s this all about? I have five minutes before I need to be on the road.”
“Yes, Sir,” he said, dragging Stern along to the situation map. “I’ll take only three. I have some recommendations concerning Colonel Griffin.”
Eyebrows raised in curiosity, Stern followed.
Office of the Prime Minister
Tel Aviv
Monday, March 25, 7:30 a.m.
“Mr. Prime Minister, it is all arranged. I believe our English friends are pleased that you have asked for their advice. They are looking forward to your visit.”
“They had no problem with military aircraft escorting my plane?” asked Aaron Felderman.
“In these times they understood your desire for additional security. They agreed to keep your visit from the press until you arrive. I have also made the required arrangements with the countries along the air route.”
“Very good; you do very good work. I shall be at the airport in three hours.”
“I will be there to see you off.”
Felderman hung up the phone. He sat alone in his study. The options his defense minister had presented to him were not good. A cruise missile didn’t have the range. Any aircraft attempting to make the flight would need at least one in-flight refueling, and no country in Europe would grant air clearance for such a mission. But from England they could strike easily, and though Felderman disliked being away from his country at such a critical time, he wanted to give the order personally. It was an order he prayed each night — for the world’s sake as much as for his niece Pauline’s — that he would not have to give.
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Alex Stern massaged his forehead. “You mean to tell me Griffin’s culled a bunch of former SF sergeants out of the brigade and gone off to assassinate the commander of Panzerbrigade 11?”
“Only if Colonel Guterman truly turns out to be fighting for the coup forces,” replied Cooper. “I’d call it more of a reconnaissance, perhaps a raid, rather than an assassination.”
“Suppose I just tune my radio to frequency 31.65 and order him back here?”
“I doubt he’d acknowledge. Even if he did, I doubt he’d obey. You wouldn’t want to put him in that position, would you, Sir? Besides, his team can be a great asset. Look,” Cooper said, turning Stern to-
ward the mapboard. “As you can see, Sir, the metroplexes of Ratenhoff, Burbenheim, and their suburbs stretch for miles on our right, and the heavily forested Alterkoop mountain range borders our left. The only way to the Kriegspiel Heights is through this valley between them.” Cooper whipped out his pointer and traced the thirty-mile-long arrow marking the brigade’s axis of advance.
“So we have one five-mile-wide corridor. So what?”
“So the enemy must come down the same corridor. If we knew where he was, and in what strength, we could anticipate what he might do. We could do unto him first.” Cooper put the pointer away. “He outnumbers us, outguns us, has resources we don’t have, and time is on his side. The Special Forces approach is the only advantage we have.”
“That mission is a job for a recon patrol led by a lieutenant, not for the brigade deputy commander. Doctrine says he belongs in the TOC.” “Doesn’t doctrine also say to put him where he’ll do the most good? If you analyze your own and the enemy’s strengths, weaknesses, assets, and liabilities, doesn’t it make sense to use Colonel Griffin where he does what he does best?”
“Dammit Cooper, I wish I hadn’t promoted you. You’ve become too good at making a logical argument. It just seems to fly in the face of all convention.”
Cooper lowered his voice. “If you were still conventional, Colonel, you wouldn’t have drug us out here. You’d be sitting behind that big desk back in Baumflecken waiting for someone to tell you what to do.” He spoke quickly, the words running into one another. “You either use conventions or they use you — that’s what the Germans are counting on, that we’ll react conventionally.”
Dexter Cooper took a deep breath. “Look, boss, Baumflecken and its conventions are too far behind to go back.”
Stern stared at the lines and arrows on the map, seeing nothing and yet seeing everything. In his mind Baumflecken Kaserne, his empty relationship with Veronica, and nearly two decades of practiced orthodox military doctrine all blended into one dark mass, For a second it loomed large, and then the mass shrank into the distance.
“We have come pretty far.” He glanced at Cooper. “All of us. I guess there’s too much at stake to play conservatively.”
Cooper nodded. Stern reached for his pipe.
“But we still have to play well. Really well. S2, I mean Deputy Commander, Colonel Griffin has a personal mission — the man has a cause, maybe for the first time in his life. But we also have a mission and a cause. Frequency 31.65?”
“Roger that, Sir.”
“Get on it and contact him — give him the updated information on the enemy and your best guess where they’ll go next. Have him pass back any information on their dispositions he finds along the way. Then we’ll see what he can do.” He tamped more tobacco into his pipe and struck a match. “Get busy. I have a brigade to command.” Stern checked his watch, puffed to get the tobacco going, then crushed the match out. “If we’re fortunate, we might even get ‘The Griffin’ under control,” he said as he made for the TOC entrance.
“Good luck, Sir.”
170 air miles from Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 8:15 a.m.
“Jager Flight, this is Flight Leader. Target area in approximately one-five minutes.” Outside his cockpit the four other Tornado jet fighters held their places in the formation. Scrambled on direct orders from the high command, their mission was relatively simple: Pinpoint the American brigade and attack its columns. Beneath his oxygen mask, the flight leader smiled. He had been handpicked as both a loyal officer and a good flyer. Here was his opportunity to move up, to prove himself to the new order — especially since most of his peers, who had stupidly opposed the new regime, were now under arrest. He brought his mind back to the mission. The Americans do not have their big missiles and radars, he mused; the only fire from the ground will be their small arms. We will bloody them from the air. He glanced down, unable to see through the clouds, but his instruments told him his chance for recognition lay below, only a few minutes away. In his mind General Blacksturm himself pinned a medal on his tunic.
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 8:27 a.m.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Move out, form column, pick up a five hundred-meter interval behind the lead platoon.”
Corporal Shelley hit the “internal” button on the intercom. “You heard the man, Keats. Give the tanks ahead of us about three hundred meters’ head start, then go.”
“Roger that,” replied Keats. “At least we’re not leading this time.”
“Yeah, we’re all of second in line behind that other tank platoon,” Winchell chimed in.
Shelley steadied himself as the tank rolled forward. “Hey, cook, load HEAT, then get up here and pull air guard.”
“My name is Knudsen, and I don’t know how to pull air guard.”
“What did you do before you learned to be a loader?”
“I was a cook.”
“Okay, like I said then. Cook, get up here and learn to pull air guard.”
* * *
Tanks and Bradleys rolled along the fields on both sides of the highway, spewing out rooster tails of dirt behind them as their tracks first chewed up then spat out dark earth.
Eads settled the Bradley in behind the lead battalion’s command vehicles. At least we’re moving, thought Stern, taking in the spectacle around him; the brigade’s going forward.
* * *
“Jager Flight, this is Flight Leader. Target area in zero-five minutes. Arm weapons, prepare to descend to attack altitude. We will make one pass to identify targets.”
* * *
Griffin sat cross-legged on top of the Bradley’s back deck and again studied the circles on his map. Cooper said these were places where Joel would be likely to put his CP, thought Griffin. But I think he’ll be farther forward, maybe here — he drew three more circles, then suddenly froze. Keeping his head down, he raised his eyes to study the forest around him.
“Driver,” he said quietly, still not lifting his head, “you see anything out there?”
“No, Sir. I thought they were supposed to be reconning us.”
“They are. They’re out there, I can feel it.” He sat motionless, ears straining past the bird and insect noises, his eyes tight against the top of their sockets, scanning left and right, scrutinizing the shadows cast by the tall trees for some telltale sign. Everything seemed in place. Slowly, carefully, a half inch at a time, he raised his head and ran his eyes over the foliage. Nothing moved.
Griffin eased his hand off the map and down to his right.
He precisely calculated every move — the exact angle of his arm as he slid his hand off the map, the soft release of the marker so it would make no noise as he put it down, the speed at which his hand would slide to the small pile of rocks by his side. Each action held in precise form by cold discipline, each action instinctive, intuitive, made so by that same discipline that had grown as much a part of him as his soul — perhaps grown to be his soul itself. His fingers curled three rocks into his palm. The Griffin tensed his arm and waited.
* * *
Think think think, dammit, think! Your job is to think, your job is to anticipate. Stern and Middletown and Griffin do the fighting, you do the thinking. Dexter Cooper paced about the 195th’s TOC. So think, anticipate! They’re moving on us, trying to find out exactly where we are, what we’re doing. Then they’ll want to attrit us — but how? With what? Their arty can’t reach us yet, their scouts and ours are in a standoff; for some reason they’re not using their helicopters — why not? They haven’t hit us from the air — at least not yet.
Not yet.
Not yet. Cooper dashed outside, shoving a soldier out of his way. Like any other German morning, the sun was no more than a lighter patch in the slowly rolling gray haze.
A low ceiling, Cooper thought, but high enough.
Back inside the TOC he pushed aside the private who sat monitoring the brigade command net. The microphone felt slippery to Cooper, wet from the nervous sweat coating the deputy commander’s hands.
“Air attack imminent. Air defense weapons status free. I say again, air attack imminent.”
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 8:35 a.m.
Like the way he had leapt to take out the sentries in Panama, Griffin tossed the rocks with smooth, deadly accurate motion. First one to his left, about twenty meters, then another to his right front, between two evergreens. Still seated he spun around to toss the third, but stopped in midpitch, his hand held high.
Directly below him The Sep materialized out of nowhere. The big man leaned carelessly against the Bradley’s armored skirts, arms folded, looking up at his boss.
“You picked up two out of three. That’s not bad, Colonel.”
Griffin lowered his arm and tossed the rock carelessly aside. Sep was good, better than he’d expected.
“The others did pretty well.” Griffin motioned over his shoulder to where two recon teams now stood near the places his rocks had hit. “Got within thirty meters. They still have some work to do, though.”
“It comes back quickly, Sir.”
They looked up as a flight of jets screamed overhead. Griffin winced. He hoped it would come back very quickly; it looked like they wouldn’t have time to wait. The deep woods hid his team from air attack, but he knew there was no hiding the brigade’s armored bulk.
“Get everybody together,” Griffin snapped. “If the old man survives this bashing, I bet he’ll have some orders for us.”
“I thought we had a mission already.”
“You wouldn’t know what to do with only one.”
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 8:37 a.m.
Cooper’s warning trickled down the chain of command, reaching Lawson, Walker, and the individual tanks and Bradleys just as five jets broke through the clouds and screamed over the column. Stern turned from the radio set on 31.65—Griffin would have to wait — and stretched his neck to follow the German fighters as they disappeared back into the haze. He was bellowing orders for Stinger teams to engage and combat vehicles to disperse as the German planes circled for their attack run. While the 195th shook itself awake, the Germans closed in: low, fast, and deadly.
The ground around him was generally flat; except for a few gentle rolls he could see for almost a mile in all directions before a wood line or ridge cut off his view. Alex Stern, then, had a clear view as the Germans had their way with his brigade. A half mile ahead, two Bradleys disappeared in a black-orange flash. The tank next to them careened for maybe fifty meters then stopped, its crew killed by the concussion. Autocannon rounds riddled the thinner armor on top of the tanks, igniting ammunition and setting off secondary explosions. To his rear, a burst transformed an armored ambulance into a lump of molten aluminum. Three vehicles darted into a tree line, the soldiers inside living only a minute longer before napalm canisters burst, broiling them inside. Ahead, a burning tank lay turretless, its armored head literally blown off. A few impotent rifle rounds nipped at the planes, and Stern’s heart leapt as a solitary missile shot up. But the Germans shrugged the missile off with decoy flares. The planes pulled off and circled lazily, like wolves picking the fattest of the flock, setting up for their next run.
* * *
“Macintosh, what are you doing? Get your ass down!”
“Those fuckers took out the first sergeant’s track, and they’re gonna pay.” Macintosh had come up with an M60 machine gun from somewhere and extended the bipod legs.
“Here, Baldwin, put these on your shoulders so I can aim high enough.”
“You can’t shoot down five jets with one machine gun.” But even as he said it, Baldwin had hoisted the gun on his back.
“Mebbe not, but I ain’t lettin’ those airplane drivers fly away without knowing they been shot at.”
* * *
It started as a hesitant popping, the lone machine gun sounding like the first few kernels as the oil heats. Then it grew louder, stronger, the sky filling with bright red lines of tracers as stunned soldiers took their cue from two angry privates. Although the wild ground fire missed the jets, the reaction surprised the Germans enough to make them break off the attack for a moment.
The brief flurry of ground fire woke the German pilots as much as it did the soldiers on the ground. The planes took up a standard attack formation — not more cautious, thought Stern, but rather more purposeful, more controlled, more intent on the deliberate eradication of his brigade. With Macintosh’s tracers their attack on the column changed suddenly from a bloody drubbing to a lethal contest. The five jets were out of range but closing fast. As Eads pushed the Bradley toward the shelter of a fold in the ground, Stern noticed the firing stop, and stop quickly, as if someone had told it to. With that controlled cessation, he felt company commanders and platoon leaders taking charge, heard their commands, felt the soldiers’ transition from redeyed animals to efficient executioners, felt the pilots’ thrills change to deadly earnestness. Do I let the subordinate commanders fight this? wavered Stern. Or do I try to control it? This is a small-unit fight.
It won’t be small for long. He keyed the radio.
* * *
On their first pass the German fighters had bloodied the two battalions that they caught in the open. Despite the burst of ground fire, they fully expected their second run would be just as profitable. The flight leader spread out his aircraft — three to the south side of the road, two on the north — and chose his target.
* * *
“They’re coming straight at us.”
“Wait ’till he gets to the reference point, then aim right at the nose, Macintosh. You got enough ammo?”
“Yeah. Hold still, will ya?” .
“Quit bitching and shoot.”
* * *
Three seconds to target, the pilot counted. Two, one. As his thumb pressed the red button, the sky turned red around him, the tracers streaming like an inverted waterfall from the ground up. He jerked the aircraft hard right, its ordnance plummeting down and blowing a large hole in an empty field.
“Missile lock-on!” cried the weapons operator.
“Flares!” He pulled a smart three-G turn up and to the left. Below him it seemed like the ground was littered with angry ants, each one spitting thin red lines at the fighters. A half-dozen smoke trails testified to the presence of Stinger missiles.
“Another lock!”
“Dump the last flares.”
“No good, it’s still on us. Second hostile lock-on confirmed.”
The pilot kicked in the afterburners and twisted the plane crazily across the sky, but it was all over in a few seconds. The cockpit disintegrated in a shower of glass as the first missile detonated, the tail end of the aircraft blowing apart in a fiery ball from the second.
* * *
The fine red mist seemed to float up from the ground and wash over the flight leader’s aircraft. The fighter shook, and the leader saw the gauges drop to zero as the power went out. The controls were suddenly mushy, unresponsive. On the horizon two wispy smoke trails, the tracks of Stingers, snaked their way toward him. As he hit the eject button, the flight leader’s dream of medals, wide smiles, and handshakes blew away like the canopy above him.
* * *
Three down, one going away smoking, one just going away. It will do, thought Stern as he saw a parachute canopy unfold; it will do. The sight of newly burning vehicles told him their victory had not come cheaply. The brigade had begun the march with more than ninety tanks and almost 150 Bradleys. By his guess — from breakdowns, the Cav’s battle, and the air strike — they’d lost 20 percent of that. He began to count the hulks, then multiply by four or nine, depending on whether the burning smudges were tanks or Bradleys. He cut himself off.
Not your job, Colonel, Stern told himself. The chain of command will do the counting, some efficient staff officer will add it up, some efficient someone else will cross-level men and equipment so we can go on. Your job is to get this brigade — and The Griffin — moving.
* * *
When the planes were gone, Lieutenant Travers worked up the courage to leave the shallow hole he’d scraped in the ground. He shook his head as he walked to check out his platoon, the training that told him “a leader must do this” taking over from the shock of being on the receiving end of an air strike. He’d never been shot at before, no one had ever even challenged him to a fight, but those pilots had deliberately tried to kill him. He’d never done anything to anyone, he thought as he walked toward 1st Squad, yet only the platoon’s volume of fire and the fusillade of missiles had made the pilots miss. Had they shifted their aim an inch, if one rifle or one missile had chosen that minute to malfunction….. He stopped himself. Can’t think about it. I’m still alive. Who else is? Go be a platoon leader. Check on the men; do the right thing. He kept walking.
They had made it, most of them. He counted vehicles first, the Bradleys hugging the protection of a drainage ditch. To his left, Two-Two’s squad was already lumbering back to the track, a few paranoid soldiers looking over their shoulders, searching the empty sky. Wish they’d done that before.
“Hey, Sir,” his track commander called, “the CO’s on the horn. He wants us to mount up and get moving.”
“Tell him roger.”
To his right, Two-One’s turret slewed slowly back and forth. Good old 1st Squad, pulling security, looking for ground targets. Travers felt better. His platoon had made it through. His platoon sergeant came toward him.
“They hit Two-Three.” Behind him a hulk burned.
“How bad?”
“The squad was still mounted.”
“How bad?”
His platoon sergeant just jerked his head, motioning over his shoulder. Four hundred meters away Two-Three belched smoke and flames. Travers could see the vehicle commander’s body slumped out of the commander’s hatch. As he watched, the Bradley seemed to heave, then it blew apart in one violent convulsion, pieces of metal and pieces of bodies spraying over the plowed field. Travers turned away, back to the sergeant.
“Get them mounted up and ready to move.”
“Hey, Lieutenant Travers,” a soldier called from down the line, “look up.”
A parachute floated slowly toward his platoon. Travers raised his binoculars to his eyes. He could clearly see the pilot’s hands grasping the risers, pulling them in an effort to steer himself away from the nearby trees. He could see the man twisting his head to look around at the troops below.
Then a shot, and another, and a third. The arms stiffened on the risers, then fell away from the parachute’s controls. The head slumped onto its chest.
“Who did that? Who fired?” Travers demanded, spinning around. Second platoon had just committed a war crime. “Tell me who did that. Who shot him?”
One soldier raised his rifle to the firing position. There was a long second. Then another raised his rifle. Then the whole platoon, twenty of them. As he looked around he saw other infantrymen from 1st Platoon, out of their vehicles, raise theirs. Now there were sixty, no, a hundred, rifles up. A tank commander nearby elevated his machine gun until it tracked the pilot’s limp body as it drifted toward the field next to them. There was silence until the corpse thudded dully to the ground.
Travers turned to walk away.
“For Two-Three,” he heard from behind him.
The lieutenant turned to face his men, then looked at the burning track, then at his soldiers. He turned to face the pilot’s body, the parachute billowing in the breeze. He stared a long time, felt his blood boil, then leveled his rifle. He aimed at the body. He felt his finger inch toward the trigger, felt his hate course toward the figure, felt his finger tighten. He held his aim for a long minute, conscious that every soldier around him was watching and conscious that he wanted to pull the trigger as much as his men wanted him to.
He stopped. Slowly, deliberately, he took the rifle off his shoulder and turned to the sea of faces staring at him.
“Mount up. We’re rolling.”
As he walked back to his track his platoon sergeant caught his arm.
“Sir, that ’rad bastard deserved it.”
Travers pulled his arm away. He kept walking back to his track, staring straight ahead.
“Sergeant?”
“Yes, Sir?”
“That’s probably what the pilot thought about Two-Three.”
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 9:02 a.m.
Through their binoculars the two cavalry scouts scoured the countryside. The pair lay prone just inside a tree line, observing the plowed fields that stretched for a mile or so until they ended abruptly at the edge of a manicured woods. Two hundred meters to their rear, hidden behind a small hill, their Bradley waited for the two dismounted men to check the countryside before the squad’s next bound forward.
“What do you think went on back there?”
“The main body got hit with an air strike.”
“Guess there’s something good about being Cav after all.”
“Yeah. Fresh air, sunshine, a chance to experience the beauties of nature without the crowd of a battalion around you to spoil the countryside, and you get to operate five miles ahead of everybody else. You’re also so spread out that fighter pilots don’t pay any attention to you.”
“Ain’t it grand. Hey, I got movement in those woods over there— vehicles on the trail.”
“Where?” His eyes traced the imaginary line from his partner’s extended finger to the distant forest edge. Then he lifted his binoculars back to his eyes. From their observation post they could see where a road cut through the distant forest and ran into a village. They could also see, although less clearly because of the distance, where the road snaked over the crest of a bald hill and fed into the same woods. Two lines of gray boxes ran like columns of ants along the road, then disappeared beneath the cover of the trees. As he counted more kept coming.
On McKay’s orders each cavalry squad had strung communications wire from dismounted observation posts (OPs) back to their vehicles. With the wire spliced into the vehicle’s intercom system, the soldiers on the ground could talk to the vehicle crew. The troopers had complained about the extra work — the roll of wire was awkward to carry and even more awkward to roll up, especially when they were in a hurry, but this time the annoyance would pay off. The scouts spent a moment pinpointing their location and verifying the Germans’ placement. The two men lined up the roads and villages on the map with those on the ground. Satisfied, the first scout cranked the phone until the Bradley commander answered.
“Get on the radio and tell the lieutenant we got a target. Tanks and mechanized infantry in reinforced-company strength moving southwest vicinity grid 884937. Other units of undetermined size following.” “He’ll want to know about their recon, he always does.”
“We haven’t seen ’em, but I bet they’re out there.”
“Roger. Wait.” They watched the steady stream pour into the forest while the vehicle commander sent their spot report. The field phone clicked and the scout answered.
“What’d he say?”
“He wants us to hold our position, continue to observe, and adjust artillery, if we get it. But don’t initiate direct fire contact.”
The scout put his binoculars back to his eyes and tried to count how many Leopards and Marders were flowing over the hill into the woods. They’re massing for an attack, he thought, there’s at least a battalion in there already. Means they’ll be backed up by artillery, maybe they’ll be able to bring in an air strike if they want it. It’s all pointed right at me. He spoke into the phone again.
“No direct fire contact?”
“That’s what the man said.”
“Tell him no problem.”
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 9:30 a.m.
“Two, this is Six.”
“This is Five at the TOC.”
“All right, Five then,” Stern said, giving in to Cooper. “What do you make of that last report from the Cav?”
“I’d say we have thirty to forty-five minutes before we make contact with their main body and about fifteen before we begin to get incoming artillery.”
“This is Six. Agree on the main body. What makes you say that about their artillery?”
“This is Five. The Cav can’t find their recon. Most likely that means they’ve penetrated the Cav’s screen line and are behind them. They should have us under observation soon. They’ll call for indirect fires.”
“Six, this is Three.” Middletown broke in on their radio conversation. “Do you want me to get the units into defensive positions?”
Such a course of action tempted Alex Stern. After all, he thought, the situation is unclear. There’s decent ground nearby. We could get on it, hold it, and see what develops. The brigade could use the time to close up. We could reorganize from the air strike and brace for what the enemy might do — an enemy who, despite the Cav’s reports, I still don’t have a good fix on. Such a course of action would be tactically sound, would be prudent. He had only limited resources, he should be careful with them.
Stern stabbed the transmit button. “Negative, I won’t sit here while they bang away at us with more planes and more guns. I’m up forward with the lead battalion, and I’ll kick them out. Three, you get back to the trailing units and get their asses in gear. We move now to continue the attack.” He didn’t wait for Middletown’s acknowledgment. “Six out.”
In the distance he heard the rumble of artillery fire.

NINE

Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 10:00 a.m.
“Sep,” Griffin said, “let me get this straight.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“You want to steal a bunch of polizei cars.”
“Just two, Sir. With a couple of guys in the Bradley we can all fit in two.”
“Then we drive them and this Bradley through the middle of the German army until we find their command post?”
“Yes, Sir. We put the track in the middle, like it’s been captured. You know, one car in front of it and one behind, and we tell ’em we need to take it to their headquarters. We got several guys who speak German.”
“You’re crazy.”
“Gotta be to stay sane in this business. And to stay alive.” The Sep paused. “Sir.”
“And just where do you intend to get these polizei sedans?” Griffin was beginning to warm up to the idea.
The Sep stabbed a finger at a town on Griffin’s map. Centered in what looked like the town square was the symbol for a police station. “We go in fast and hard, take ’em out, then take their shit.”
“No, Sep.”
“Sir?”
“The polizei car idea, yes. Hell, I can’t think of anything better.
It’d take us too long to walk in, and this track is too big to sneak in. But hit the station, no. That would tip off everybody within a hundred miles to be on the lookout for counterfeit polizei.”
“Aww, Sir, it would be a good warmup. We could make sure there wasn’t anyone left to tip anyone off.”
“Forget it.”
“But if we don’t hit the station, how do we get our hands on their cars? They won’t come to us.”
Griffin thought for a moment. “Sure they will. We’ll just have to call them.”
“Sir?”
Griffin looked at the map. “This cluster of buildings,” he pointed out four black squares surrounded by fields, “is where the polizei will deliver their cars to us. Should take us about thirty minutes to get there.” Griffin folded his map and stuck it into the cargo pocket of his trousers. “Pack as many as you can in the back of the Bradley. Who-ever’s left will have to ride on top. Let’s get going. We move in five minutes.”
As Griffin’s driver warmed up the combat vehicle’s big engine, The Sep packed its crew compartment full, sandwiching soldiers and their gear in so tight they thought they’d have to take turns inhaling. In the end four men, one of them a swearing Sfc. Ptetori Ludwig Szez-pantski, clung to the Bradley’s back deck as the vehicle bumped down the forest trail.
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 10:30 a.m.
Thirty miles long and up to ten miles wide along its bases, the hourglassshaped Burbenheim Corridor ran at an angle southwest to northeast, split down the middle by Autobahn 5. Kriegspiel Heights, a series of low mountains at the top (or north) of the corridor, surrounded the Kriegspiel Munitions Depot. Tourists often visited the ruins along the heights; foundations and worn earthen walls there marked one of the farthest advances of the Roman Empire. The Romans, like the 195th, had avoided the treacherous Alterkoop mountain range, preferring the flatter ground of the corridor for their legions to walk. Their legionnaires marched up Autobahn 5 long before the invention of asphalt. In the west, marking the neck of the hourglass, two high, rough fingers spread down from the Alterkoop Range and almost touched the autobahn. The six-mile space between them, however, was — with minor exceptions — a wide, flat area of fields dotted with a few farmhouses and cut by gentle streams. On the east side of the autobahn, the ground was much rougher. A T-shaped ridge ran from the edge of the Burbenheim metroplex to meet up with the southern finger of the Alterkoop, forming the southern opening of the neck of the hourglass. The landscape on the east side of the autobahn then rolled like a washboard for several miles until it spilled into a large bowl — the Burbenheim Bowl— almost directly across the autobahn from the northernmost finger, thus closing off the northern part of that five-mile-wide neck.
Alex Stern, unlike the commanders of Roman legions, could not see all his forces spread out before him. As the 195th closed on the neck of the Burbenheim Corridor, Stern had to rely upon the plastic unit markers representing the lead, main, and trailing elements of the 195th’s battalions and the thin forward trace of the cavalry on the mapboard mounted inside his Bradley. On his working map beside him, clipped down to the top of the Bradley’s turret, he used a grease pencil to mark each unit’s progress.
Eads guided the Bradley over folds in the ground, keeping pace behind the lead company of the lead battalion, the battalion commander’s Bradley only a few dozen meters to Eads’s right front. Stern chose to command from well forward, away from the entourage of staff officers, neatly arranged maps, and clusters of vehicles and radios. He left the comfortable warmth and bureaucratic business of managing the battle to Cooper back at the brigade TOC. Or was it a TAC? Stern thought. Tactical Operations Center, Tactical Advance Command Post — there are too damned many acronyms, he said to himself, and too little leadership. He would have none of it. He would go where he could make a difference. Personally.
The first reports of the Germans trickling out of their forest positions crackled over the radio. Stern drifted, for only a second, back to the California desert. It all happens the same way, he thought. It will all come the same way. First the reports from the Cav, then the first contact. Then the fragments of information as soldiers shoot and fight and die and officers issue orders and counter orders, trying to make sense of it all, trying desperately in the smoke and heat and jolting of armored vehicles bouncing over broken ground to put pieces together and decide what’s best to do. He’d shaken his head sadly then, frowning at their indecisiveness and stupidity while he’d sat perched on a hilltop — invincible, omniscient, omnipotent — as the senior observer/controller in the desert training area. As his two lead task forces moved abreast and entered the neck of the corridor, fanning out to the left and right of the autobahn, Alex Stern found himself very much a player.
* * *
Guterman sent two infantry-heavy task forces toward the rough ground on the east side of the corridor. He held back the bulk of his force, heavy with tanks, intending to send it in a turning movement across the open ground west of the autobahn and into the Americans’ flank once the battle in the broken ground locked the enemy in position. He hoped to encircle them, to have the battle over with before it cost him, and them, too many casualties. A simple plan, thought Guterman, a shield to blunt their attack and hold them, a sword to cut them off. The Americans will come in two battalions abreast, then they will gravitate toward the battle in the hills and around the bowl, then we shall take them in the flank. It was all so easy to say, though he knew it would be difficult to execute. But he was well forward at the schwerpunkt, the decision point. He was tucked in just behind his lead battalion, where he could control the battle, his battle.
Joel Guterman had a professional soldier’s love-hate relationship with his job. He’d grown up in the army, his father a soldier, his father before him a soldier, and so on back through the generations. The uniforms, the mud, the smell of diesel and gunpowder, these were his life. Now he wielded weapons he had trained for years to use against an enemy that threatened his homeland, and the thought of the mass and power of his force seduced his soul as much as it stirred his blood. This, he thought as he watched the mechanized infantry’s Marders deploy and advance toward the wooded high ground of the Burbenheim Bowl, is what I was born for. It is who I am. But the hate for his profession was there too, for this enemy of his fatherland wore white stars, not red, and in the back of his mind Guterman damned the calling that was sending him against the 195th. For years the Americans had been his allies; some of them his friends; and one, named Griffin, like a brother. There would be killing and there would be death. Is it the soldier’s lot that it must come to this, friend against friend, the satisfaction of following orders ending in a hollow triumph of killing one’s fellow man? Guterman shook his head. It has cost me my family, my son. His heart wrenched, but his chosen profession gave him no more time to reflect; his reconnaissance elements, decimated as they were, had reported that the lead American elements were already well into the neck of the corridor. Guterman ordered his infantry battalions to pick up speed.
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 10:32 a.m.
Griffin halted the Bradley inside a wood line about three hundred meters from the farm. He twisted around in the turret.
“Have a good ride, Sep?”
The Sep shook his head. “I’ve been with these things for two years. I’d rather walk.” He stuffed a pinch of tobacco into his mouth. “Sir.”
“You and me both. Security out left, right, and rear, then I’ll show you what I want.”
The Sep jumped off the back of the track as the ramp touched the ground. In less than a minute, the team members — mumbling something about contributing to the sardine relief fund — uncoiled out of the back of the Bradley. Two-man teams jogged off about a hundred meters in each direction, and Sep came back and dropped down next to his boss. Griffin lay at the edge of the wood, surveying the farm buildings through his binoculars. The only sounds were the breeze rustling the leaves and the muffled clucks of chickens from the coop near the bam.
“So we hit this place, call the polizei, then take them out when they get out of their cars, huh, Sir? We could position two men in each building, and they’d drop the Germans before they knew what hit them. Nice and clean.”
Griffin put down the binoculars and twisted his head to look at his sergeant. “Sep, you have no finesse, and maybe no morals. We’re going to take these people, and the polizei, without firing a shot. I don’t want any civilian casualties.”
“To hell with finesse. The Communists taught me all I need to know about morals. The enemy is the enemy, and the Germans are the enemy. We’re getting these cars to go take out one German, aren’t we?”
“Yeah.” Griffin hesitated. “Maybe, anyway. So?”
“So what’s a few more?”
“A few too many. Here’s what I want…
Thus did Sfc. Ptetori Szezpantski find himself in charge of a covert operation whose first objective was a chicken coop.
Frankencitz Detention Center
Frankencitz
Monday, March 25, 11:07 a.m.
The two prisoners exchanged stories of how events had led them to share a cell in the maximum security detention center.
“So you see, Herr Chancellor, I am as much a prisoner as you are.” Gen. Wilhelm Ulderthane looked around at the bare walls of the cell they shared, finally shrugging his shoulders in sad resignation.
“I could not believe it when they suggested you were involved with this, but I was suspicious. I beg your forgiveness, Herr General.”
“It was natural for you to suspect. All civilians are suspicious of the military.”
“What will happen to us? To the country? What can we do, Herr Ulderthane? What can we do?”
“We can do little, Herr Chancellor. At this point we can only hope.”
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 11:30 a.m.
Put yourself in your enemy’s place, Stern thought. The manuals say see the ground, see the fight from his point of view. But dammit, I can’t do it bouncing all over God’s creation.
“Eads, find us a place to hold up for a minute.”
When the Bradley eased to a stop behind cover, Stern dropped down inside, sliding into the back and onto the troop seat. He relaxed for a moment, studying the clear-plastic-covered map hanging across from him. On the wall of the vehicle a plywood mapboard, three-quarters the size of a kitchen door, held a map of the Burbenheim Corridor and the surrounding area. Funny how it all funnels into here from both sides, he thought, studying the terrain. It’s as if we were meant to come here, to come to this. I’ve had so little time to think. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. Prioritize — first things first. There’s no time for ruminations on what it all means; I have to think this fight through. I need to be a German brigade commander. He dug pipe and tobacco out of his pocket and wargamed how his adversary might advance toward his own forces. He replayed the “enemy courses of action” that Cooper (Major Cooper — I wonder if I’ll regret that one, he thought) had briefed to him. He lit his pipe and saw them come, two task forces abreast: armor heavy headed toward the more open ground in the west, infantry heavy pushing toward the bowl in the east. Yes, that plan was a likely one for them. It was safe, consistent with their doctrine, and conventional. Guterman might try it. He leaned forward, his eyes narrowed. Stern bit down on the pipe.
Guterman. Joel Guterman. He knew the man.
* * *
Suddenly Stern was back in the Mojave Desert. The computers that tracked every vehicle’s shots and location were down, so he, the senior observer/controller, conducted the after-action review (AAR) from the top of a hill, a location that all the players could easily find and that offered a clear view of the morning’s battleground. Below him, a few kilometers away, nine-tenths of the 32d Guards Motorized Rifle Regiment slowly withdrew, with their tails between their legs, back to their staging area. They were a regiment composed of obsolete American tanks fitted with fiberglass shells to impersonate Soviet T-72 tanks and BMP infantry fighting vehicles; they were the massive, dreaded OPFOR. So great were the numbers of blinking orange “kill” lights that it seemed to Stern like a huge fleet of tow trucks, the numbers of “dead” vehicles in the regiment testifying to the success of Guterman’s battalion in this battle, in which two advancing forces had bumped into each other. Outnumbered and outgunned, the Germans first fought their enemy to a standstill in this high-tech military version of laser tag, then sent mobile forces around an open flank to strike at the advancing, but unsuspecting, heart of the OPFOR.
The AAR was almost complete. His assistant finished briefing the battle statistics. Though the fight had been costly, the Germans had clearly won.
“OPFOR commander,” Stern asked, “what’s your assessment of the battle?”
The man in the mock Soviet uniform read the numbers and looked at the ground. “We followed our doctrine, did what we were supposed to do, and they took advantage of that.” He paused. “Simply put, they surprised us, then they hammered us.” The American colonel with Soviet insignia smiled. “But now they must defend their gains.”
“Colonel Guterman?”
“We saw the key terrain, took it and held it, then used the forces we had and the ground to our best advantage.”
“How well do you think you followed your own doctrine?”
“Our doctrine offers guidelines, to be sure. One may say we were not in total agreement with those guidelines, yet our plan was simple, aggressive, and its execution consistent with our doctrine’s principles. Our doctrine tells us to aggressively execute the unexpected. The key to its success is possession of key terrain — and achieving decisive surprise. I think my worthy opponent will agree that this battle was an example of such doctrine.”
The OPFOR commander snorted, but he still looked at the ground. “Had more forces been available to me,” Guterman said, “I would have continued the attack and encircled the enemy.”
Stern pointed to a rough circle of small hills in the distance. “I think you’ll all agree the decisive terrain in this battle was that hill complex.”
“It was the pivot point of the battle,” Guterman interjected.
“If we had taken and held it, things would have been much different,” said the OPFOR commander. “That little bowl was the key.”
* * *
In his Bradley, Alexander Stern remembered the words he’d used to close that day’s AAR:
Thank you, OPFOR commander. Thank you, Colonel Guterman. Your efforts here today have made us all better soldiers. The battle has taught your troops and my controller teams some important lessons about attack and defense, about leadership. Now, gentlemen, I believe we had best leave. We have another mission. That concludes this AAR.

Stern looked up. The cloudless desert sky was gone, replaced by the dull European overcast.
“Let’s go, Eads. Get back up with them.”
Just before the Bradley bumped across country, he drew a grease-pencil circle around the Burbenheim Bowl and two counterattack arrows across the flats spilling off the Alterkoop Mountains. Alex Stern reached for the radio. Minutes later his two Bradley battalions fell in one behind the other. The brigade’s two tank battalions slowed their advance into the neck, falling behind as Stern had ordered. There’s some risk in this, he thought; I’m leaving the infantry’s flank wide open. Deliberately, but open nonetheless. To put a unit in there will weaken something else. He looked over the status board for some piece he had forgotten to play, but all the battalions were committed and what remained of the Cav was forward of the brigade, sending him critical information on the enemy’s moves. The only thing uncommitted is that composite antitank company of ITVs, he thought, and it’s not enough. But it’s all I have. Between bumps he sketched out a position for them, then radioed Middletown.
“Three, this is Six. Take charge of the AT company and occupy the following position along Autobahn 5, orienting fires into the open area generally northwest. Grids follow…”
* * *
It began just as Cooper had predicted, the scouts sending in hurried, broken reports of enemy columns, then the rumble and crash of artillery. Stern’s stomach rumbled too. He glanced at his watch. Just before noon — when did he last have something other than cold coffee? No time now, maybe later. The check marks on his map told him the lead enemy columns — the scouts said they were almost all Marders with only a few tanks mixed in — were less than two kilometers from their side of the bowl. His battalions’ Bradleys were racing past him down the autobahn, then veering off onto side roads. Their lead companies must be about the same distance away, he thought. Better get up there where I can do some good. He hit the intercom switch.
“Eads, follow those tracks off the autobahn. Go about three kilometers, then get off the road and use the terrain. We’re about to get into a shooting match.”
“Roger that, Sir. Uh, Sir, you know how to use that chain gun?” “Ah, no.”
“Then would you mind hanging back a little bit and just using the radio, Sir? I heard about what you did with the S3’s tank, but this thing ain’t got near as thick a skin as a tank does. We sure do make a mighty fine target with all them antennas for those radios of yours.”
“I need to be where I can see what’s happening.”
“Roger that. But how about if’n I teach you to use that gun later, and for now you just let somebody else do the shootin’? I’ll take you where you want to go and keep our heads down.”
“Deal. Get us there. Just make sure you know the route back. We’ll be doubling back later, and when we do there won’t be any time for a wrong turn.”
“No sweat, Sir. A country road is a country road.”
The Burbenheim Bowl was just that, a low area ringed by wooded hills. One set bordered the Burbenheim metroplex; the other major hill mass was more than a mile long and ran parallel to Autobahn 5. If you stood on the hill behind Sintzen, the farm village sitting almost in the southern corner of the bowl, you could see the farmland spread out before you for almost a mile and a half before it ran into the hills on the other side. At the foot of those hills — if you looked almost due north — lay Sintzen’s sister village of Daldorf.
Stern’s Bradley battalions — one behind the other — came from the southwest to seize Daldorf and secure the hills behind it.
* * *
Riding in their Marders, the two German infantry battalions approached from the northeast with orders from Guterman to come abreast and attack south and take Sintzen and the hills around it.
* * *
Neither force wanted to cross the open ground across the middle of the bowl. Instead, they dropped off their tanks in support positions in the towns. The infantry, still mounted, stuck to the woods.
* * *
They met in the middle.
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 11:59 a.m.
“Please, please, bitte, bitte, let us in.” The soldiers pounded on the farmhouse door. “These men are hurt badly.”
The gray-haired woman answered the knocks and cries and opened the door. In front of her she saw a horrible sight. Two American soldiers stood smeared with blood and gore, and their two comrades who supported them wore looks that would melt even the hardest of hearts.
“Please, bitte, you must give us a place to let our comrades rest.”
The messages on the radio and television were specific and direct. Stay at home, avoid all contact with foreigners, report any unusual movement and activity. “I… I cannot help you.” She started to shut the door, but one of the Americans held it open with his hand.
“But you must. Can’t you see that?” His German was broken, but understandable. “These men are dying, they need a place to lie down.”
“No. I must not. Go away.”
The one American with a rifle swung it up and pointed it at her. “You will help us, you will let us in. Now open this door so that these men may have a place to rest.” She noticed that the third, who did not seem so badly wounded, had red streaks down his jacket.
She swung the door wide to get out of his line of fire. The Ameri-
cans carried their casualties in and laid them down — one on the couch, another in a chair — in her living room. Seemingly oblivious to her,  they kneeled by their wounded friends.
“Do you have any water?”
“Was?” she answered.
“Water—wasser?”
“Ja, in the other room.”
“Some for these men, bitte.”
“Ja, I will go.”
“And you will not call the polizei?” said the one healthy American with the rifle. “Calling the polizei would be the end of us, and we are all that are left. They would take us away. Do not call them, if you know what is good for you.”
“Nein,” she said, “no polizei.”
In the kitchen her family, her husband and her three sons in from the fields to eat, waited for her around the lunch table. “Four Americans,” she whispered, “one with a gun. Three are wounded, two very badly. Call the polizei. Tell them there are four American soldiers here. We need help, but they must be quiet.” She filled a decanter with water and took it to the wounded. One of the sons stepped quietly to the telephone and dialed.
Griffin listened outside the door, which opened onto the farmhouse’s backyard. When he heard the German finish his hushed conversation with the polizei and hang up, Griffin yanked the door open and his team of three stormed into the kitchen. Within seconds after the clatter of boots subsided, the men in the family were staring down the barrels of Ml6s. “Danke, gentlemen,” said Griffin, “for being so cooperative. Rest assured you will not be harmed if you continue to be so. Please put your hands over your heads.” He smiled as their arms went up. He took a deep breath and bellowed, “Sep! Let’s go!”
The woman dropped the water pitcher as the wounded American on her couch, his green camouflage blouse covered with thick red stains, jumped up and barked out orders. She was about to scream when he grabbed her, clapping his hand over her mouth and twisting her arm behind her.
“Be silent, old woman, and you, your man, and your children may live to tell stories about this day. Is that not what you want, for your husband and children to live?”
She nodded in his grip.
“It would do me no good to tell you that your government has lied to you, that we are on the side of right and truth. You would not believe me, and you might act against us even if you did. You have done so once already. So no matter, no noise. Agreed?”
Again she nodded.
“Good. Then you will do exactly what I say. Nothing more, nothing less. Agreed?”
She nodded a third time. Griffin came into the room.
“Go easy, Sergeant.”
“Only what’s necessary, Sir.”
“I’m the one who says what’s necessary and what isn’t. See that they’re secured in the cellar. We don’t have much time.”
“I know a way to shut them up faster.”
“I said secure them in the cellar. That’s an order, Sergeant.” “Roger that.”
It took them only a few minutes to bind and gag the men and hustle them downstairs. Only the woman remained in her living room, watching the Americans as closely as they watched her. As she sat on her sofa, she continued to stare at Sep and the other soldier, both of whom had appeared to be so badly wounded earlier, but who now, despite their bandages and bloodstains, seemed quite whole. The Sep noticed her wonder and smiled.
“You think we have amazing recuperative powers, old woman?” She said nothing.
The Sep reached into a pocket and pulled out his wallet. He counted the money carefully, then cocked his head as if to figure. He pulled out a twenty-mark note and tossed it to her.
“For your chickens,” he said, pointing to the bloodstain on the midsection of his blouse. “They served us well.”
The woman scowled. Her face flushed red in embarrassment at being fooled. Her eyes glowed, hot with anger. She crumpled the bill and tossed it to the floor.
The Sep shrugged. “Payment has been made. What you do with it is your business.”
She snorted.
He came close to her, very close, and she retreated, pushing herself back into the sofa. “Old woman, you will do as I say. I am not an officer. I have been places and seen things this officer has not. His rules are not my rules. To me your husband and sons, and even you, are nothing — less than nothing. If I had my way, all of you would already be dead, but my officer will not have it.”
She looked, unblinking, into his eyes.
“So you will do exactly, exactly, as I say. Then perhaps no one will die. Do not force me to disobey my officer.” The Sep backed away. “In this army, disobeying an officer is not such a bad thing. Do you understand?”
“Sergeant Sep, we got two polizei cars coming!”
He turned to the soldier on lookout. “Good, get ready.” The Sep turned back to the woman, yanking eight inches of steel knife blade from its scabbard as he did so. “Do you understand?”
Her eyes never left his, but she nodded slowly.
The Sep slid the knife back into its sheath. “Good. Very good. Then this is what you will do…”
* * *
Two polizei cars, lights flashing but sirens off, halted in front of the farmhouse. The officers piled out, pistols and Uzis drawn, and took cover behind their cars, putting the vehicles between themselves and the house. They waited. A moment later two sprinted around the side of the house, headed for the back door. Griffin watched, peeping through the window, then nodded at The Sep. Four of his team lay in wait for such a move. Once the pair turned the comer, Griffin again nodded to his sergeant.
“Old woman,” The Sep whispered, “it is time. Now do as I have told you. Open the door and motion them in.”
She rose, slowly, and in her eyes Sep saw the seeds of resistance begin to grow. He jerked out his knife.
“We can kill all of you right now if we choose. My men in the other building have their rifles aimed straight into the backs of those polizei behind the cars. A false move and they die. And so do you.”
Still the seeds grew.
“And so do your sons and husband.”
She went to the door and opened it, ever so slowly, just as Sep had told her. The polizei were cautious as the gray-haired figure peeked out, but then when she put her finger to her lips and waved them in, all four left the protection of their cars and walked quickly, but cautiously, toward the door. Had they made one misstep, Griffin’s men, each positioned just back from a window but with his rifle carefully tracking his assigned target, would have cut them in half with fire.
Standing out of sight behind her, Sep pulled the woman to one side as the four piled through the doorway. They found themselves staring down the barrels of three Ml6s.
“No heroics, please, gentlemen,” Griffin said calmly in German. “No one has died yet, and if you cooperate and lay down your weapons we may keep it that way.” From behind them Sep noticed one of the polizei edging up his Uzi. The Sep pushed the woman aside and shoved his rifle barrel into the small of the man’s back. “Are you married?”
“Yes,” the man said before he could think about the oddity of the question.
“Then do not make your wife a widow so soon.”
“You’ll please eject the magazines from your weapons.” Griffin’s command sounded more like a request. He managed to keep his grim poker face while thinking to himself how he’d begun to sound like Stern.
The polizei did not move, perhaps hoping their partners who’d dashed for the rear door might rescue them. Griffin didn’t even turn around when he heard footsteps come through the back of the house. The two remaining polizei, their hands tied and placed on top of their heads, were accompanied by a pair of Americans.
“Easy stuff,” one soldier said to The Sep. “They came around the house together, and we bushwhacked ’em.”
“Eject the magazines, gentlemen,” commanded Griffin. “And clear the weapons, then put them on the floor and your hands on your heads. Now!”
* * *
Twenty minutes later the two polizei cars linked up with Griffin’s Bradley, whose driver, although briefed on the plan, nonetheless raised his M16 as several team members in polizei uniforms piled out. Only the sight of American camouflage uniforms made him lower his weapon.
“You look pretty good in a polizei suit, Sep,” said Griffin.
“You don’t look half bad yourself, Sir. It’s a pity they only sent six men, and short guys at that.” The Sep rolled his shoulders and tugged at the shirt collar. “This outfit is too damn tight and half of us are still in battle dress.”
“No one will see them inside the Bradley. Besides, I like having them there to cover us with the firing port weapons. The driver did a good job with all that oiFand carbon black, it makes it look like the track got the hell shot out of it. I only wish we could have the gun pointing forward instead of over the back deck.”
“Having the gun point back completes the picture, Sir.” The Sep stared back down the road toward the house.
“Something on your mind, Sergeant?”
“Sir, I know you’re the officer, and you make the decisions, but…” “But we should have iced the polizei and the civilians, right?” “Yes, Sir. I mean, what kind of a war is this when you lock the enemy in a basement with food and water? Eventually they’ll figure out that we lied when we said we were leaving a guard. With the food and water there, they’ll figure out that we want ’em to get loose from their ropes. Then they’ll go tell somebody.”
“You barricaded the basement door, right?”
“With half the furniture in the house — the refrigerator.”
“And you made sure they overheard you telling Zawenul to booby-trap it?”
The Sep nodded. “They heard, and they saw him take out the grenades and wire, even if they were only smoke grenades.”
“They don’t know the difference, Sep. And if you supervised, I assume all the phone lines were cut, the family car disabled, and every set of shoes in the house trashed. You did supervise, didn’t you?”
The Sep snorted. “Always, Colonel.”
“Then our family and our polizei friends should take about forty-eight hours to work their way out. By that time we should have made all the use we’re going to of this stuff.” Griffin looked back toward the farmhouse. On any other operation he would have used The Sep’s methods without a second thought about civilian casualties. Such casualties would have been regrettable, but unavoidable, necessities of war. In this case, though, to kill them seemed — seemed what? Unthinkable? No, he’d have gunned them all down if they’d made a wrong move. But they didn’t make a wrong move. Griffin thought killing them just for the sake of expediency seemed, well, it was wrong. As he gave Sep final instructions and the entourage started off on its route to what Griffin guessed would be the general area of the German headquarters, he felt the first pains of understanding, of knowing the difference between simply fighting and fighting for something. He shook his head as the polizei car lights flashed and the three vehicles rolled down the road. For now, he thought, I’ve got to get back to the war.
The Burbenheim Bowl
Monday, March 25, 12:05 p.m.
They call it bounding overwatch. The idea is simple, much like when children play cowboys and Indians. When you get close to the enemy, one group covers while the other moves. Lieutenant Walker’s infantry platoon took its turn moving, bounding forward while — behind it, in the protection of the woods — two other platoons from his company covered Walker’s vehicles from overwatch positions. From one hill to the next stretched an open space almost half a mile across. Walker could only hope the covering platoons would watch over him well.
At Alex Stern’s disposal was an armored cavalry troop, which is what they call a company in the Cav. Each battalion also had a platoon of six Bradleys, the scout platoon. They operated much as the cavalry scouts in the Old West did, patrolling in front of the main body to find the enemy and sound an early warning.
The scouts in front of Walker’s platoon did well, and the message that the Germans were coming up fast caused Walker’s battalion commander to push his company commanders, especially Walker’s, who in turn pushed Walker. With the lead elements of the German main body identified and their own battalion closing up, the scouts pulled off to watch for any forces trying to blindside them from a flank. The companies now assumed responsibility for finding what and how much was out there — and for dealing with it.
That was how Walker found himself once again leading the company, pushing his platoon as fast as he could through the thin forest and narrow roads and trails covering the hills on the east side of the Burbenheim Bowl.
His company commander wanted to move fast, even at the risk of losing an entire platoon in the opening engagement. So despite the woods Walker’s platoon was still mounted. As his soldiers crouched behind the weapons sticking out of the Bradleys’ firing ports, the platoon broke into the open and dashed for the safety of the wood line to its front.
They were just past the halfway point when the headset crackled. “Tarantula, this is Spider.” The voice of the 3d Platoon leader came over the radio. “Vehicle movement on the hillside to your front. I count three Marders coming at you.” A second after the transmissions, he heard the overwatching platoons’ Bradley autocannon begin to bark.
“Spider, Tarantula. Roger.” The enemy, though not totally unexpected, came up quickly. Walker had only a few seconds in which to make a critical decision. His platoon was infantry. It fought best on the ground, and Walker’s first instinct was to order his men to dismount once they hit the edge of the wood line. But the forest was thin along the hill, his enemy not yet organized. If he stopped, his platoon would hit the ground in front of the Germans’ rifles. He flipped a switch to broadcast to his platoon. “Tarantula, this is Tarantula Zero-One. Enemy platoon on the hillside. We assault mounted, dismount only when we reach the top of the hill. Just like in the drill books. Let’s go.”
His Bradleys picked up speed. In the woods to his front, Walker could see orange flashes from the automatic cannons mounted in the Marders’ turrets and red-speckled tracers spitting from rifles and machine guns. The men of his platoon fired back, their lines of tracers joining those coming from the company behind them. Walker dropped a little lower in the cupola, hitting a button to switch from the 25mm chain gun to the 7.62mm machine gun mounted alongside it. The platoon closed to less than a football field’s length away from the woods. Walker could see figures in the brush, and he sprayed them with bullets. Then the Bradley was in the trees, the engine straining as it began to climb. Seconds later the vehicles were wading through the German platoon.
Inside the fighting vehicles, Walker’s soldiers peered out of narrow vision blocks. In front of them, the shortened barrels of what were essentially sawed-off Ml6s stuck out beneath each aperture. The weapons were not very accurate, especially when bouncing across rough terrain and dodging between trees. The firing-port weapons had only one setting — full automatic — but Walker’s men used them with telling effect. The woods swarmed with tracers; any German infantryman unlucky or foolish enough to be in the middle of the maelstrom was riddled from two sides. Bullets pinged off the Bradleys’ armor as they roared through the enemy, but the platoon hosed down the hillside with fire, washing away most of the unprotected Germans in the process.
Walker didn’t have time to gloat. About two hundred meters beyond the German positions, he stopped the platoon. Ramps dropped and his soldiers piled out of the tracks, hurriedly spreading out and seeking the protection of a thick tree or a fold in the ground. Walker strapped a radio on his back and jumped out of his Bradley, dropping to the ground as bullets cracked overhead. Evidently some of the Germans had survived. Lying prone, he couldn’t see his soldiers deployed around him, although he felt their presence as they returned the Germans’ fire.
As he lay there trying to figure out what to do next, his platoon sergeant came running up in a low crouch and dropped down beside him.
“We got two hit, but they’re not serious.”
“Already?”
“Angelino when he dismounted. Kang got one when something came through One-One’s side. Don’t worry about ’em, Sir; they’ll be okay.”
Walker felt relieved. The squads still had enough men to fight. He’d lost some men in the fight in the village. That night he’d slept little, instead doing some hard thinking about war and its costs. But he’d put those thoughts behind him, leaving the dead behind and concentrating on accomplishing the mission — and on keeping the living alive.
“Good. Look, Sergeant Parker, I don’t want to push farther until the company comes up to cover us. I want 3d Squad to work its way downhill and hold off these ’rads. We need to turn 1st and 2d around and get us some security. We’ll want to get somebody looking over this rise.” He gestured back over his shoulder. The hill crested a little more than four hundred meters beyond them. “There’ll be more Germans behind this platoon.”
Parker, a thin black man with a pencil-stripe mustache, nodded.
“Go get 3d Squad moving, then come back here and take charge of the Bradleys. I’m going to get the other two squads in place.”
“Better call The Lizard. The other two platoons’ll be coming up in a minute.”
Calling Walker’s company commander The Lizard was a standing joke. Capt. John Spencer, who named each of his platoons after poisonous insects, reserved for himself the code name Cobra. But Spencer was notorious in the company for moving slowly — thus his unofficial designation. Even under fire, Walker grinned at the name.
, “Roger that. Pass the word while I call him, then go get 3d moving. Have the squad get ready to guide in the other platoons.” Parker, who hated to crawl, rose to a crouch and hurried off.
First Walker got his other two squads reoriented forward, pointing out positions and giving quick instructions as each squad leader hustled his men by.
“Sergeant Watson, make sure you put a two-man OP out forward as soon as you get set. These ’rads can’t be out here all alone. We’ll have company soon.” "
“Wilco, Sir,” Watson called over his shoulder as the squad deployed. Then he turned to his squad. “I need two people who don’t owe me any money for a routine assignment. Macintosh, you and Baldwin get the field phone and the commo wire from the track and hurry up here.”
As Watson gave instructions, Walker slung the radio off his back and called his commander to describe the situation. Within minutes the company of Bradleys spread out into firing positions on both sides of his platoon. He was about to walk his line when Captain Spencer’s Bradley pulled up beside him. Walker hoisted himself up the side of the track as Spencer leaned out of the commander’s hatch.
“Good job with those enemy back there,” Spencer yelled over the engine roar. “Now get ready to move. I’m going to pull us all up to the ridge top, then I want you to cover Spider’s bound. The old man is pressing us to find the enemy’s main body, and the company on the other side is getting ahead of us.”
“Do they have contact?”
Spencer nodded. “They bumped into a platoon and got their noses bloodied.” He held up his hand, cocked his head as if to hear better the radio message coming through the earphones in his CVC, then spoke into the microphone. Although Walker couldn’t hear, he could tell it was their battalion commander, prodding Spencer to move faster. His master’s voice, thought Walker.
Spencer shook his head and turned back to him. “We’re halfway through these hills, and any second we’re going to waltz into the damn German army and… oh, hell. I want you to move in five minutes.”
Walker flashed a thumbs-up as he jumped off the Bradley. As he jogged toward his track, he thought he heard rifle fire, then he heard his commander’s vehicle rev up and creak forward. But then his CO’s track suddenly stopped. He turned to see Spencer slumped forward over the cupola. The crack of bullets caught up with him as he ran to his captain’s track.
When he yanked open the troop door, the crew was lowering Spencer down out of the hatch and onto the floor. The captain’s left side was already soaked with blood flowing from his chest, and his arm was so much hamburger.
“Sucking chest wound,” said Walker as he tore open his first-aid pouch for a bandage. “Others, too. Prop him up or he’ll drown in his own blood. Get on the radio and get the medics up here.”
Spencer coughed and weakly spat blood. “Walker, you’re in charge,” he mumbled. “We gotta move forward, gotta find the main body.”
Outside, the sounds of gunfire grew steadily louder. “I think they found us, boss.” But Spencer didn’t hear him. Or anything. Walker and the two track crewmen stared at their dead commander as the sounds of the firefight built up.
“Sir? Sir? Battalion’s calling Captain Spencer. So are the platoons. What should we do?”
They don’t even give us time to mourn a good man, thought Walker. “Give me the radio — the company net first. And one of you get on that chain gun. We’re going to hold right here.” As he talked to the platoons, trying to get a grip on the battle and form some sort of plan, he wondered what had happened to his OP.
* * *
Macintosh and Baldwin were not, of course, privy to the grand schemes of which they were only a small part. They didn’t know of Stern’s plan, which sent the lead battalion on a two-pronged advance around both sides of the bowl and held the second one back to either break through or patch up a hole. They had no idea that Guterman had sent an entire battalion on each of his attack avenues or about the Germans’ rushed piecemeal deployment into the woods, a move that had cost them two platoons. Nor were they aware that, after the loss of those platoons, the Germans had formed for deliberate attacks against their enemy. Macintosh and Baldwin were only privy to the knowledge that the field phone had decided not to work — and that one hell of a lot of dismounted Germans, backed up by their fighting vehicles, were plodding over the hill crest and straight toward them. Armed with this knowledge, the pair first hosed the woods to get the Germans to go to ground. Then they heaved the broken field phone at the enemy and ran like hell back to their platoon.
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 1:00 p.m.
Middletown stood in his tank turret, facing the quilt of farmland spread out to his west. He was seemingly oblivious to the fighting in the hills less than a mile over his right shoulder. He was too concerned with emplacing the last of what were now nine ITVs, one having broken down a mile back. The remaining vehicles found firing positions along the hillsides to the east of the autobahn and oriented northwest. The flats across the autobahn were now their engagement area. Nine ITVs and one tank, he thought, that’s all that’s keeping the Germans from end-running right around us. He scanned the empty fields with his binoculars. We’ll hit them in the flank first, he thought as he saw the battle unfold in his mind’s eye, then they’ll turn toward the fire. We’ll have to use crossing fires; otherwise, the missiles will just bounce off the frontal armor. The old man will wait until the last second before he launches the counterattack. I hope his timing’s good.
He listened with one ear as the fight unfolded around the bowl. To the west, in the hills just over his shoulder, artillery from both sides rained down, splintering the firs and pines into toothpicks. The battalion commander was down, and the battalion operations officer sent back bleak reports. Although the American units were holding in the east, where the Germans presented easy targets to Walker’s company as they skylined themselves coming over the top of the ridge, the battle in the west was costing the Americans both lives and land. Two understrength companies were stacked up against a German battalion, and only the broken ground kept the Germans from punching through. If they do break through, thought Middletown, they’ll roll up my flank on the way.
* * *
The choices for Alex Stern boiled down to two whens and a where. One Bradley battalion remained uncommitted, and he waited for the right moment — the first when— to send it either along the west or the east side of the bowl. It was the choice of where that troubled him. If they attacked through the hills in the west, they could relieve the pressure building up against his lead elements and ensure the safety of his antitank blocking force. Such a move would be simple, direct, and straight to the heart of the matter. Feeling the self-confidence that comes with making decisions and believing in them, Stern liked that choice. If he ordered the force along the bowl’s eastern hills, however, the move would take longer to have an effect. The reports indicated the enemy was weaker there, throwing himself against a company set in a good reverse-slope position, and the maneuver offered the possibility of an end run against the Germans.
“How’s it goin’, Sir?” Eads asked over the intercom.
“What do you think? You’ve heard all the reports coming in.”
“Hey, Sir, I ain’t nothin’ but a track driver. All that strategy stuff’s way over my head. Could you maybe give me, you know, the Reader s Digest condensed version?”
Stern thought for a second. “Well, they bulled right into the battalion in the woods and tried to overpower it, but we’re holding them off.”
“Just tried to put their heads down and drive straight up the middle, huh, Sir?”
“Something like that, Eads.”
“Humph. No style at all. Worse than my high school football team. Did I ever tell you about that team, Sir? Up the middle, up the middle, up the middle, punt. You know, Sir, when we played Ellenville High for the county championships, their defense had the four biggest guys in the middle you ever saw, but their outside line had more holes than, than…”
“Swiss cheese?”
“Mebbe. Anyway, ol’ coach he just kept going up the middle. And y’know what?”
Stern was shaking his head at the wisdom of a farm boy as he reached for his command net. “You lost?”
“Howdja guess, Sir?” came Eads’s surprised voice.
“I had a feeling. Eads, you know more about tactics and strategy than you give yourself credit for.” He keyed the microphone on his command net, then ordered his reserve battalion to leave its attack position behind Sintzen and sweep around to the east. Another message told the battalion already in the hills around the bowl to hold on. Aggressiveness, thought Stern, is not enough. You have to go forward, but you have to look where you’re going.
* * *
As nervous as he was about going into the attack, the order to move forward, pass through the 1-89th Infantry, and attack to encircle the enemy relieved some of the growing tension in 1st Lt. Billy Travers and the rest of TF 3-29. All morning they’d eaten the l-89th’s dust as they followed it down the autobahn. Then they’d stopped and started, again and again, as the forward task force dueled with the Germans. The on-again, off-again war of the follow-on mission was beginning to wear on Travers’s nerves.
Never straying more than a few steps from his radio, he brought the leadership of his platoon together during each halt, trying to form a team from the mixed bag he’d been given. The 2d Platoon, C Company, 3-29th Infantry, once again had three squads; they had made up for the loss of Two-Three by attaching one of two surviving squads from 3d Platoon, which had lost both its platoon leader and a Bradley during the air attack.
During each of the short halts, Travers and his sergeants had talked over platoon battle drills, walking through who would assault, who would support, and where each squad fit into the plan. His platoon sergeant had kept busy redistributing and cross-leveling ammunition, checking maintenance, and getting the names, social security numbers, and the next of kin of the new arrivals.
Because the l-89th’s scouts were screening to the front of the two task forces, the scouts for Travers’s battalion focused on taking the actions necessary to make the eventual forward passage as smooth as it could be. One section deployed behind the l-89th’s embattled companies in the west, the other fell in behind Walker’s Bradleys in the east. Between the play-by-play of the forward scout sections and the processed situation reports sent by the scout platoon leader, who’d stationed himself at the l-89th’s TOC, information flowed freely into TF 3-29. As Travers rolled forward, the lead platoon in the second company, he had a clear idea of both the big picture and the terrain and enemy that lay before him.
* * *
Bill Walker, however, saw only three things clearly. First, he was in command of a company in the middle of a firefight. Second, once again he found himself outnumbered and outgunned right in the middle of the one route leading toward the Germans’ objective. And third, his soldiers, prone in the brush, behind trees, and in the folds of the reverse slope, were beating back every assault that crested the ridge in front of them — but the assaults just kept coming.
Having scored the night before with the Cav’s mortars, Walker told his fire support officer to forget about artillery and get the four-deuces on target. It was just as well. The two companies taking a beating in the west had priority of indirect fires. The companies’ requests for missions were backed up so far that, had the artillery battalion been able to fire them all, it would have taken a week’s worth of shooting and several truckloads of ammunition. To the knowing nods of the battalion’s mortarmen and to Walker’s advantage, the artillery FOs once again neglected their handiest, most responsive asset. Walker took full advantage of their oversight.
Walker’s company would hold its fire until the Germans crested the ridge, letting them advance a hundred meters or so unmolested. Then Walker would bring in the mortar fire, effectively sealing off those Germans in front of him from their counterparts on the far side. As the Germans dashed forward to get out from under the shell fire, they ran into the buzzsaw of Walker’s infantry. Three times the assault waves came, and three times Macintosh, Baldwin, and the rest of the company held their breath and their fire until the Germans were just outside hand-grenade range. Twice the enemy tried to work around the flanks of the hill, but — just as he had on the previous night — Walker pulled his Bradleys back and posted them on the sides of his position. Four Bradleys were on one side; four were on the other; and a platoon’s worth served as a mobile “fire brigade.” The Bradleys dashed first to the left flank, then to the right, adding their autocannon and coaxial machine-gun fires to that of the flank guard, thus blocking the Germans’ end runs.
Yet even as Walker’s men pulled ammunition from the wounded and crawled forward to strip grenades from fallen Germans, Walker knew the clock was working against him. He’d long since banned automatic fire, and save for his machine gunners, his soldiers reverted to the “hold ’em and squeeze ’em” single shots of the rifle range.
The drop in the volume of fire gave the few Germans who’d crept in between the curtain of high explosive and grazing machine-gun fire the openings they needed to infiltrate the company position. Walker saw a group of three go to ground not forty meters from his command post. In less than a minute, the newly appointed company commander found himself, his fire support officer (FSO), and their radiotelephone operators (RTOs) pinned down, trading shots with the little group of enemy. The little battle went on for several minutes until the FSO’s M113 crew, their vehicle parked about seventy meters away, decided to join in. The APC rolled toward the enemy, the vehicle commander walking .50-caliber rounds up the hill toward the infiltrators. A German knelt to bring his antitank weapon to bear, and Walker cut him down. The other two panicked. As they rolled out of the way of the charging track, they rolled right into the command groups’ sights. Walker’s RTO felled them both with his last two bullets.
The Germans’ fourth try at Walker’s position was their strongest. Although firing blindly, their artillery began to impact near his company’s positions. Without overhead cover, the American infantry began to take casualties. As the biggest wave poured over the crest, both Bradley teams on the flanks reported contact and the dismounted elements radioed back that they were down to less than fifty rounds per man. Beseiged with crisis on all sides, Walker didn’t even notice the 3-29th’s Bradleys coming up behind him.
* * *
The lead company of TF 3-29 ran head-on into the German assault. It was a case of the irresistible force meeting the immovable object. Thanks to their scouts’ warning, the contact came as no surprise. Alpha Company swung quickly into the German assault’s flank, the Bradleys dropping ramps and the infantrymen deploying on line, firing as they went. Alpha Company, which hadn’t looked forward to busting a hole in the German line, instead braced open the door that the Germans had so thoughtfully opened with their attack. Moving up from behind, Travers’s platoon took the lead, picked up speed, and headed for the hills beyond.
Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 1:16 p.m.
At his forward CP, tucked away in a grove of trees just off Autobahn 5, Joel Guterman monitored the reports flowing in from his infantry battalions fighting in the bowl. Colonel Shror paced anxiously next to him.
“Why have they not yet overrun the Americans, Herr Guterman?”
“Our enemy fights quite stubbornly and the terrain works in his favor. Perhaps if you had not rushed the attack so, the battalions could have brought their full force to bear, rather than attacking a platoon at a time.”
“Rushed the attack? Herr Colonel, behind us, doing nothing, sits a force of nearly two hundred tanks and a thousand mounted infantrymen.”
“I will move them when the time is right. The enemy must first wholly commit himself to the fight in the woods.”
An operations sergeant leaned out of the back of the command post vehicle. “Herr Colonel, reconnaissance reports fresh American infantry forces attacking in battalion strength along the eastern edge of the bowl!”
“There’s your enemy!” shouted Shror, almost rejoicing. “Now attack, attack!”
But Guterman remained unconvinced. “Something is not right here, Herr Shror. Where are the American tanks?”
“Does it matter? You have almost twice his number!”
“Herr Shror, if this is a trap, we risk everything by moving too soon.” Shror stomped off and stood staring out into the trees. Guterman watched him take his pistol from its holster. Then Shror turned and marched up to him, the pistol held level, pointing into Guterman’s midsection.
“We will go to your combat vehicle now, Herr Colonel.”
“Killing me will little profit the high command.”
Shror smiled. “No, Herr Guterman, I shall not kill you. I shall merely see that you do your duty. You will lead the attack, and I shall be beside you to see that you do so. I can only attribute your reluctance to engage the Americans as cowardice, and so I will go with you to ensure that this attack indeed happens.”
“No man calls me a coward!”
Shror stuck the pistol into Guterman’s belly. “Give the order, then we will go.”
All eyes in the command post were on him. Guterman turned his head to address the operations sergeant. “Contact the battalions.” He looked at Shror. “Shall we go to my vehicle, Herr Colonel?”
“Surely, Herr Guterman.” Shror kept the pistol at Guterman’s back as they walked.
* * *
Soon they were riding alongside the lead tank battalion. The Leopards seemed to pour endlessly out of the cover of the forest, but Guterman ignored them, focusing instead on his map, marking sightings and contacts, preoccupied with the battle in the woods. Along the east side of the bowl, the Americans were hitting his battalion hard, a battalion already suffering heavily from its advance through the forest.
Shror, who was also monitoring the radio, rocked as the track hit a bump. He still held the pistol, but for a second he let go of his handhold and waved at Guterman.
“Don’t worry about the infantry battle, Herr Guterman. You should concentrate on this, your main thrust. I do not agree with your decision to go around a flank, though. If I were in charge, there would be one rapid thrust up the middle, right along the autobahn.”
“And right into the enemy’s guns.”
“The enemy is in the trees, Herr Colonel. But this time we will try it your way. We shall hit him from behind.”
Guterman’s battalions checked in, reporting their readiness to begin the attack. Shror nodded, gently waving the pistol. Guterman spoke into the microphone and the mass of German armor began to roll.
* * *
On the hill mass to the west of the autobahn, a lone armored cavalry Bradley idled as it hid in the trees. Its commander, peering through his binoculars, watched the valley below fill with German Leopards and Marders. The low ground below and to his north was literally packed, like a great moving parking lot. For several minutes he could do nothing but stare as the great wave of vehicles, far too many to count, spread out before him. Ralph McKay was the troop commander now — if you could call seven Bradleys, counting his own, a troop. All of Blue Platoon was gone. What was left of White Platoon and McKay’s platoon had been combined under his command after the CO and the XO had been killed by artillery. Seven Bradleys. That was all that remained of G Troop, 12th U.S. Cavalry. McKay picked up the handset. As the Cav troop commander, he had direct access to the brigade commander to pass critical information, and this, thought McKay, is as critical as it gets.
“Six, this is Ironhorse Six. Spot report.”
Stern was waiting. Forward with the attacking infantry battalion, he first switched the intercom to internal and spoke to Eads.
“Here it comes. Get ready to turn us around and get back to the autobahn.” He switched back to brigade command.
“This is Six. Send it, Ironhorse.”
“Major enemy formation, armor heavy, of at least four battalions, massing north of Autobahn 5 vicinity…” McKay read off the grid coordinates. “Enemy is moving west at a high rate of speed.”
“Roger. Continue to monitor their movement and report the locations of their lead elements.”
“Wilco. Over.” McKay put down the microphone, not expecting a reply. It seemed so simple, so impersonal, this passing of the most key piece of information. He sighed. I shouldn’t expect anything special for doing my job. That’s what they pay me for.
“Ironhorse, this is Six. Good job; keep it up. Six out.”
Ralph McKay smiled and shook his head. He lifted his binoculars back to his eyes and watched the German armor roll by.
* * *
As they rolled back toward the autobahn, Stern, riding in the commander’s hatch with the wind blowing over him, reviewed the bidding. The Burbenheim Bowl was now a cauldron, burning with artillery, tank, automatic cannon, and rifle fire. His battered infantry companies fell back slowly on the west side, making the Germans pay for every meter of ground. In the east, the attacking battalion was mauling the Germans but hadn’t yet broken through to relieve the pressure on the west side. Middletown and the ITVs were set, ready to defend the open flank. The 195th’s two tank battalions lay in wait behind the large southernmost ridge that spilled off the Alterkoop Range. The enemy’s main thrust was fifteen minutes from the point where the ITVs could engage it. A kilometer later they’d reach the trigger point for the 195th’s counterattack. Stern glanced at his map and estimated it would take him eighteen minutes, if Eads didn’t make a wrong turn, to get to where he could direct the battle. They’d be cutting it close.
In a little over half an hour, Stern thought, we get a decision. Until then, well, enjoy what you can. You’ve done what you can do. He dropped down out of the wind and, fishing his pipe from the pocket of his field jacket, filled the bowl and lit it. On the floor of the bumping Bradley lay a case of MREs. Lunch.
For dessert, thought Stern, I’ll have a vacuum-packed, slightly dehydrated chocolate brownie. No twist of lemon.
The Burbenheim Bowl
Monday, March 25, 1:48 p.m.
In the distance, still more than a mile out of range, Middletown used his binoculars to track the mass of German armor as it slid diagonally across his front. American artillery fell in the middle of the German columns. Middletown knew it wouldn’t kill any tanks, but if he got lucky the indirect fire might catch a few careless tank commanders who didn’t duck fast enough. Maybe the concussion would take out a few crews or shear off the radio antennas on a command vehicle. At least, he thought, they’ll be buttoned up when we engage; they’ll have a harder time spotting us.
He’d sited each ITV personally, ensuring that the vehicles were masked from the front. Side shots, he’d told the crews, go for flank shots into the thinner armor on the tanks’ sides and stay covered from the front. If they see you from head on, you’re dead. The Americans were in good positions; their opening volley should take the Germans by surprise, and Middletown’s hidden ITVs would be difficult to acquire. But he held no illusions: The Germans had more tanks than he had missiles to shoot at them. Stern would wait until the last possible moment before launching the tank battalions. If I’m lucky, very lucky, Middletown thought, we might get away from here with half of us left to tell about it. He put down the binoculars and looked at his map. The lead German tanks seemed to be about at the “commence fire line” he’d drawn on his map.
“Gunner, laze to the lead enemy vehicle.”
“Roger that.” There was a pause while the tank’s laser range finder sent out its invisible beam of light, recorded the time it took to bounce back, and displayed the readout. “Range three-two-two-seven meters.”
That will do it, thought Middletown.
“All Alpha Tango, this is Three. Enemy tanks front. Cross. At my command.” He knew the missiles were in the tubes and that the gunners had been steadily tracking the tanks for minutes.
“Fire!”
* * *
Eads pulled the Bradley behind a low rise next to the autobahn just in time for Stern to see the TOW missiles jinking toward the German column. At the last minute an alert German tanker must have seen the smoke trails, for the tanks began dancing, trying to evade the missiles. Two missiles sailed off into oblivion, but seven TOW rounds found their targets. Five of the seven tanks they hit stopped and began to smoke. The second volley, despite the dense smoke clouds the tanks spewed out to hide themselves, took out six more. As a third volley streaked toward the Germans, Stern noted that the battle was only a little more than two minutes old.
* * *
“All Alpha Tango, this is Three. Command vehicles are priority targets. Look for multiple antennas. Engage at will.”
* * *
C’mon, c’mon, Stern thought, take the bait, take it. You’re not going to let a bunch of IT Vs aggravate you like that, are you?
* * *
Both launch tubes empty, the ITV gunner stabbed a button and the vehicle’s hammerhead turret lowered itself to the reload position. Inside, the track commander, through his periscope sight, continued to watch the German armor close.
“Get those rounds in there, goddammit!”
The loader popped the cargo hatch, pulled an Improved TOW missile from the ammunition ready racks, and shoved it into the empty tube. Seven seconds later, having reloaded a second missile, he slammed the hatch closed and the turret once again rose to the firing position.
It took only a few seconds for the gunner to acquire a target. With a low roar another wire-guided missile sped toward the Germans.
* * *
“Guterman!” Shror yelled over the intercom. “The enemy is firing from your flank!”
“Those are not his tanks, and they are not the objective. We must continue forward.”
“Coward, why do you always refuse to fight?”
“Colonel, don’t be a fool. Even you must see that this is a diversion.” Guterman, noticing the artillery had let up, popped the hatch and lifted his binoculars to study the battle and survey the neck of the corridor, turning his back on Shror in the process. He didn’t feel the butt end of Shror’s pistol on the back of his neck; he only felt a white-hot streak of pain sear up his neck and between his eyes. Then a black tidal wave of ache swept him under. He crumpled to the floor of the track.
Shror grabbed Guterman’s handset. “We will attack toward the fire and destroy the Americans.”
* * *
Roosevelt Lawson hit the radio’s transmit switch and acknowledged his company commander’s order. Then he switched over to the platoon net.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. The enemy is changing direction and orienting on the ITVs. The boss man’s decided to send us in. We’re going to hit them in the flank. Move out, follow the platoon in front of us. Form line once we get around the comer of this hill. Once we’re on line, stand by for fire commands.”
“Okay, Keats, let’s go,” Shelley said. “Winchell, you got sabot loaded?”
“Roger that, Corporal.”
“Good. Cook, you get ready to shove those rounds in there.”
“He’s getting pretty good at this loader stuff,” said Winchell.
“It makes my arm sore,” responded Knudsen.
“Don’t worry, it’s good for your sex life.”
“Cut the chatter,” commanded Shelley. “Stand by.”

Buttoned up inside their vehicles, the ITV crews knew little about what was going on around them. Their understanding of the battle was limited to what they could see through their turret sights and the narrow field of view of each vehicle commander’s periscope. But as first one ITV, then another, went off the radio net, they knew they were taking losses.
The crewmen in Echo One-Three dropped to the floor of their ITV as the track rocked backward. Sergeant Sutler knew instantly what had happened, but in his panic he lay huddled on the floor, unable to move. His gunner, Pfc. Enrique Menendez, shaken but whole, shook the ringing out of his ears and crawled toward the back of the vehicle.
“They got the turret!” yelled Menendez. “Everybody out!” He unlatched the troop door and half climbed, half fell to the ground, still dizzy from the concussion. Looking up he saw half the twisted mass of the ITV’s hammerhead still standing, the rest blown into pieces that littered the ground behind him.
His loader followed, helping the bleeding driver out the troop door. All three lay panting for a moment, surveying themselves and each other. Menendez scooted to the driver and checked him out.
“Where you hit, man?”
“I’m not, I just got banged up when the track got hit.”
“What about that?” Menendez pointed to the driver’s trousers, which were soaked from the waist down.
“What about it? Look at yourself.” Menendez looked down. The realization came quickly. He glanced at the loader. All three had lost control of their bladders when the ITV was hit.
It was the loader who noticed they were one short. “Where’s Sergeant Sutler?”
Menendez looked around, then stuck his head back in the troop door. Sutler lay curled up on the track’s floor, sobbing.
Menendez hoisted himself through the open door, pulling it shut behind him. He clambered over the heap of missiles and equipment that the concussion had spilled onto the vehicle’s floor. When he reached the driver’s compartment, he pulled the lever that would unlock the safety catches and lower the ramp of the ITV. There was a quick hiss as the hydraulics worked, then the ramp thudded to the ground. Menendez scooted back.
“You guys pull everything you can out of here — weapons, water, the tripod and the extra sight, everything. Get some rounds, too, if they’re not fucked up. We’ll ground-mount if we can. I’ll try and get Sergeant Sutler.”
As his buddies went to work off-loading the equipment, Menendez climbed out of their way and bent over Sutler.
“C’mon, Sarge, we gotta get outta here.”
Sutler balled himself up tighter and whimpered. Menendez first tried to pull the sergeant’s hands away from his face, then to straighten his curled-up legs, and finally to pull Sutler’s body out the back. He grabbed Sutler’s ankles and tugged, but the dead weight wouldn’t move. Twice Sutler, still sobbing, kicked to be left alone. The loader and driver had just about emptied the track when Menendez finally let go and tried to figure out a way to snap his NCO out of his shock. The crack of a tank round ripping overhead broke his train of thought.
“Menendez,” called the loader, “get outta there. We got tanks coming, and they got the track spotted.”
Menendez swore and bent over Sutler again, trying to slap some sense into him. “C’mon, Sarge, c’mon, they’re gonna hit the track again. Snap out of it, c’mon, Sergeant Sutler.”
The blast of the impacting tank round carried away the last of the ITV turret and threw Menendez out the back of the track.
“Menendez, get up here, man. We got the TOW set up, and we got targets.” He looked up to see the ground-mount launcher set up about fifty meters away, his buddies waving frantically for him to join them.
“Sergeant Sutler, I gotta go. We got targets.” He left Sutler where he lay and dashed up the hill, panting as the driver slid out of the way so he could assume the gunners’ position.
“You do it, man,” said the driver as he stood aside. “You’re better at it than me.”
Menendez wiped the sweat from his eyes and peered through the TOW sight. He gauged the distance at about eighteen hundred meters— that meant the tank could hit them as well as they could hit it. When the loader saw Menendez tighten into a firing position, he glanced over his shoulder, tapped on Menendez’s head, and announced “Backblast area clear.” Menendez tracked the target for a few seconds, then gently squeezed the TOW trigger. Rocket motors roared to life, sending the missile speeding toward the advancing tank.
* * *
Middletown couldn’t see his IT Vs on the flanks, but the black smoke rising from the three positions told him he had only six vehicles left. The Germans were massing fires, four or five tanks taking on a single ITV. Even at long range their rounds would eventually hit home. But the enemy had turned toward him, determined to eliminate the wasp that had stung and cost him thirty tanks — by Middletown’s count — in less than five minutes. Now the Germans were closing, a great gray wave bearing down on his position. The counterattacking battalions were moving to strike the flank, but it would take them a few minutes. And in a few minutes the Germans would overrun his ITVs.
“Gunner, laze to closest enemy tank.” Again the pause.
“Two-five-three-one meters.”
Long, but within range.
He slewed the turret until he acquired a clear target — a flank shot, too — in his commander’s sight. He’d been a staff officer for a long time, yet the fire commands came back to him as if he were in the Armor Officer Basic Course.
“Gunner-heat-tank. ”
“Identified!” shouted the gunner.
“Up!” came the loader’s cry.
Middletown thought he should set his jaw. Once they fired his tank would be a target. The Germans would shoot back and, as they closed the range, eventually their numbers would tell. He could, in all good conscience, sit back and try to control the battle. If he did nothing, he could increase his chances of surviving — even if all the ITVs bought it. His intervention, his firing, might only take the pressure off one or two who would die in the end anyway.
“Hey, Sir,” said his gunner, “you want me to nail this ’rad son of a bitch or not?”
“You know what we’re gonna get if you pull that trigger?” Middletown asked.
“We know,” said the driver. “But screw it, Sir. After all, who gets out of this life alive anyway?”
“After what they did to the ITVs,” growled the loader, “we oughta bust those bastards wide open.”
“Okay, gang,” Middletown replied, “you’re on.” He grinned. Let’s see how well we do, he thought. For a second he paused, his family’s faces clear in his mind’s eye. June, my wife; Josie, Joe, James — my children — I love you so. If I’ve hurt you, forgive me. Grow to be strong.
“Fire!”
“On the waaaay!”
Middletown’s tank rocked as the round left the tube. A Leopard disappeared in a flash and a cloud of black smoke. Other turrets among the German attackers turned to orient on the muzzle flash.
* * *
The forty-four tanks of the 4th Battalion, 23d Armor Firepower Forward battalion — swung out from behind the hill mass into battle formation. The thirty-nine tanks of their sister unit, the 1st Battalion, 12th Armor (the Black Bears), roared up alongside them no more than a minute later. Out of the 102 M1 and M60 tanks that had crushed the track-park fence at Baumflecken the day before, these eighty-three were just about all, save for the few assisting the infantry in the bowl, that Stern had to throw at the Germans.
Lawson checked the readout from the laser range finder. They had just under one thousand meters to cover before the enemy was in range. That should take, Lawson thought, about three minutes.
* * *
Two Leopards burned in front of Menendez’s position, his missiles having struck both of them in their thinner side armor. Yet even as the loader shoved one of their two remaining TOW missiles into the fiberglass launcher, One-Three’s turretless form bucked and exploded, two tank rounds penetrating the forward slope of the ITV and shattering the aluminum-alloy hull, splintering it like so much balsa wood. The trio picked themselves up from where they’d thrown themselves to the ground, Menendez gazing down at what was left of One-Three. The hull was gone, only the smoking chassis of the track remained. He slid behind the TOW sight.
“The tank that hit it will be in the clear in a minute.”
Menendez proved right. Thirty seconds later a Leopard tank came into his field of view, its turret traversing slowly back and forth, searching for targets. When the big gun was pointed directly away from him, Menendez squeezed the trigger. The missile left the launcher, aimed at the tank’s turret ring, the vulnerable space between the thickly armored Leopard’s turret and hull.
The Leopard’s wingman must have alerted Menendez’s target, for the tank began to swerve left and right, the turret turning back to search for the missile crew. Menendez held the crosshairs dead center on the turret ring even as the tanks’ gun barrel slewed toward him. There was a huge flash. The TOW missile detonated just as the tank fired.
A jet of molten metal spurted through the Leopard’s armor, searing the gunner’s legs off at the knees. The molten jet splashed into the driver’s compartment, burned instantly through his back, and ignited the Leopard’s on-board ammunition. For a few seconds the big tank simply stopped and smouldered, then it heaved as rounds detonated inside the turret, literally blowing the tank to pieces from the inside out.
The crew of Echo One-Three, however, did not get a chance to witness the explosion; they died when the German HEAT round detonated on the TOW launcher.
* * *
The lead elements of the German attack were no more than a kilometer from Middletown’s position when Shror began receiving the reports of American armor moving on his flank. The news shocked him, so convinced was he that he was fighting the main force. Yet the situation, he thought, is far from hopeless. More than 130 Leopards remain to deal with the enemy, thought Shror, and this position in front of me is finished. No fire came from the other side of the autobahn, only nine black smoke streamers.
Some of Shror’s commanders thought faster than he did, so that, even before he issued the order to reorient, some companies had swung hard right, taking up positions to face the Americans. Lawson could see them changing direction as his platoon’s first volley went downrange.
The first volley tore holes in the mass of Leopards. Turrets spun off and gray tanks convulsed and exploded with the second. But by the third volley, the Germans’ return fire began to grow in intensity, and the battle slowed as Mis spouted flames and began to burn. Both sides sought what sparse protection the small folds in the fields offered. Between the two hills the farmland churned into a hell of burning steel and flesh.
* * *
Stern bit his lip. His gamble was hurting the Germans, but it wasn’t the knockout punch he’d anticipated. Instead the battle was turning into a grinding tank fight. He had taken the advantage by striking first, but there were just too many of them and his force grew smaller each time a Leopard fired.
* * *
As his Bradley raced along the forest trail, Travers turned to look behind him and ensure that his platoon was following. He dropped down in the hatch a little, lest some low-hanging tree limb take him unawares and knock him out of the Bradley’s cupola. Suddenly the track stopped, pitching Travers forward.
“Driver, why did you…” The view that greeted him as he turned to face forward answered his question. They had made their end run, cutting up and cutting off two German infantry battalions and arriving on the east side of the hill. As Travers stood staring at the tank battle on the valley floor, the rest of his platoon and his company came up. Travers’s four Bradleys went into hasty firing positions. Although the company commander had issued no orders, not yet having worked his way forward, the other vehicles in Travers’s company did the same.
First Lt. Willi Harriman had been the company XO until two days ago, when his battalion commander’s death caused Harriman’s captain to move up a notch to become the battalion operations officer. Harriman pulled his track alongside Travers’s and surveyed the scene. He could take no credit for the circumstances, but his entire company was on line with a valley full of flank targets. He’d never issued a company fire command before, so it came out ragged — not at all like the Bradley gunnery manual specified. Yet, on the ten Bradleys straddling the hillside, TOW missile pods swung and locked into their firing positions and his platoon leaders reported they were up. With a sense of selfsatisfaction bordering on glee, Harriman announced, “Fire!”
* * *
Shror cursed as the report came in. His head swam and he slapped himself to maintain control. The infantry in the woods was beaten and was falling back out of the bowl. The Americans owned Daldorf and were moving west in battalion strength. It is Guterman’s fault, he told himself bitterly. He kicked the unconscious body on the floor in the ribs. Had we attacked straight down the autobahn as I suggested, I would not have these problems. A second set of panicked reports of the Americans’ missiles biting into his flanks came in. Shror pulled at his face. Realizing he was about to be attacked from two directions, he suddenly knew real fear. Surrounded, cut off, captured? What will — they do with me? It must not come to that. It must not.
* * *
“Gunner, two tanks. Left tank first.”
“Identified!”
“Up!”
“Sergeant,” shouted Lawson’s gunner over the intercom, “they’re moving back!”
Lawson blinked and stared through his sight. It was true. Clouds of white smoke poured out of the Leopards’ smoke generators, covering their disengagement.
“Can you still see the target?”
“Roger.”
“Fire!”
“On the waaay!”
Lawson saw the tank shudder and die. One less, he thought, for next time.
* * *
A victory, thought Stern as the Germans fell back, but it’s not a complete one. His enemy withdrew in good order, firing as the tanks bounded back. Artillery fell on the American positions, buttoning up Stern’s tanks and forcing them to reposition. Gray haze covered the field before him, punctuated at odd intervals with the red-orange of burning armored vehicles. He thought of pursuing, but his status board told him that only fifty-one tanks remained operational. The scout on the hill counted twice that many enemy tanks, plus the infantry fighting vehicles that had never gotten into the fight, withdrawing past him. Stern would have to let them go. The radio crackled.
“Six, this is Five at the TOC.”
“This is Six. What’s your read of the situation?”
Dexter Cooper looked at the charts and maps in front of him. The German force was a wounded animal, and they are the most dangerous.
“This is Five. Recommend you establish defensive positions. Enemy will attack within eighteen hours.”
“Roger.” Cooper’s analysis confirmed Stern’s intuition. “We’ll get Three to work on the defensive plan. He’s good at those.”
“Negative.”
“What do you mean, ‘Negative’”?
“Three didn’t make it.”
Dozens of men died that day, but Middletown’s death shook Alex Stern. From nowhere came an image of his own quarters on Fort Irwin, of how they must be half empty with Veronica’s things gone. And his* son’s room, the bed still made, the dresser covered with years of undisturbed dust. There was a lump in his throat as Stern gave a weak “Roger” and pulled off his CVC.
There are few luxuries in combat, but Alex Stern took the time for one. He sat quietly for a few minutes and mourned.

TEN

The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 2:00 p.m.
Cooper, status of the brigade and analysis of the ground and enemy in hand, met Stern halfway between the TOC and the hill from which Stern directed the battle. Once again Cooper’s calculations meshed with Stern’s instinct, and Stern formed his plan. Since they’d defeated the Germans’ thrust through the Burbenheim’s woods and since almost two-thirds of his sector was good, open tank country, he doubted the Germans would commit their forces where they had been beaten back earlier. Stern thinned his defense in the bowl, leaving only one infantry battalion — the weary 1-89th — to hold its ground in the woods. Just as Walker had done earlier in the day, the worn Bradley companies backed off the front sides of hills and took up reverse-slope positions, setting out observation posts on the crests for early warning. Stern pulled TF 3-29’s Bradley companies from the woods to thicken his main effort. He ordered the 4-23d’s and l-12th’s armor to dig into the open fields. A tank company of the Black Bears — reduced by the afternoon’s battle to nine tanks, but reinforced with an infantry platoon for close-in security— took over the positions once held by the now-extinct ITVs. He oriented the armor on the autobahn, the most direct high-speed route through his position and, therefore, the most dangerous. The engineer company’s bulldozers were already hard at work, digging in positions so that the big tanks would be flush with the ground. Only when they pulled forward to fire would the tanks expose their turrets, a trick that the OPFOR at the NTC repeatedly pulled on their enemies with bloody success. Three of the 3-29th Infantry’s Bradley companies went to ground along the hills running parallel to the autobahn. The fourth company was reinforced with a tank platoon and dug in, directly blocking the roadway. Finally, he pulled D Company, 4-23d Armor, for his reserve. Thus formed, the 195th’s defense resembled a flipped-over and slightly misshapen capital V, open toward the enemy and with the long side running parallel to the autobahn to rake the German column with flanking fires as it passed. The shorter but thicker arm cut across the road and angled out into the flats. Stern believed the German column would attack directly into this opening.
Since the major avenues of approach through the Burbenheim Corridor led down to Autobahn 5, Stern decided to take a risk in the west, along the base of the Alterkoop Range. He believed that the Germans would not follow up failure there — at least not in force. He detached a Bradley platoon from TF 3-29 to cover the gap between the Alterkoop and its northernmost finger. “Meet me vicinity the road junction for specific instructions,” he’d ordered the platoon leader. He had issued warning orders to the other units so that the leaders might conduct their reconnaissance and begin movement. Units were settling into position, and he was finalizing his plan when the lieutenant’s track pulled up. “Sir, Lieutenant Travers reports as ordered.”
“At ease, Lieutenant Travers.” Stern cocked his head and eyed the young officer. “You called the alert, didn’t you?”
“Yes, Sir.” Here it comes, thought Travers. But the colonel shocked him.
“Damn good decision. Now I want you to be alert once again.” “Yes, Sir. The other two tracks are already on the screen line. You know we’re down one after the fight over there?”
“I know. But you have all your people, right?”
“Yes, Sir. We stuffed them in what’s left running.”
“Then three tracks should be enough. Travers, I want you to put your platoon along that line I gave you over the radio — this line here.” He pointed at his map. “Tie in with McKay’s cavalry. Put out some mines and set up a series of observation posts. If anything comes around that comer, you slow them down only long enough to count them. Then you call me and tell me what you see. I must know exactly how many. If you can’t get me on the radio, then you drive like all get out to that hill over there,” Stern gestured, “and you tell me in person. You may see nothing, you may see it all, but I have to know numbers and I have to know them fast. You look, you count, you report directly to me. Understand?”
“Got it, Sir. Wilco.”
Five minutes of coordination later, Stern watched the brown-haired lieutenant drive off.
* * *
Even as medics still tended the wounded and mechanics towed back wreckage and first sergeants pulled dog tags from the dead, Stern gathered his commanders and issued the order to occupy the defense. Conscious that only a few hours of daylight remained, Stern kept the meeting short and informal, with none of the charts and carefully rehearsed briefings common to big staffs. The units were already digging in; Stern’s briefing just tied up loose ends and made it official. Even Cooper’s tasking for rifle platoons to patrol the woods in the bowl and tanks to back up McKay’s cavalry on the counter-recon screen seemed no more than confirmations of what they’d come to expect. They all knew the Germans would come for them in the morning, the deck stacked against them from the start. But the deck had been stacked in favor of the house since they’d left Baumflecken, and so far they’d held their own and more. Stern could see it in their eyes: Their hopes of success, their hopes of living to see the next day, rested on him.
Stern felt the order was woefully inadequate by Infantry School standards, yet he had given them the best he could under the circumstances. Something told him to make an inspirational speech, but something different told him otherwise. All he could say was, “Any questions?”
There were none.
“Good. Now let’s get the work done.” He let them alone for two hours to issue their orders and emplace their defenses. In the evening twilight he got on the road.
There were defensive plans to check, positions to inspect, morale to raise. The time on the road between tasks gave him time to think. As Eads took him cross-country toward the first unit on his list, Stern’s mind turned to his wife. I’ll keep a good thought for you, Veronica, he said to himself with bittersweet acknowledgment. If you ever get lonely, think of me. It became, for Stern, a recognition that it was over. There will, Stern admitted, be other exorcisms, other demons to get out of closets — when our talk turns to money and property and who gets which set of the boy’s school pictures. He knew the demons would find him when he was sitting quietly, the memories and the sense of failure would sneak out of nowhere to wrench his heart. As his mind conjured up those images, he felt the pain; as he stood in the commander’s hatch, his heart ached. No one, he thought, no one could be that cruel. But the past two day’s events and Veronica’s letter — still lying in his desk drawer in his Baumflecken office — gave his common sense painful and bloody examples otherwise. Alex rubbed his temples, pressing back against the pain. He pulled his canteen from its carrier and took a long drink. Wish it was a martini. I could use a strong one right about now. A sad grin came to his face as he pulled his pipe from his pocket.
Goodbye, Veronica, I was your A1 a long time ago; you were once Ronnie to me.
Veronica Stern, though she bore his name and his son, was now relegated to the category of someone he used to love.
Eads pulled the Bradley in next to a tank battalion’s TOC and shut it down.
“We’re here, Sir.”
He pulled the goggles off his face and got out. Back to work, he thought. My work’s the only thing that’s been true.
Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 6:00 p.m.
Despite his efforts his vision remained cloudy, the blurred images before him changing shapes, refusing to come together. The images made noises — indistinct, guttural. Guterman wavered, but each time the pain and blackness dragged him back. The sharp stench of the salts finally pulled him beyond the darkness. The brigade surgeon pulled the offending odor away.
Guterman moved to sit up, only a fraction of an inch, then felt the top of his head come off. He let out a low moan.
“You are awake now, Herr Commander,” said the doctor. “Good. Now I can give you something for the pain.”
“Where am I? What is the status of the brigade? How are the soldiers? Was I hit?”
The doctor was a young man, not yet forty, but his hair was already gray. His round, wire-rimmed glasses, the way the tall man stooped when he walked, his tempered speech, and that bedside manner all made him seem much older. Later, when Guterman thought back on that night, he would tell himself the events of the previous two days had aged them all. The doctor capped the salts, replaced them in his medical kit, and turned back to Guterman.
“I can only answer some of your questions, Herr Commander. You are in a tent that Colonel Shror ordered set up for you. One of many tents. The brigade is in an assembly area, preparing for tomorrow morning’s attack. Our losses were heavy, but the bulk of the brigade is intact and is being reorganized. You were hit, yes, from behind. A nasty blow. Here, swallow these.” He held out two pills, which Guterman dutifully took, chasing them with a drink from the doctor’s canteen. “You will recover fully, although you will experience some soreness in the neck and perhaps a low-grade headache for a day or two.” “My crew? Colonel Shror?”
“Your crew is fine, unscratched. Colonel Shror has been quite busy indeed.”
“I don’t understand. If the vehicle was hit…”
“Your vehicle is undamaged.” The doctor saw Guterman wasn’t comprehending. “Do you watch American detective shows?”
“Only a few times.”
“Do you understand the term pistol-whipped?”
As it dawned on him, the throb in his head receded, only to be replaced by a tide of rage. He struggled to sit up, eyes watering as the throb returned when he changed positions. “Help me up. I have my duty.” “You need some rest, Herr Commander.”
“I need to get to my command post before that dog completely… “Completely what, Herr Guterman?” Shror demanded as he marched through the tent door, two of his Special Security men following. “You talk very brashly for a man relieved of his command and under charges.” Guterman tried to stand, but his legs wobbled and the ground rolled beneath him. The doctor hurried to catch him, supporting Guterman as he wavered.
Shror began to pace, finally stopping in front of Guterman. “I have spent the last several hours reorganizing the force after your cowardice nearly led us to defeat. The Americans are badly hurt, perhaps broken. Tonight we will determine exactly their dispositions, then tomorrow morning it will be I, not you, who shall first deceive them, and then defeat them in one direct, massive blow.”
“These soldiers will never fight for the likes of you.”
“Oh, they will fight, Herr Guterman. I have my men in place to see to that. We had only to shoot three or four of your enlisted scum for disloyalty before the rest became quite compliant.” Shror smiled a crooked smile. “As you know, I have observed your unit’s performance for the last several days. I have found too many of your subordinate commanders who seem infected with the same lack of bravery you exhibit. It has been necessary to relieve them, too. I am quite confident their subordinates, who do not share the same misguided loyalty to you, will ensure my orders are followed.”
“Why not just shoot me and the others now, and get it over with?” “Oh no, Herr Guterman. I will not risk a wholesale mutiny of your junior officers by shooting their commanders. You are much more valuable alive.” Shror lit a cigarette and blew the smoke at Guterman. “Before I came here, Herr Colonel, I spent some time communicating the situation to General Blacksturm. A brilliant man, Herr Colonel, simply brilliant. He has whipped the public into a frenzy. Did you know that crowds daily fill the streets, crying out against foreigners? How that man commands the masses! And soon, after we dispense with their military forces, we shall have an even greater hold on the Americans. Do you think they will dare to move when we hold their wives and children?” Shror tossed down the butt. “Everywhere things move ahead, all according to plan. Except here. But even then, General Blacksturm is wise enough to turn a setback into an advantage. Although he was most displeased that the Americans were not eliminated, he agrees that the Guterman family will once again prove itself useful.”
“Once again?”
“You should be thankful your son died without seeing his father tried for cowardice in the face of the enemy. You owe much to the Special Security. Your trial will discredit all who oppose the new order. Germany will rise like a phoenix, and you will have played an important part.”
Guterman shook off the doctor and lunged at Shror, but Joel was still weak and the other easily dodged his attack. A Special Security henchman bulled forward and slammed Guterman in the chest with the butt of his rifle, sending him spiraling to the ground. As Guterman tried to rise, Shror kicked him in the ribs, sending him back down. “Put this swine on his cot and tie him there!”
The two thugs bound his hands. Shror bent down to him. “Lie there, scum, and listen. These bonds will ensure you do not hurt yourself, and my men outside will keep away any unwanted guests. You will interfere no more. I will not incur BlackstumTs wrath again.” He stood. “You have nothing to do but rest, Herr Colonel. My command post, once yours, is only a hundred meters away. If you are fortunate, in the morning I shall allow you in there to witness my destruction of the Americans.” Then he was gone into the evening darkness.
“Rest, Herr Commander,” said the surgeon as he propped up Guterman’s head with a rolled blanket. “You can do nothing until you recover.” “What did he mean about my son?”
“I do not know. I know only that it is as he says. There are guards outside with orders to shoot should you try to escape.”
“Out, Herr Doctor,” bellowed one of the Special Security men. “This is my patient!”
“If you don’t want to be a patient yourself, you will leave.”
“Go on,” said Guterman, “tend to those you can help. Do your duty. That is an order.”
The doctor put several pain pills into an envelope, placed it carefully in Guterman’s bound hands, took up his aid bag, and left Joel Guterman to his hell.
Along Autobahn 5
Monday, March 25, 6:45 p.m.
“It’s amazing we got this far.”
“Wish we’d made it a little farther, Sir. I was beginning to like driving to war.”
Griffin and Sep watched as their demo man rigged thermite grenades to the Bradley’s engine. The two polizei cars — empty now— with the Bradley still between, were parked on the side of the road. Beside them, facing the other way, sat a German Marder. Two bodies, the Marder’s driver and its gunner, slumped lifelessly in the hatches. A third German lay in the middle of the road. Griffin looked at the German track, then at the dead major, and sadly shook his head. “They just had to stop us, that commander just had to get out and investigate.”
“And when he did, we had to take him out — and his crew. Hey, Sir, you getting soft on us or something? These people are the enemy. There’s three less of them, some unit is running around without a leader, and we got their graphics with a pinpoint location of our objective and all their radio frequencies. Only wish the bastards hadn’t called in a report first.”
“I’ve gotten so I don’t like unnecessary casualties — on anybody’s side. You’re sure he sent in our location?”
“I saw his lips moving when he was in the turret, and I checked out his track after we hit ’em. His higher HQ was blaring it out to anybody who’d listen. There’ll be somebody down here to check it out soon, especially after they called him and he didn’t answer.” The Sep spat tobacco juice. “We crossed through two brigades who weren’t interested in us after they’d beaten the devil out of each other, but we aren’t riding any farther.” The Sep looked toward the woods, where the rest of the team lay invisible in the darkness, covering them. “Where do you think he was going — all alone at night?”
“Probably back from an orders briefing,” replied Griffin as the demo man finished up. “It’s the right time, and that’s a battalion commander’s vehicle — although, since there was a major in it, the light colonel who normally commands a German mech battalion must be out of it. I don’t know why, that track obviously didn’t take any hits. Anyway, the S2 thinks they’ll attack in the morning in one last push to wipe out the 195th.”
“Bad move, traveling with no security.”
“We’re four klicks behind their lines and they own the country. Besides, that Marder has a bunch of firepower.”
“Not against guys on the ground.”
“Depends.”
The sergeant rigging the demolitions finished with the grenades. “We can go any time you’re ready, Sir. Better follow me out. I’ve rigged a bunch of trip wires — whoever comes to check these out is in for a very painful surprise.”
Griffin nodded. The Sep waved for their two close-in security men to pull back. In a moment the group entered the team’s small perimeter. Without pause the thirteen men picked up and struck out through the woods. They would move another five hundred meters, putting a safe distance between them and the vehicles, before they stopped to make plans and issue new orders.
They slipped through the manicured firs and pines like ghosts, without the creaking equipment and cracking twigs that would mark an ordinary unit’s passage. EvenGrriffin’s track driver — lugging the radio tuned to the 195th’s brigade command net, his battle dress spotted with grease and oil — seemed to pick up on the need for stealth. Surrounded by professionals this mediocre-at-best soldier imitated them and became one, gliding noiselessly between the trees. Griffin took his mind away from his evaluation of his team’s noise and movement discipline to muse on how he, like his driver, had absorbed the values of those around him. Somehow Stern and Maggie and the more conventional soldiers of the 195th seemed closer to him, more real and more important than the ice-cold hardness he once knew as his only reality. In a middle pocket of the rucksack on Griffin’s back — carefully wrapped in waterproof plastic lest it get wet and rot — the small teddy bear belonging to the child killed in the accident felt heavy.
As he walked The Griffin winced as the image came back; but he winced silently. No noise was allowed during movement.
* * *
Soon they were deep in the forest, the branches blocking out all light. In the thick dark the point man signaled a halt and the men took up a hasty perimeter. Griffin moved to the center. Under two ponchos, spread over him to seal in the glow of his flashlight, he again surveyed the captured German maps. First he needed to send a short message to Cooper, passing on what he’d learned from the captured map. From the arrows drawn on it, it seemed the Germans were planning to make a main thrust right down Autobahn 5. But two other axes of advance arrows were also sketched out: one around the hill mass in the east, the way they’d come before, and a smaller one through the Burbenheim Bowl. He tried to interpret where the Germans were going to throw the bulk of their weight, but the notes the German commander had scribbled made little sense. Griffin took several minutes to try and process the information, but finally the standing order of reconnaissance took over. Just report what you see, with accuracy and in a timely manner. Let the S2 do the interpretation, that’s what he gets paid for. He organized his thoughts, sent Cooper the message, and went back to the maps. In his mind a plan, and a purpose, coalesced.
Griffin clicked off the light and instinctively slid his hand onto his rifle’s pistol grip, even though he knew the near-silent footfalls he sensed approaching were friendly. The Sep slid under the ponchos and Griffin relaxed his grip on the trigger and turned the light back on.
“Well, Colonel?” he whispered.
“Same as before,” Griffin replied. “We conduct a reconnaissance of their brigade headquarters and, based on what we find, we reorga-
nize to take it out.” He paused, sucking in the wet air beneath the plastic covers. “With one change. I’m going in first. I want to see their brigade CO face-to-face.”
The Sep, on his belly beneath the ponchos, turned his head to look at Griffin. “That won’t be the time for interviews, Colonel,” The Sep said, as if he was talking to a green lieutenant. “It’s the time to strike.”
“For the last time, Sep, it’s my show. Before we hit I have something to do, something I have to know. Pass the word and organize them like I’ve told you. It should take us most of the night to move there and check them out. Standard patrol formation; I’ll be near the front, you’ll be in the rear. You understand, Sergeant?”
The Sep realized he’d been put in his place.
“Yes, Sir.”
They both paused as the sound of tracked vehicles grinding in the distance caught their attention. They strained to hear in the dark, waiting for the trip-wire-triggered explosions that came only moments later.
“Any questions?”
“Negative.”
“Then pass the word. We move in ten minutes.” Griffin shut off the flashlight.
The Sep crept out from under the ponchos to brief each man.
The Burbenheim Corridor
Monday, March 25, 7:00 p.m.
With Shror’s goons standing over them and with their soldiers’ lives at stake, Guterman’s staff cooperated with the man from the high command — the Uzis of Shror’s guards and his threats of arrest and execution gave them little choice. Yet when Shror announced his intent to send the brigade, its ranks slowly swelling as still more units arrived, straight down the autobahn to cut the Americans in half, the staff balked. They had tried on both flanks and failed, Guterman’s operations officer argued; the Americans would expect them to roll up the middle. Shror would tolerate no discussion. The German S2 finally managed to persuade him to at least send out night reconnaissance elements, taking aim at Shror’s ego by suggesting that if they knew the enemy’s dispositions and could sweep away his cavalry, the victory might be that much greater — for Shror. As for an attack on the flank, would it not he best to at least determine what forces the Americans had positioned there? If, in fact, they were expecting a thrust to the center and had left that avenue unguarded, the planned feint around the base of the Alterkoop, as well as the one through the bowl, might be reinforced to become the main thrusts, thus allowing Shror to execute a double envelopment. If, however, the enemy was defending all along the line, then the recon effort would find this out and Shror’s plan would be sound. Either way, the S2 said, they had nothing to lose and Shror’s reputation as a brilliant field commander would grow.
The bait of ever-greater glory that the S2’s plan offered tempted the high-command colonel. Announcing that he had intended all along to probe the enemy’s defense for weak points and, if necessary, to adjust his plan, Shror left the details to the staff. He left the command post, intending to have a drink before he retired.
* * *
When attacks are to come in the morning, the night before belongs to the intelligence officers. For Maj. Wilhelm Schluker of Panzerbrigade 11, that meant dispatching both the remains of the recon company and mounted and dismounted patrols from the Marder battalions to determine the nature and strength of the Americans’ defenses. For Maj. Dexter Cooper, it meant reinforcing McKay’s cavalry and sending infantrymen from the 1-89th and 3-29th out on foot to keep the Germans out of the 195th Brigade’s battle positions. Knowing from Griffin’s report that the Germans wished to charge up the middle and knowing Stern’s defense was built around that read of the enemy’s intentions, Cooper had the additional job of deceiving his enemy, of giving him just enough information so that he would stick with his bull-through-the-middle plan. That means, Cooper reasoned, that at least along the Alterkoop we need to show tanks. Sounds like a job for a platoon out of the reserve.
* * *
Although forest trails honeycombed the woods that surrounded the Burbenheim Bowl, only three roads ran from Panzerbrigade ll’s assembly area across the fields and up to the American-held wood line. Cooper directed the l-89th’s S2 to cover these inlets. He, in turn, tasked the companies, who passed the order down to a platoon, who sent out a squad. While the scout platoon lay strung out across the battalion’s front, someone was sure to make it through their screen. In fact, the S2 had directed the scouts to engage with indirect fires only. On no account were they to reveal their positions, for the battalion commander would need reports from those positions in the morning. It was with this in mind that Sgt. Nick Watson received his orders to establish an ambush at a Y-shaped trail junction some nine hundred meters behind the scouts’ screen line.
Watson’s resources were meager indeed. The platoon sergeant pulled a few trip flares and an extra radio from the other two squads, but beyond that Watson had only the men in his squad to count on. All other hands were occupied with the preparation of the platoon’s battle position. After coordinating signals so that the platoon wouldn’t fire on them going out or coming back in, Watson studied the map, but the close contour lines and deep green told him no more than that the ambush site was in a hilly forest. As he looked up at the firs blocking out the stars overhead, he congratulated himself on such a brilliant deduction. He’d have to figure it out when they got there. After a quick inspection of his squad, they mounted their Bradley and drove out of the company battle position.
* * *
Since one hill looked like another in the forest dark, Watson tracked their progress by using the odometer. About four hundred meters from where the intersection should be, he halted the Bradley. He dismounted the squad for local security before going forward to pinpoint the ambush site, taking two men with him for protection. They walked in the shadows, weapons at the ready, for no more than three hundred meters before they literally stumbled onto the intersection — Baldwin tripped and sprawled into the middle of the road. It took Watson only a few moments to make up his mind.
The intersection was not a perfect Y; rather, the main trail on which Watson stood ran fairly straight for almost four hundred meters, then the second came in at an angle. The woods around the junction were too thick to place the Bradley in the center to cover both approaches, so Watson brought it to within a hundred meters of the intersection and parked the track off to one side, from where the gunner could see and shoot down the main trail. He posted a two-man security team along each of the incoming routes, each team carrying both a squad radio and a pair of AT-4 antitank missiles. Finally, in the center and not more than fifty meters back from the intersection — that was all the farther the thick woods would let him back up and still be able to see — Watson and his SAW gunner, both also carrying AT-4s, set up the ambush CP. Watson and the gunner placed three Claymore mines around the intersection, each set on the forest corners so that, when detonated, their blasts of antipersonnel flechettes would all intersect dead center on the junction. The mines rigged and the firing wire laid to his CP, Watson made one quick trip around to double-check each position, then settled back against a tree and waited.
* * *
On the other flank of the 195th’s front, 1st Lt. Billy Travers and Sfc. Roosevelt Lawson took their canteen cups off of the single-burner, white-gas camp stove dug into a small pit behind Travers’s Bradley. Satisfied the water in their cups was hot enough, each dumped a packet of MRE instant coffee into the lukewarm liquid, pulled plastic spoons from their pockets, and stirred. Their mission was to prevent enemy recon elements from penetrating around or through Travers’s position. Their problem was how to make the Bradleys and Mis make up for the platoon’s lack of manpower.
“Sergeant Lawson, I just don’t have enough people to run patrols and dig in and lay mines and prepare the position. I wouldn’t have enough if I had a full platoon, much less one vehicle short.”
Lawson nodded as he sipped the coffee. The S2 had charged them with the mission, but hadn’t told them how to do it shorthanded. Lawson knew he needed to get the platoon forward to engage early, but he didn’t relish the idea of becoming a target for a dismounted attack. There were just too many wooded patches for German grunts to sneak up on them.
“El-tee, I need some kind of close-in protection for these things. The Ml’s thermal is good, but yours is better,” Lawson said, gesturing at the Bradley. “I can pick up a blob and hit it at four klicks out, but I won’t know whether it’s an outhouse or a tank. If I fire, I give away my location. Then dismounts could get in close before I ever see them.”
Travers nodded, trying to think of some way to accomplish the mission and cover both the tanks’ weakness and his platoon’s lack of manpower. The one thing they did have an abundance of was vehicles, a total of seven, all with thermal sights. He squatted and scratched in the dirt for several minutes, then came up with a plan. A few minutes later the two platoon leaders struck a deal.
It was in this way that Travers’s three Bradleys went forward with only drivers and vehicle commanders, who would double as gunners. The gunners had been left back at the platoon position to help with the work. Lawson dropped his loaders off to assist the infantry with laying mines, stringing wire, and digging holes. Lawson’s tanks, sporting three-man crews, followed the Bradleys forward. The tanks were to take up stations four hundred to six hundred meters back from the infantry vehicles. Once a tank thermal picked up a target, a Bradley would use its more accurate sight to identify it and mark the target with a burst of 25mm tracer fire; the tank would then kill it with its big gun. Lawson and Travers congratulated themselves on inventing something novel, not knowing that armored forces in Iraq had arrived at the same solution years earlier.
London
Monday, March 25, 11:00 p.m.
Prime Minister Aaron Felderman sat quietly in the dining room in the suite that the Crown reserves for visiting heads of state. His chair was covered with soft, rich leather. Across the burnished wood of the long dinner table, a full colonel in the Israeli Air Force waited patiently for Felderman to speak.
“Isn’t London a wonderful city, Colonel?”
“I have seen little of it. I have been with the planes.”
“They are all ready?”
The colonel nodded solemnly. “Including the munitions.” Felderman leaned forward. “Levi, I have known your family for many years. Your father was a good man, almost a father to me. You have been much like a younger brother.”
“Father died early in the camps. He was lucky; as an old man death came quickly for him.”
“But he saw to it that you and your mother were safe. That’s what he wanted, and now I fear I must put you in harm’s way.”
“So that is what you hear from the Mossad? We will have to go in? When?”
“We have agents all over the area. They report that German casualties continue to come out of the depot, but no Americans. The Americans still own their atomic bombs, but the Germans have stopped their ground forces, although a big battle appears to be brewing. Also, the Special Security henchmen are poised outside the American base. They appear ready to make some move. In the morning, perhaps, we shall see. Theoretically the Americans could defeat the Germans, then retake the depot.” -
“Very doubtful,” said the military man.
“I agree, but possible.”
“But not probable. Each time we have waited it has cost us — territory, lives,” intoned the colonel. “Each time we struck first the pacifists around the world whined, but shortly their sniveling went away. And then the State of Israel was safer for our actions.”
“This is different. This is the nuclear threshold. Every assessment tells me that only the atomic weapons your planes carry disguised as fuel tanks will do what is necessary to destroy the depot.” Felderman slumped in his chair. “I could use a drink.”
“No, Prime Minister, I will not order a drink for you. Your decision must be made with a clear head.”
Aaron Felderman rose and paced. So much was at stake. The present. The future.
“Levi, I hear what you say, but this time we lose nothing by waiting. I will tell these Englishmen that we must leave tomorrow. By that time, if we do not know, we shall strike.”
“Dawn is the best time for surprise.”
“In that, colonel, you are wrong. Everyone expects an attack at dawn — or in the early-morning hours, like when the Americans struck Iraq. No, we shall let tomorrow’s events play themselves out. No one expects his enemy to hit him in the middle of the day. We shall wait until then to take action. I pray to Yaweh Himself that we shall not find that action necessary.”
The colonel rose. “With your permission, I go to make the preparations.” “Yes, of course. Thank you, Levi.”
He was almost out the door when Felderman stopped him.
“I am an old man, not qualified to fly. Otherwise, I would be there myself. I must trust you, and only you, to lead the flight over Kriegspiel. If the Americans are in control, you must pull off. If the Germans own the depot, then you must go in. You may not be able to communicate with me. Your father forgive me, and you forgive me, for what I ask.” The Israeli Air Force colonel pulled himself to his full height, that, though small, was great enough. “You ask only that I do my full duty, and that I shall.” The colonel looked at his watch, conscious that by the middle of the next day he might be responsible for the third use of atomic weapons in this century. “It grows late. I must get back to the planes.”
“Good night, Levi.”
“Sleep well, Mr. Prime Minister.”
A picture of Pauline’s smiling face before him, that night Aaron Felderman didn’t even close his eyes.
The Burbenheim Corridor
Tuesday, March 26, 1:00 a.m.
“Ironhorse Six, Blue Two. I’ve got vehicle noises and movement vicinity grid 886332. I think Uncle ’Rad’s getting ready to check us out.”
McKay awoke from the half sleep that afflicts cavalrymen while monitoring their radios. “This is Ironhorse. Roger.” He reached for the radio; tuned to the brigade command frequency; and passed the message to Cooper, who in turn relayed it to the battalions, who then passed it down to their companies. Several minutes later Nick Watson, Billy Travers, and Roosevelt Lawson acknowledged the information and alerted their soldiers. Half asleep in turrets and on the ground, minds beginning to numb from fatigue and too many hours of staring through tank or Bradley sights or trying to see through forest darkness, the soldiers on the counter-recon screen line shook themselves as awake as they could.
Through his commander’s sight, Corporal Shelley could make out a half-dozen hot spots, but none of them had moved all night and the infantry told him they weren’t enemy vehicles. He took his eye away from the sight and downed a long drink from his canteen, the chill from the cool water making him a little more alert. He checked his watch. The time was 1:15—in another quarter hour he could wake up Winchell and catch a few minutes as they traded off observing their sector.
All seemed normal when he put his eye back to the sight — the hot spots were still there, all eight of them. Then it struck him: There were only six before. He fiddled with the sight’s controls, trying to decide if his tired eyes were playing tricks on him. Now there were six again. Had there been eight before? He couldn’t be positive. Report it? No, there’d been too many false alarms already; he’d wait until he was sure.
* * *
Almost three miles away the commanders of the two recon Luchs armored cars breathed a little easier, having made the dash from one farmhouse to another. They stopped to drop off the squads of infantry stuffed inside the already cramped vehicles. With the infantry out and on the ground, the vehicle commanders picked their route carefully, noting that with some luck they might survive the series of short dashes from the farm buildings through several stands of trees and into the American lines. The dismounts would have an easier time of it: By infiltrating in pairs and small groups, crawling through the drainage ditches and furrows, their trip would be slower, colder, and much dirtier — but eminently safer. They might even get lucky, Lieutenant Rusht thought as he stood in the Luchs’ turret, and perhaps take out an enemy vehicle or two. Maybe even a tank.
* * *
Having heard nothing since the initial warning, Sergeant Watson decided to contact Lieutenant Travers and prod the system for information. There was an off chance that the threat had gone and that battalion had just forgotten to tell them about it. It had happened before, a squad out on a battalion-directed mission long since made irrelevant by a change in the situation. Watson remembered sitting on a bridge during a winter Return of Forces to Germany (REFORGER) exercise, guarding it so that the 1-89th could retreat over it. His squad had damn near froze there. Finally, a controller drove up and told him the battalion had changed its mission from defense to attack and that Watson was now thirty kilometers behind the power curve. Detached to battalion control or not, when he caught up to the company a day later, he made sure that the first sergeant and company commander heard about what had happened, and in no uncertain terms. Watson shook his head. That wouldn’t have happened with Lieutenant Walker.
“Tarantula Five, this is Cobra on your frequency.” Even at its lowest volume setting, the radio sounded loud, and Watson knew the voice.
I don’t even have to speak of the devil, thought Watson.
“This is Tarantula Five. Negative sitrep.”
“This is Cobra. Roger, but not for long. I just called higher. The radars reported tracked vehicle movement in your direction about twenty minutes ago, but the ’rads made the tree line before they could get arty in on them. From the last bearing they got, it looks like they’re headed your way. Contact with the scouts is sketchy, either because of the ground or because they’re nodding off. Stay alert out there.”
“This is Tarantula Five. Wilco.”
“Roger. Keep me advised. Cobra out.”
Watson’s head jerked up in alarm as he put the hand mike down. From about a thousand meters down the trail — about where the scouts should be — he heard first the sound of some kind of antitank round impacting, then the secondary explosions of a Bradley’s ammo cooking off inside. The scout platoon had standing orders to dismount an OP for local security — something the new brigade commander had directed — but Watson knew l-89th’s scouts dearly loved being able to button up and smoke cigarettes, trusting to the Bradley’s thermal sight to detect infiltrators. As the glow from the burning Bradley brightened a spot on the horizon, Watson figured out the obvious. The ground surveillance radars had detected the enemy and the scout had oriented his turret to track the attackers. With orders not to engage with direct-fire weapons, the scout had probably tried to call artillery on the Germans, but for whatever reason it never came. The tracked vehicles— definitely not tanks or the el-tee would have said so — meant Marders and their infantry inside. Once inside the wood line the German panzergrenadiers would have dismounted to check out the area before the vehicles advanced. Working their way through the trees to the trail, they must have found it blocked by the scout vehicle and then decided to take out the American track so their Marders could pass. Even now, Watson reasoned, they must be working their way toward the intersection. Which means we’ll have company soon, Watson thought — maybe mounted, maybe dismounted, maybe both. Watson kicked himself for not taking the time to register an artillery target on each trail. Although Walker had insisted that Watson plan indirect fires in support of the ambush, Watson forgot the most essential step— having the arty and the mortars fire in a smoke round to mark exactly where the indirect would hit. Now the data existed only on paper. Watson had no guarantee that the computed data wouldn’t drop the high explosive on top of him and not the bad guys, not that he knew exactly where the Germans were, anyway.
Things began to happen, not faster than Watson could reason them out, but fast enough to keep him from getting ahead of the process. In the distance he heard tracked vehicle noises, but the woods muffled the sounds, making it impossible to tell which trail the Germans were using. Both his forward security teams reported the noise, whispering their information to him over their squad radios, and both insisted the movement was on the trail their team covered. The noises started and stopped at almost precise six-minute intervals. Watson reported all this to Walker, who in turn passed the confusing information up the chain of command.
The distinctive mechanical creak of tracked vehicles drew closer, then stopped for another exact, maddening six minutes. Lying in his security position just off the main trail, it was Baldwin who finally figured it out.
“They’re clearing ahead of the tracks with dismounts,” he whispered to Macintosh, “probably sending ’em a hundred or so meters forward, then bringing up the tracks.”
“So what do we do now?”
“We ask Sergeant Watson, that’s what. Gimme the radio.” Baldwin waited until the German vehicles again rolled forward and, using the sound of their movement to cover his voice, passed his conclusion back to Watson. At the ambush CP, Watson momentarily considered a slew of possibilities. But Baldwin’s report validated his own read of the situation, so he issued his orders.
“What did he say, Baldwin?”
“He wants us and the other team to hold fast, stay low, and let the ’rads pass into the kill zone at the intersection. When the Claymores go off or the Bradley fires, we take out whoever’s left.”
“I don’t like it.”
“Got any better ideas?”
“We could go home.”
A twig snapped in the dark.
“Shut up and keep down.”
The Germans came softly, the occasional rattle of equipment and dirt crunching underfoot barely audible over the soft rustle of leaves and cricket chirps. They stopped near Macintosh and Baldwin. The forest gloom was so thick, the two Americans knew the enemy was there only because their ears and noses gave convincing testimony. Their eyes were no help in the pitch darkness. Even bobbing their heads slightly to let their peripheral vision pick up the enemy, they could not exactly fix the Germans. But there were the smells of diesel fuel spilled on a uniform, of rifle lubricating oil, and with a quiet sniff Macintosh acknowledged to himself that at least one German was a heavy smoker and that another needed a bath — bad. Then he sensed movement, detected from no more than a shift in the shadows and the light padding of feet down the trail. But the smells, the enemy’s presence, remained, and Baldwin decided that they must be sending someone back for their track. When the engine roared to life two minutes later, he took the opportunity to break squelch three times on the squad radio, sending Watson the signal of enemy in sight. Watson sent the return signal of two breaks in the static and Macintosh and Baldwin settled back to wait.
The Marder came forward and stopped about fifty meters beyond them, putting itself between Macintosh and Baldwin and the intersection. Even though the crew shut down the engine, small noises still came from the vehicle, the small ticks and creaks any tracked vehicle makes— even when sitting still — masking the sounds of the German squad as it moved out. Macintosh shifted slightly, one hand still on his rifle, so he could see his watch. Six minutes. They might take a little longer once they see the intersection, he thought. Fairly sure all the dismounted Germans had gone forward, he scooted as quietly as he could to where he had a better view of the Marder. It sat alongside the trail, a low-slung dark blob in the night, only its rounded turret silhouetted against the straight trees. Macintosh could barely make out the form of the track commander, his head and shoulders out above the hatch. Again he turned his wrist to see the watch hands. Seven minutes gone, any second now.
To his right Baldwin was madly fussing with his own watch.
“What are you doing?”
“This thing is going to go off any second now to tell me I have to relieve you on guard duty and I can’t find the button to shut it off.”
Too late. Beep. Beep…
As if on cue the three Claymores roared, followed quickly by the chatter of the SAW as it swept the intersection. As the Marder roared to life and began to back up, Macintosh sighted in on the vehicle commander and fired. The German slumped in the hatch, the vehicle stopped, and seconds later the Bradley’s chain gun thumped out a halfdozen armor-piercing rounds, sealing the German track’s fate. Somewhere off in the forest there was a secondary explosion as the other team’s AT-4s penetrated the second Marder’s thin rear armor and set it ablaze. Macintosh heard two German HK rifles fire back — at least a couple had escaped the Claymore pellets and the SAW, but two short bursts from the Bradley’s coax machine gun silenced them. Save for the crackle of the burning tracks, the night was quiet again.
“Team One, Team Two,” came Watson’s voice over the radio, “this is Tarantula Five. Pack it in, careful-like.”
Baldwin rogered and the two headed through the trees for the rally point, carefully avoiding the trail.
* * *
“Bravo One, this is Bravo Three, I’ve got dismounts about eighteen hundred meters to my right front and one or two vehicles about nine hundred meters beyond them.”
“Bravo One, roger. Mike One, can your people identify the targets?” “This is Mike One. Negative from here. I’ve got hot spots, but they blend in too well with the background.”
Before taking up their positions along the screen line, Travers and Lawson had decided to put both their platoons on the same frequency, which should have made communications easier because the Bradley and the M1 watching the same area could talk directly to one another, rather than relaying through the platoon leaders. Only when they began to compare notes did they discover that they both owned the call sign Tango. The solution was simple enough: The Bradleys became “Bravos” and the M1 tanks, “Mikes.” Thus the lieutenant and the sergeant had averted an electronic identity crisis. It had taken a few minutes to get used to the new names, but after several hours of negative sitreps and false alarms, the Bravos and Mikes were now used to one another.
Travers deployed his three Bradleys forward of Lawson’s tanks. The two tracks on the flanks set up on small wooded ridge fingers that dropped down toward the enemy. His own Bradley, only its turret visible, sat parked broadside to the enemy, in a dip in the ground. In this way the platoon covered the most obvious dismounted approaches into its position, having observation from both some height and, with Travers’s Bradley, at ground level. Half a mile behind them Lawson’s tanks — all except the one Lawson was in — paired off with a Bradley to cover a sector. The tanks sat idling in hasty firing positions. Lawson kept himself as a free safety, prepared to backstop a threat from any avenue.
“This is Bravo Two. I’ve got one of the vehicles from here.” “This is Tango Two. Nothing but a blur on my screen.”
“Tango Four. Ditto.”
“All Bravo and Mike, this is Bravo One. Somebody give me a grid on these guys, and we’ll get arty.”
There was silence as, in the confines of their turrets, tank and vehicle commanders wrestled with their maps, trying to orient the lines on the paper with the folds of the ground while attempting not to lose the infiltrating Germans. After a minute of bouncing back and forth between the thermal sight and the 1:50,000 map, Travers called it off, swearing to himself that, if he ever pulled a mission like this again, he’d both draw a terrain sketch and revive the long-lost art of making range cards — practices the invention of the thermal sight had supposedly rendered obsolete.
“All Mike and Bravo, this is Bravo One. Forget it, we’ll use direct fires. Bravo Three, Bravo Two, you still got them?”
A long wait.
“This is Bravo Three. Roger.”
“This is Bravo Two. Affirmative.”
“Okay,” Travers said into the microphone, “here we go. Just like we talked about. Bravos designate for the Mikes. We’ll get the hard targets first, everybody together. Mike elements, you ready?”
He got four Ups almost immediately.
“Bravo Two and Three, report when you’re on target.”
“Two up.”
“Three ready.”
“Commence fire.”
Through his commander’s sight, Shelley saw the Bradley’s 25mm tracers arc downrange, impacting on a dull blob in the distance. Grabbing the TC’s override, he swung the Ml’s main gun toward the target.
“I got it, Corporal,” Winchell called out over the intercom as he took over control of the weapon. He swung the sights on target and hit the laser range finder. As soon as he got a readout, he stabbed a button and the tank’s computer took over, setting precise elevation and minute deflection changes based on data from the wind sensor, the laser range finder, and the type of ammunition Winchell had indexed. All Winchell had to do was keep centered on the target, which was now trying to back down into cover. Winchell squeezed the trigger.
“On the way!”
Two flashes from the farmland to his front let Travers know the tanks had connected.
“Mike, this is Bravo One. Target, cease fire. Bravo Three, track those dismounts.”
He could hear the chain gun firing in the background as the track commander responded.
“Roger, I got ’em under fire already. They’re running, but they ain’t going far.”
Travers didn’t have a chance to acknowledge.
“Bravo One, Bravo Three. Dismounted threat eliminated.”
* * *
For the second squad of dismounted Germans, the destruction of the recon vehicles and their sister squad was sufficient motivation to abort their mission. They lay quietly for thirty minutes, then one by one infiltrated back to the protection of a farmhouse. From there they radioed what they had observed. The Americans, at least one company of tanks and one company of infantry, were deployed in force along the base of the Alterkoop and protected by impenetrable obstacle belts of mines and barbed wire. Their report was an exaggeration bom partly of the Americans’ rapid destruction of the rest of the force and partly of fear and exhaustion.
Having accomplished their mission, the Germans were directed to return to their unit and prepare for the morning’s operation.
* * *
In Panzerbrigade 11’s TOC, the brigade intelligence officer regretted the loss of six vehicles and their crews, consoling himself with the knowledge that not only was the enemy down one scout Bradley, but he had also revealed the layout of his defense. It was a small triumph for the S2, for he would be able to advise Colonel Shror that the enemy had disposed his forces in a long line and that the planned feint toward the gap near the base of the Alterkoop and breakthrough in the center would strike a strung-out enemy. In fact, the center seemed to be the weakest point in the enemy’s defense, for the two recon vehicles he’d dispatched up Autobahn 5 had traveled for nearly five miles, reporting no contact, before they’d gone off the air. As he left Panzerbrigade ll’s command post to find and brief the colonel, Maj. Wilhelm Schluker congratulated himself on two small victories: winning the intelligence battle and avoiding Shror’s wrath, which would have surely come had the plan needed revision.
* * *
In the 195th’s TOC, Dexter Cooper also felt satisfied after a long night. On both flanks he’d portrayed strength where weakness really existed. The l-89th had stopped the infiltration through the woods, and Lawson’s tanks had shown the Germans armor near the Alterkoop. The masterstroke, however, was his own. It was Cooper who had ordered the three battalions massed around the autobahn to hold their fire, and it was Cooper who had hopped in a HMMWV and led a tank platoon from the reserve to where the two Luchs armored cars that penetrated through the middle had finally been killed. Had they noticed the great array of firepower digging in along the autobahn? Had they reported that squads of American engineers were laying mines and stringing wire as fast as their tired hands could go? Doubtful at best, thought Cooper as he slugged down a cup of cold coffee, barely noticing that it was this liquid, and not a Coke, that he reached for upon entering the TOC. The Germans had maintained a steady pace right down the road, never noticing that the engineers had been closing the door behind them with obstacles. Only when they ran up against the four tanks that Cooper positioned square in the middle of the autobahn, and which he’d ordered to hold fire until he was sure the Germans had time to accurately report their location, did the two armored cars try to leave the road. Four tank rounds ended that attempt and their reports.
So Cooper had given Maj. Wilhelm Schluker exactly what the German S2 had asked for.
* * *
Minus both legs and an arm, Lieutenant Rusht lay on the ground where he’d landed when his Luchs blew apart. So very cold, he thought, I feel so very cold. Find the enemy. Yet the night is a warm one. The stars are so pretty. Find the enemy. I can’t in this dark, it’s so dark. So dark.
Mercifully, the darkness took him quickly.
Vicinity of Autobahn 5
Tuesday, March 26, 2:17 a.m.
Griffin glanced at his watch. The glow of the radium dial told him that it was well after 2:00 in the morning. The point man signaled the final halt. From here it’s mechanical for a while, thought Griffin; that makes it all the more dangerous. On countless previous patrols, behind countless other enemy lines — some real, some in training — The Griffin had gone through the drill of closing on and conducting reconnaissance of an objective. It was always the same, just like in the manuals. He would take communications and security and move forward to pinpoint their objective rally point (ORP). His ORP security would clear it, report to him, and stake themselves out at both ends. Then he’d come back for the rest of the team; bring them in; and, once security was established, they’d reorganize into reconnaissance (R) and security (S) elements. Then he’d go forward, once again with security, and pinpoint the objective — the German brigade command post.
Once he came back to the ORP, the two-man R and S teams would work their way around, and possibly through, the German position.
Those teams would note weapons positions, command vehicles, antenna sites, guard posts, and shift changes. They would probe for mines, try to identify key personnel locations, listen for conversations, look for gaps in whatever barbed wire was strung, and make a sketch of it all before they came back.
Once back at the ORP, they’d quickly disseminate the information, in case The Griffin went down and someone else had to take command. A composite sketch would be made and copied twice.
So dry, Griffin thought, so according to plan and to the book. And it takes so damn long. Even as he picked up his security men to accompany him to the ORP, he envied — perhaps for the first time — the mechanized forces. If you want security in an area where you’re operating with tanks and Bradleys, Griffin thought, you just roll through and crush whatever pops out. If you want to change plans at the last minute, you get on the radio and everybody turns left or right.
There was nothing else to do but continue the mission. At least he could send pinpoint coordinates of the enemy’s command post to Cooper at the 195th’s TOC. Then if he failed in his mission, if the enemy had to be hit, the 195th’s artillery could finish what the team had started.
Before the arty starts anything, though, thought The Griffin as he and the other members of his team put fresh magazines into their weapons and resmeared their faces with green and black face paint, I’ll find Joel. I have to know.
* * *
After the last of the recon teams returned, Sep and Griffin crawled under a poncho and closely studied the sketch the teams had helped develop. Not bad, Griffin thought, not bad work at all. The boys got everything, even down to the slit trench they’re using for a latrine.
“Well, Colonel, they did well, huh?”
“Adequate, Sep.”
“Adequate? Just what would you like? We counted every piece of equipment and every soldier.”
“What were their names?”
“You want I should send teams back in to conduct a roll call?”
“No, Sep.” The Griffin smiled at his sergeant. “I’m really only interested in one name. Their commander’s.”
“Seems they got two, Colonel.”
“Huh?”
“I told you we got close enough to listen to ’em talk. Seems we got two sets of troops in there: regulars and some Special Security-type guys. Must be their version of the palace guard or something. Seems the guy from higher headquarters just fired the guy who used to be the boss. The charge against him is cowardice. And it seems this new guy has had a bunch of others shot and some officers rounded up.”
I was right, Griffin thought to himself, I knew I was right. Joel couldn’t be responsible for this. But Guterman, a coward? I don’t believe that either.
“Where are these commanders now?”
“The new one has a tent right here.” The Sep used a twig to point to the sketch. “The recon team that checked him out said that from the sound and smell of it, he’s having a little nightcap. Maybe a couple. The other one is in a tent over here.” Sep traced a circle around a mark on the sketch with the twig. “All’s quiet in there. Four guards on the new guy, two on the old.”
Griffin checked his watch, then thought for a moment. Ninety minutes until daylight. He’d need time to work his way in. The team would need time to set up. The CP might choose to displace. He bit his lip. It would be close.
“You go like we planned. When we break, start moving the boys into position. Just before first light you take out these two perimeter positions — silently — then knock out their command tracks right here.” The Sep nodded as Griffin pointed. “The S2 back at the 195th TOC has the grid. Call in the artillery on your way out to finish the job.” “What’s this ‘you’ stuff, Colonel? Where will you be?”
“I’m going in there. I want to see Guterman. Alone. I may not be able to link up until after the hit.”
“No security?”
“You’ll need everyone else to pull this off. Besides, I like being alone. I work better that way. I’ve been alone for a long time.” “You’re not now. I’ll go with you to see you in.”
“No way. You’re in charge of this raid. Can’t afford to have both leaders that far forward.” Griffin paused. “If I pop two green flares, you hold fire — or cease fire if you’ve started.”
“Colonel, of all the hare-brained schemes I ever heard of or tried, this takes the…”
“You have your orders, Sergeant. I’ll be moving in ten minutes. You’d better get moving now.”
“Yes, Sir. I always obey orders, Sir.” Then Sep was gone.
* * *
The Griffin slipped through the forest, the sounds of the German CP coming closer with each footstep. No twigs broke, no equipment rattled, no leaves made their barely audible swish as he moved. The night was his. As if by magic he sensed the German boobytraps and early-warning devices, stepping to one side to avoid them. A five-man roving patrol walked only a few feet from him, never knowing an American colonel was crouched ready to gun them down at point-blank range. The perimeter guard posts didn’t give a second thought as he slid under the protective wire, for there was nothing to give a second thought to — no noise, no light, no change in the shadows.
Then he was in the trees surrounding the German CP, twenty meters from the tent in which he should find an old friend. He wanted desperately to believe what Sep had told him, wanted to see Joel as one of the good guys. But yesterday’s friend is today’s enemy, thought Griffin.
There were, as Sep had told him, only two guards. As Griffin watched, a third joined them and, although Griffin waited, the new man didn’t seem to be leaving. Well now, he thought, this makes it difficult, but I can’t wait any longer.
The guards stopped their whispering and jerked their heads toward the dark of the trees when a twig snapped. Slowly, each holding his rifle at the ready, the trio walked carefully toward where the sound had come from. The woods were black, so the men kept no more than a few meters apart. Once inside the trees they could see nothing, and nothing moved. They stood and listened, straining their ears so hard they could hear them ring. Nothing.
“Nothing out here. Let’s get back.”
“Ja.” They turned their backs on the night.
The first went down as Griffin slit his throat from behind. The second died a split second later, when Griffin’s knife pierced his heart. Griffin whirled for the third, but he was already on the ground, motionless. It took Griffin a second to figure it out.
“Thanks, Sep,” he whispered to the dark. “Now get back to the team. See you later.”
“You’re welcome, Colonel. All in a night’s work. Here, take this.” From out of the night, no more than a foot to his left, a hand held forth a small radio. “Thought you might like to have commo with us.” Griffin took it. Then he was alone.
Griffin picked up his rifle and shouldered his rucksack, then scanned the area. Three Germans were dead in less than fifteen seconds, and the CP continued to operate without noticing. He moved to Guterman’s tent, listened, then slid through the door, his rifle leveled between Guterman’s eyes.
“Guten Morgen, Joel,” said Griffin, his German letter-perfect. “It’s been a while. Seems you got a new job.” He looked down at Guterman, noticing that his hands and feet were bound. “Or maybe not. Want to tell me about it?”
Shock, disbelief, embarrassment, and then hope each ran across Guterman’s face. He started to speak, then caught himself. In English. It was their rule.
“How did you get here?”
Griffin shrugged. “How else? I walked.”
“Mark, get me out of these.”
Griffin took a step forward to help his old friend, then stopped. “Not so fast, Herr Guterman. I didn’t come here to join the German army, and I’m not ready to set free anybody who’s shown he’s yellow.” “Yellow? A coward? All that idiot Shror wanted to do was attack, to attack right into the trap. From what my operations officer said, I gather that only Shror’s cowardice saved what’s left of the brigade.” “What are you doing killing Americans anyway? I never figured you for a closet Fascist.”
“I hate them and their new order,” Guterman spat. “But with all the terrorist attacks — even the one on your unit in Baumflecken…” “Wrong. German Special Forces unit.”
Guterman went pale. “You’re sure?”
“As sure as the boots I’m wearing. I was there.”
“And the attack on the convoy?”
“Evidently the same.”
“But they said terrorists did it! I saw the reports!” Guterman shook his head in a daze. “But if there were no terrorists, then how could Hilda and little Joel…”
“Hilda? Little Joel? Ah, I see. You’ve kept busy all these years. Wife and son?”
“Yes. They’re both dead.” Guterman hung his head. “You would fight too, Griffin, you would fight alongside the devil himself to get back at those who killed your family.”
“That’s tough. Sorry. I didn’t know.” He didn’t know why, but he asked anyway. “You got a picture?”
“They are always with me. It is in my wallet. Cut this and I’ll get it.”
“Uh-uh,” Griffin said. He pulled out his knife and cut the bonds around Guterman’s ankles. “There, now stand up and turn around.”
Guterman did as he was told. Griffin slid the wallet out and flipped it open.
The woman. The boy. And the bear.
“You had quarters around Platzdorf.”
“Yes, but how did you know?”
“Sit down, Joel. Here, use this and get yourself loose.” Griffin dropped the knife on the cot, then dug in his rucksack. When he turned around, the bonds were cut and Joel was standing again, knife in hand.
Griffin unwrapped the bear. As Joel Guterman saw what was within the plastic, he began to shake. Through his tears and grief, Guterman spoke.
“How?”
“I was in Platzdorf with a friend. The Special Security was tailing us. Little Joel used to unbuckle himself from his car seat when he dropped something in the back, didn’t he? Your wife would unbuckle herself to turn around and check on him, wouldn’t she? And when he did and she did, a car with Special Security license plates broadsided them. It was an accident.”
Joel Guterman sat quietly for a few minutes, letting it all sink in, slowly stroking the toy’s worn fur. Then he squared his shoulders and stood.
“I will kill every one of them. With my bare hands.”
“I don’t care what you do in your off-duty hours, but we have something to take care of first.”
“What?”
“Your brigade and mine are about to tangle.” He cocked his head and they both listened. In the distance the artillery began to thunder. “If they do, a lot of people are going to get killed needlessly. And whoever wins…”
Guterman finished the sentence for him. “Then the only two forces powerful enough to stand up to Blacksturm will have battled each other to impotence.” Guterman paced. “I need to get my commanders released. We need to take out Shror and his Special Security thugs.” He looked at his watch. “The units are already moving toward their attack positions. How do we stop them?”
Griffin pulled out the radio and hit the transmit button. C’mon technology.
“Sep, this is The Griffin.”
Nothing.
“Sep, this is The Griffin.”
Talk to me, Szezpantski, talk to me Griffin thought.
“Sep, this is The Griffin.”
“The Sep.”
Whew. “This is The Griffin. Change of mission.”
“Make up your mind, boss.”
“New targets. I want you to…” In the woods Sep circled points on the sketch as Griffin spoke. Griffin took only a minute to change the plan.
“This is The Sep. It’ll take at least twenty minutes to reset everybody.”
“Roger. Execute when ready.”
“Wilco.”
Griffin put down the radio.
“Mark, by that time, they’ll already be engaging.”
“Can’t move any faster and still have any chance of surprise. Your people outnumber mine ten to one.”
“Those security thugs are not my people!”
“Okay, okay.” He thought for a minute. “Let’s get you a weapon and work our way toward the TOC. This tent won’t be a good place to be when the shooting starts.” Guterman nodded. Griffin checked outside the tent, then waved for his friend to follow. Together they slipped through a darkness already fading into the gray light of another day.

ELEVEN

The Burbenheim Corridor
Tuesday, March 26, 6:00 a.m.
From his vantage point near the center of his brigade’s defensive sector, Stern watched. First the woods of the Burbenheim Bowl, then the hills where Middletown’s ITVs had fought the previous day, and finally the valley farmlands, all erupted in flames. The Germans poured in barrage after artillery barrage, clouds of black smoke rising and combining to form a pall over the battlefield. His own small hill, prominent enough on the map to warrant the Germans’ attention, received a dousing of artillery, forcing Stern and Eads to button up and back off the hill for ten minutes until the fire lifted.
Yet because Lawson, Travers, Watson, and soldiers like them had kept the Germans out of the 195th’s defensive positions, the artillery generally fell where the troops were not. Travers’s and Lawson’s nighttime positions took a fearful pounding, yet the infantrymen crouched in their holes more than a thousand meters away from the impact and Lawson’s tanks had long since returned to D Company’s reserve position. The empty intersection where Watson ambushed the two Marders became a parking lot as the big shells felled trees and churned up the forest while the bleary-eyed squad put the finishing touches on the positions their platoon had prepared for them while they were outposted forward. Along Autobahn 5, the German artillery tore basement-sized holes out of the asphalt, attempting to neutralize an armored force that wasn’t there. Only the infantry holding “Middletown Ridge” suffered accurate bombardment, but even that shelling had less effect than it should have. Knowing full well what the morning would bring, Alex Stern had three times inspected the positions, his instructions the same each time: Dig deeper, put in more overhead cover, increase dispersion. No hole is shellproof, but with the infantrymen there now calling themselves “mole people” after digging so deep for so long, only one Bradley and a single fighting position were lost to the tidal wave of German artillery fire.
The shelling went on for nearly an hour. From reports his battalions sent him and from the sightings reported by McKay’s troopers, Stern knew the Germans were on the move. Then the fire slackened and the smoke began to build, the Germans’ obscuration rounds mixing with the dust and smoke already thickening the air.
Throughout the night he’d done what commanders do in the defense: He’d checked, and checked, and checked again. Where weapons weren’t sited properly, he moved them. Where artillery wasn’t registered, he watched as forward observers fired in marking rounds. There were rehearsals to monitor; contingencies to plan; back-briefs to receive; and the last of their ammunition to shuffle so that everyone had at least some, if not enough. He took time to visit his wounded and a long moment to count the dead. He even managed to steal almost two hours of sleep, not counting the few minutes between stops.
As Stern sipped his breakfast — a cup of lukewarm instant coffee made from an MRE packet — he trusted as much as he could to his training and preparations and ran it through again and again, searching for some overlooked flaw. Coming up with nothing, he put down his coffee and lit his pipe. He’d done his best, given all he had to give. It would have to be enough.
* * *
“Driver reverse! C’mon, back up, back up!” As his hilltop perch became an inferno of high explosive, Ralph McKay decided it was time to pull off the ridgeline. Trees splintered overhead as McKay dropped down inside the Bradley’s turret, shrapnel pinging off the hull as he pulled the hatch closed. They drove twenty or so meters in reverse before the driver cut sharply, trying to execute a three-point turn to get them facing downhill. Even through his CVC, McKay could hear the roar around him. Known, suspected, and likely, thought McKay, those are the positions they’re shooting at now. The concussions from the shelling shook the Bradley. They couldn’t have spotted us, but the S2 said they have lots of arty. This ridgeline looks right down on them and they don’t want us up here. Why? What don’t they want me to see? As they pulled forward, the track suddenly shook and his ears rang. The Bradley lurched forward and started to climb, then rocked backward. McKay heard the engine whine as the vehicle’s tracks clawed air.
“Sir,” came the driver’s panicked voice over the intercom, “the arty knocked a tree down and we’re hung up on the stump.”
“You’d better get us un-fucking-hung up before that incoming finds us.” Keep your cool, troop commander, McKay said to himself, set the example. What did they call it, “grace under pressure”? He shook his head. “Neutral-steer us off.”
The driver shoved the transmission lever, and one track pulled forward, the other in reverse. For long seconds, as the hillside erupted around them, the beached Bradley shook until finally, helped along by the force of another too-close-for-comfort explosion, they rocked off the obstacle. McKay heaved a sigh as they sped downhill and away from the cauldron.
Six hundred meters down the trail and beyond the impact of the explosives, he hit the intercom. “Take the next trail to the left,” McKay ordered his driver, “get us back up on the ridge.”
“Sir? We just got out from underneath that incoming.”
“We’ll be away from the crest. I gotta go where I can see.”
* * *
Through his binoculars and bloodshot eyes, Billy Travers could see his positions of the previous night take a ferocious beating. Whole trees blew skyward, roots tumbling over branches as they shot into the air, rolled over, then crashed down. Some of the wood began to burn, the smoke mixing with the dust and dirt thrown up by the artillery. The combination formed an ugly gray-brown cloud held low and close to the ground by the morning’s temperature inversion.
“The ’rads are coming, El-tee,” called his gunner. Travers couldn’t see through the haze, but the gunner picked them up easily in the thermal sight. “We got one, two… four tanks, and — ahh — ten, maybe more, tracks behind them.” A hint of a breeze blew a window in the haze and Travers confirmed his gunner’s sighting.
“What’s behind them? Is it the main effort or a diversion?”
“All I can see is what I told you, Sir: the ground dips.”
Travers reported the sighting to the brigade TOC, calling back twice until they confirmed that the message had been passed to Stern. Regardless of the threat, the platoon would have to hold to confirm the size of the German push.
He looked down to consult the sketch map he’d drawn at first light. “All Bravo elements,” called Travers over the radio, too tired from the night’s mission to switch back call signs, “tanks and Marders in Engagement Area Black. Switch to TOW if you haven’t already.” His platoon consisted of only three Bradleys, yet four tanks bore down on their position.
Travers coached himself: Knock out the center two and the one on the most dangerous flank first, Lieutenant. Their platoon leader should be in the center of the formation. Mass fires on the survivors with your second volley.
“Platoon. Cross. From the left tank, at my command.”
He paused, popping up from the Bradley’s gun sight and out of the hatch, lifting his binoculars to his eyes. Thirty-seven hundred meters away he’d marked two trees with three-foot-wide strips of aluminum foil, staking out the left and right limits of the engagement area and the imaginary line over which the enemy would come in range of the platoon’s missiles. The Germans were not quite there^Travers had a minute or two.
“Gunner, tell me when they pass the trees we marked with foil.”
“Wilco, Sir.”
In the back of Travers’s Bradley sat a young soldier with a radio. A specialist fourth class, he was a small man, grubby from too much tension and too much danger. As the platoon’s FO, his job was to get accurate, timely indirect fires on enemy targets in support of the platoon leader’s plan. The young man had no place from which to see, however. The platoon leader and his gunner took up the key positions and, by the time the specialist’s digitized calls for fire went through, the enemy had long since passed. Frustrated, Michael Khries had lapsed into inaction. Travers startled him by handing him his sketch and pointing to the map.
“Fire for effect on target Tango one-zero-four,” shouted Travers above the Bradley’s engine noise. “Enemy company, tanks and APCs, in the open. Repeat it until I tell you to stop.” Only when Khries nodded and began to punch the keyboard did Travers slide back up and out of the hatch.
Battlefield smoke rolled lazily across his field of view, and for a minute he lost sight of both the enemy and his range markers. Then a small orange flash caught his eye — the light of a fire glinting off the foil on the left boundary. Despite the haze he could see that the advancing tanks were at least a hundred meters inside the line. He hit the transmit switch.
“Platoon, fire!”
Two missiles sped toward the Germans. A third flew straight for a hundred or so meters, then did a crazy spiral into the ground and exploded. Travers groaned — some gunner had switched directly from TOW to 25mm without punching the button that deselected the TOW missile. The software inside the turret computer, believing the missile was already gone, had automatically cut the TOW guidance wires. When the gunner reselected TOW and fired, what came out was an unguided missile, one that did no more than call the enemy’s attention to their position.
Fourteen seconds after launch the two guided missiles found their targets. One Leopard stumbled to a halt after it was hit; the tank began to smoke. Travers could see the crew bailing out. The second Leopard absorbed the missile impact; slowed; stopped; then continued to advance, the TOW’s warhead either not penetrating or doing only minor damage. Without orders Travers’s platoon re-engaged, trying to deal with the tanks before the Bradleys lost their standoff advantage. The Germans were more alert for the second volley, however, losing only one tank as they dodged behind trees and small folds in the ground. Again Travers was on the radio.
“Bravo Three, Bravo Two. Get on that center tank and stay on it until you kill it. I’ll take the other one. Be ready to switch to chain gun when the Marders come in range — and remember to punch the damn ‘deselect’ button!” He didn’t wait for the answer. Instead he twisted down and around to look back at his FO. Khries yelled something, but over the engine noise and the sound of his gunner sending another missile toward the Germans, Travers had to read his lips. Khries, realizing this, exaggerated his facial movements until Travers got the message.
“D-P-I–C-M-on-the-way.”
The lieutenant spun back to look again at the enemy. One tank was stationary — the missiles had crippled but not killed it — and the other was still moving, half hidden, its crew snaking the tank along while taking advantage of every meager wrinkle the ground offered. The Marders continued to advance, the tracks also beginning to make use of terrain. The Germans were half in formation and half out of it when the artillery caught them.
DPICM — Dual-Purpose Improved Conventional Munitions. The way they worked was simple: A hundred or so feet off the ground an artillery projectile exploded, and down rained dozens of miniature bomblets, each containing its own small shaped-charge warhead. When the bomblets hit the ground, they exploded, throwing red-hot steel slivers into anyone unfortunate enough to be caught in the open. The bomblets were also designed to explode when they hit the top of a vehicle. In this case a jet of hot gas punched through the thin top armor.
As Travers watched the DPICM, he saw four Marders stop dead. One burst into flames as secondary explosions wracked it from the inside out. Yet some did not burst into flames; some did not stop. His Bradleys switched over to chain guns as the enemy closed, taking out another two Marders. The enemy responded with his own autocannon and fires from both the stationary tank and the one that was still moving. In a moment he would have to get out and on the ground, but one task remained. He hit the commander’s override and swung the turret onto the halted German tank.
“Gunner, TOW, tank!”
“I can get him, Sir, but we got only one missile left.”
“Do it, then switch to the 25. I gotta get on the ground.” Travers climbed down out of the TC’s seat and pulled off his CVC, trading it for his Kevlar helmet. He heard his gunner yell “Missile away,” then yanked open the troop door.
“C’mon, Khries, let’s go find our hole.” The little FO buttoned his chinstrap, shouldered his radio and keyboard, and followed him out.
Outside, the roar of incoming and outgoing made the inside of his Bradley seem like a library. Travers and Khries hustled to their fighting position and plopped into the hole. Travers thought the foxhole smelled like manure and wondered why, until he remembered that the Germans fertilized their soil with the stuff. He wiped the sweat from his eyes and peered over the protective berm. Under his platoon’s accu-
rate antitank fire, the enemy had dismounted almost a thousand meters away, but more than three hundred meters behind the surviving tank. The fight was still one of chain gun and missile versus autocannon and tank main gun — but not for long.
“Khries, look. Do you see ’em?”
Khries nodded.
“Get off a mission and we’ll catch them in the open!”
The soldier pulled his map from his pocket and began to unfold it, but Travers stopped him.
“Where’s your sketch?”
Khries cocked his head to remember, then pulled a carefully folded paper from his pocket.
“Use that,” Travers pointed. “Forget the map. Shift from a known target.”
Khries nodded. Then methodically — but, for Billy Travers, with maddening slowness — the FO set up his keyboard, checked the connections to the radio, and ran the self-test. Of course the setup didn’t work. Khries tried again, and again the machine failed to cooperate. With by-the-book precision Khries packed up the keyboard, hooked up the hand mike to the radio, and switched frequencies to the artillery’s voice net.
“Redleg Three-Six, this is Foxtrot One-Four on voice. Over.” “Redleg Three-Six.”
“TACFIRE down, fire mission. Over.”
“Fire mission. Out.”
The Overs and Outs began to drive Travers nuts. He peeked over the berm and saw the German infantry forming into skirmish lines. “Will you just get the stuff in there!”
Khries ignored him.
“Fire for effect, target Tango one-zero-one, dismounted infantry in the open. HE fuze quick. Over.”
“Fire for effect, Tango one-zero-one, fuze quick. Out.”
There was a long silence, then Khries’s radio crackled again. “Foxtrot One-Four, this is Redleg Three-Six. Message to observer: Charlie, three rounds.”
“Roger,” Khries answered. “Request shot and splash.”
“Roger.” A pause. “Shot. Over.”
“Shot. Out.” The first rounds had left the tubes.
“Splash. Over.” By the artillery fire direction center’s calculations, the high explosive — its radar fuzes set to detonate fifty feet off the ground — would shower the target with fragments within ten seconds.
“Splash. Out.”
Both Travers and Khries turned to watch. A few seconds passed, then eight gray balls of smoke burst in the air over the German infantry, followed by another eight, and a third volley. Nothing moved in the area where the Germans had been forming. The lone tank came out of the brush six hundred meters in front of Travers’s hole, struck a mine, then took two Dragon missile hits. No one fired as the two living members of the tank crew piled out and ran for the rear.
Travers scanned the area. Nothing. He put his rifle down, thinking that he was both disappointed that there would be no close-in battle and elated that his shorthanded platoon wouldn’t have to grapple one-on-one with the Germans. He took his radio and, switching frequencies, reported to the brigade TOC that there were no follow-on forces. Once again he waited until the TOC acknowledged that it had informed Stern.
* * *
In the canvas TOC extension, amidst maps and charts and piles of computer printouts, Dexter Cooper nodded at the confirmation of what he’d expected. The attack along the base of the Alterkoop had been a feint. Travers’s reports, McKay’s sightings of a large body of enemy oriented on Autobahn 5, and the growing smoke cloud in the center of the brigade’s sector all testified that Travers’s battle had been a side-show to draw their attention from the main threat. Checking the last reported locations of the lead enemy units, Cooper calculated the 195th had about twelve minutes to get seated for the main event.
Panzerbrigade 11 Forward Command Post
The Burbenheim Corridor
Tuesday, March 26, 6:40 a.m.
Griffin’s men could pick out the Special Security troops easily. Even if they hadn’t been wearing distinctive armbands, the difference was obvious. Since those troops had no real duties, they swaggered around the CP area, openly bullying the other German soldiers as they tried to run the battle. -
From a half-dozen places around the CP, Griffin’s team opened up at once. Their bullets felled the elite troops with a surgeon’s precision, but left the German regulars untouched. One guard post manned by German infantry stood in their way. The post was The Sep’s personal responsibility. He crept up behind the two guards until he was within a foot of their position. The Sep stood, shook his head at the lack of discipline, then planted the butt of his rifle on the backs of their necks. The two keeled over, out cold. He pulled out his knife to finish them off, paused, spat, and shoved the weapon back into its sheath.
“Officers,” growled Sep.
For a few minutes the CP resembled a circus, Guterman and Griffin both yelling “Cease fire!”, troops from both sides running through the perimeter, Guterman grabbing his soldiers and telling them to stand fast, and the few remaining Special Security troops showing their faces only to be either shot or disarmed — by being buttstroked with a rifle— by one of Griffin’s team. A few of the regular German troops vented their frustrations on the Special Security men, adding to the chaos. Griffin found the tent where the imprisoned Panzerbrigade 11 officers sat tied. A dozen sets of eyes looked up in fear as the big American jerked out his knife.
Griffin dropped to one knee by a battalion commander. The knife cut cleanly through the plastic bonds around the colonel’s hands and feet.
“Was ist los?”
“This, Colonel, is your freedom.” He handed the German the knife. “Get these other officers loose, then Colonel Guterman wants you at his command vehicle.” Two bullets tore through the top of the tent. “Better keep low, though. Your people still haven’t figured out what side my people are on.”
“Whose side are you on?”
“Yours. Mine. Ours. You just get to the command vehicle, and then your boss will tell you what’s going on and what he wants.” He stood to leave. “And watch out for those security goons. I think we got them all, but there might be a couple still running around.”
The colonel smiled his understanding. “How do you say it? ‘No problem?’ Thank you, Herr…”
“They call me The Griffin.” And he was gone.
The colonel set to work freeing the others.
“This is crazy,” mumbled one captain as he rubbed the soreness out of his just-freed wrists. “First the Americans are our friends, then our enemies, now are they our friends again?”
“It appears so.”
“Then who’s the enemy?”
“I hope we shall find that it is those who have made it necessary to ask such questions.”
* * *
His pistol at the ready, Joel Guterman stormed through the canvas entrance to his TOC. Without blinking he drilled the two Special Security guards who always hovered around Shror. The high-command colonel, seated facing the situation map, rose and fumbled for his pistol.
“Drop your weapon, Herr Shror. I am in command now.”
Griffin and two of his team members entered the TOC. Shror smiled, then shrugged and tossed the pistol on the table.
“So I see you have deserted to the enemy. Then you are both a coward and a traitor. But it does not matter. The battle is joined; your brigade and the Americans will destroy each other; and, by the end of this day, we will hold the Americans’ families and possess the armaments we need. Then you will join the others in the Frankencitz jail.”
Guterman walked up to Shror, tucking his pistol back into its holster as he moved.
“That, Herr Shror, remains to be seen.”
“You are a trusting fool, Guterman.” Shror went for the gun on the table.
Guterman’s fist hit him so hard that Shror flew through the air. Guterman went for him, yanking him up and throttling Shror with both hands.
Griffin grabbed his friend’s shoulder and shook him.
“Joel! Joel! We have other business!”
Guterman came back to his senses and shoved the purple-faced, gasping colonel to the ground.
“Take this swine out of here and secure him so that he cannot hurt himself. And secure that foul mouth of his, too.” Two soldiers hustled Shror out of the TOC. Guterman turned to Griffin.
“Joel, you know such nice people.”
“Mark,” Guterman said, biting his lip. “I know how to start a war. I have never stopped oner.”
“There’s a first time for everything. Let’s get to the radios.”
* * *
The air was thick with the smoky haze of war. Standing in the cupola of his Bradley, Stern couldn’t see his units in their battle positions. Beneath the smoke, the Germans were likewise invisible. The artillery had stopped — only the radio blared sightings and reports — and then it came. Along Autobahn 5 a lone American missile hissed toward an oncoming target, closely followed by a second missile. More. A tank fired. Then another, then a third. Then the deep-throated spatter as first the four tanks in a platoon, then all the Bradleys in a company, began to engage targets simultaneously. The Germans came on, ignoring losses, firing back. Tanks and infantry fighting vehicles on both sides blew up. Layers of missile guidance wires crossed each other, like black strands of spaghetti draped over the bushes, with their ends in a flaming mass. Staccato thumps of autocannon were punctuated by volleys of tank fire. His own artillery — except for the guns he’d dedicated to Travers, held back for lack of ammunition — began to fall on the advancing columns. An odd blast from a mine floated to him, interrupting what would otherwise have been a second of silence. The sounds of war rose and fell to a dull roar, like the background static of a radio station that was too far away.
The cracks of rifle fire reached Stern, and he felt the Germans hit his line. By now Cooper had collated all the reports and confirmed the enemy’s intentions, which Stern had somehow known from the start. Machine guns poured out steady bursts. Trying to bull through the middle, are they? thought Stern. I think we have an answer for that. That was his job under fire. While riflemen defended small pieces of real estate in front of them and tankers engaged advancing targets, Stern’s job was to wait, to take in all the information presented to him, and to decide. Never mind that the lives of hundreds — more than a thousand — soldiers, rested on that decision. Maybe his own life too. Maybe the world. Never mind. Think about the weight and it gets too great, interferes with the thought process. Must do what I know how to do, the best I know how to do it, with what I have right here, right now. Should have left her a long time ago. Get out of here, think about the battle, dammit! Situation reports coming in; we’re holding, but taking casualties. Whole platoons gone, and they have a big, black mass still pouring at us. They’re reinforcing their success on the left side of the highway. Reposition the reserve against the main threat. He called Lawson’s company commander. Move forward, take up attack positions, stand by.
Below him, almost visible as the smoke and dust and fog burned off and blew away in the morning’s gentle breeze, a tank platoon counted down as vehicles were hit. The enemy was bloodied, but still coming. A gap, then a breakthrough. Germans trickling toward the neck of the bottle. They’d be a torrent if he didn’t stop it. Commit the reserve. Go, take charge. He sent D Company the message, then flicked the switch to “internal.”
“Eads, we got a little problem down there. Let’s go check it out. Move out left front; follow the road downhill.”
Stern’s Bradley lurched toward the battle.
* * *
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Enemy has broken through in at least company strength.” Here we go again, thought Lawson. The bottle’s popped open, and we get to cork it. “Tango element leads company counterattack on advancing enemy columns vicinity grid 844678. Form wedge, follow me. Move now. Out.”
* * *
Walker was out of his Bradley and on the ground, one radio strapped to his back, the other carried by the soldier — his RTO — running alongside him. He and the RTO flopped down beside the second platoon leader’s hole. Walker pressed his head into the ground as bullets kicked up dirt around him, then he looked up. The forest in front of the platoon position seemed almost solid gray, filled with the forms of advancing Germans. His RTO said it for him.
“Good God, lookit all them ’rads.”
Second won’t be able to hold, Walker thought. Two tracks burning already, at least one of their machine guns is out of action. He wrestled the handset to where he could speak into it.
“Tarantula, this is Cobra.”
“Tarantula.”
“The 2d is being hit hard. I want you to leave your vehicles to cover your position. Pull your dismounts around behind 2d’s position and hit the Germans in the flank. That should break up this attack. Move now.”
“This is Tarantula. Wilco.”
“Cobra out.” The fire picked up as the Germans pressed forward. C’mon, Sergeant Parker, you’re the platoon leader now. Have those new squad leaders get them moving.
* * *
“Let’s go, people,” shouted Macintosh. “The platoon leader wants us back at the rally point — now! Let’s move!”
There were only five of them left in the squad. So, as the soldiers scrambled out of their holes, the squad leader took his position at the apex of their wedge. He looked over his shoulder as he began to jog off, counting heads to make sure he had them all. It was a good thing he had — they were one short. No, there he was, just lagging behind. “Arlen, you dipshit, get up here and get where you’re supposed tobe.” “What’s the hurry?”
“We’re going to go pull 2d’s nuts out of the fire, that’s what. Now move, before I have to waste more time kicking your ass.”
“I’m coming, already. Chill out. You didn’t talk like that when Sergeant Watson was the squad leader and you had your buddy around all the time.”
True enough, thought Macintosh as they moved through the woods. The CO gets waxed and everybody moves up a notch. The el-tee, Sergeant Parker, Sergeant Watson. Including me. Including Baldwin. Just get done staying up all night and get back to our holes and get a promotion. Squad leaders now. How about that? Baldwin! In charge of a squad. Goddamn army will promote anybody.
“Hey, Arlen.”
“Yeah?”
“You know why it’s different?”
“No, why?”
“ ’Cause now I got to not just put up with you, I’m in charge of you. You want the job?”
“No way.”
“Didn’t think so. Now let’s get there.”
As they approached the rally point, he could see 2d Squad closing in. Baldwin was in the lead, turning around occasionally to hustle up those behind him.
“Hello, Macintosh.”
“Hello, Baldwin.”
Parker came up behind them, the leader of 3d Squad at his side. “All right, let’s move out. We swing behind 2d Platoon and hit the ’rads in the flank. Baldwin, you and Macintosh will be the assault squads; 3d Squad will drop off and provide a base of fire. Questions? Good. Let’s go.”
“Hey, Macintosh?”
“Yeah, Baldwin?”
“Remember what it feels like to be the lead man in the lead squad..
“Fuck you, Baldwin. Just fuck you.”
* * *
Joel Guterman turned from the bank of radios. “The trail units have stopped, but the lead battalion is not responding. Mark, can you contact your commander?”
“I’m trying, Joel, I’m trying. He’s got to be in the low ground somewhere; this radio’s not reaching him.”
The Sep came into the TOC, dragging a piece of communications wire behind him. “Try this, Sir.”
Guterman looked quizzically at Griffin as the American unscrewed the radio antenna and hooked up the wire.
“What is that?”
“You’ve been mech too long, Joel. Forgotten all about field-expedient antennas? You throw the wire over a tree limb, the highest one you can get to, then use plastic spoons for resistors at one end. Remember? Point it the right way and it puts out about four times the power.” He turned to The Sep. “You did point this in the right direction, didn’t you, Sergeant?”
The Sep snorted. “Officers.”
Griffin grinned. “Here goes.”
“Sergeant Sezpank…” Guterman fumbled with the name. “Sextant…”
“Sep will do, Sir.”
“Perhaps, Sergeant Sep, you can rig one of those for my radios. It might help me to regain contact with my lead battalion.”
“Yes, Sir. It’ll take a few minutes.”
“As quickly as you can, Sergeant. It will save lives.”
* * *
He was down beneath the smoke blanket where he could see, and what Stern saw gave him hope. Delta Company, Lawson’s platoon leading, was in position to block the penetration. A Leopard and two Marders were already burning, although from the black smoke behind he knew Delta Company had taken losses of its own. Must have been long-range missile shots. We’ll know in a minute, Stern thought. The Germans are heading straight for them. This is where it comes to a head. In about five minutes we get a winner and a loser, one way or the other. He gritted his teeth. It’s about time.
“Six, this is The Griffin.”
So intent was Alex Stern on the coming battle before him that he missed the call.
“Six, this is The Griffin.”
It registered. “This is Six. Stand by. I got major action to my front.” “Six, this is Griffin. Stop the action. Cease fire. I say again, cease fire.” “Griffin, are you crazy? I got a major breakthough and a counterattack going in and you want me to…”
“I say again, cease fire. The Germans have broken off the attack. That lead unit is out of commo with their higher. We’re trying to get them under control, should have commo in a minute. I’m with Guterman and the situation’s under control. Cease fire.”
“Six, this is Five at the TOC. Spot reports confirm trailing German units have broken off the attack and are pulling back. Only that lead battalion continues to move.”
Stern watched as the Germans kept closing.
“Griffin, Six. If there’s a cease fire, those Germans to my front haven’t heard about it.”
“We’re trying to get commo with them now.” He turned to Joel. “Most of the commanders are dead or out of the action,” said Guterman. “We’re trying to get through to the survivors.”
“Six, this is The Griffin. You’ll have to trust me on this.” Griffin put down the mike.
Joel Guterman stared hard at his friend.
“Will that be enough? Trust you? In the heat of battle?”
“We’ll see.”
* * *
Lawson couldn’t believe his ears. “Dynamite Six, this is Tango Zero-One. Say again. Over.” His head bobbed as he followed the company commander’s words on the radio. Then he shrugged. “Wilco.” Lawson flipped a switch.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Cease fire, I say again, cease fire. Back into hull-down positions if you can. Cease fire.”
* * *
“Winchell! Cease fire! Safe the weapon.”
“But Corporal Shelley, they’re still coming!”
“Orders from higher. Cease fire.”
Winchell watched as the dark blob in his thermal sight grew steadily larger. He kept the crosshairs centered and his thumb on the trigger. Just in case.
* * *
Stern bit his lip as the German battalion closed on Delta Company. The shooting on both sides stopped, but the German tanks and infantry fighting vehicles continued to roll forward. In a minute they’ll be so close that even a last-second volley won’t stop them. Can’t wait any longer for Griffin to get his act together; I should have told Delta to blow them away when I had the chance. He reached for the microphone, hoping Lawson’s tanks could fire fast enough. Then he stopped.
First one Leopard, then another, then platoons and an entire company, slowed to a halt. Their sister units, at first confused then slowly getting word, also stopped. For several very long minutes the Germans sat there, and Alex Stern breathed very quietly, lest too sudden an action on his part should once again send men and machines against each other.
“Six, this is The Griffin.”
The radio startled Stern so much he jumped. Hands shaking, he keyed the microphone.
“This is Six.”
“This is The Griffin. Guterman wants to withdraw his forces along the same route they came in.”
“This is Six. Roger. Tell him he can execute in ten minutes.”
Joel Guterman listened and nodded.
* * *
Macintosh and Baldwin lay with their squads, waiting for the signal from Parker. They waited as slowly the machine-gun fire stopped. Then rifles, one by one, ceased trading shots. Then came the message from Parker — do not fire, return to the platoon position.
Macintosh passed the word, then gathered his squad and started to fall back. Once again Arlen lingered behind.
“Arlen, let’s go!”
“Look at them, Macintosh, look at those ’rads turn their backs.” He raised his rifle. “I can take out a dozen of ’em no problem.”
“Arlen! Put that weapon on safe and come here.”
Reluctantly Arlen took the weapon off his shoulder, flipped the selector, and slouched over to Macintosh.
“Arlen, come to the position of attention.”
“What?”
“You heard me, soldier: I’m the damn squad leader and I said come to the position of attention.”
Arlen shrugged, then stiffened.
Macintosh hit him dead on the chin, sending rifle and soldier sprawling.
“Arlen, don’t you ever even think about disobeying an order again. Next time I’ll hurt you.”
His buddy had brought his squad up without being noticed.
“Yo, Macintosh.”
“Oh, hello Baldwin.”
“I see you have a problem.”
“Not any longer. Are you all right? Did you have any problems?”
One of Baldwin’s soldiers walked by, rifle at the ready, but with an obviously brand-new black eye.
“I’m okay. I had a problem, but I fixed it.” Baldwin rubbed his hand.
“Oh.”
The Burbenheim Corridor
Tuesday, March 26, 9:00 a.m.
Mark Griffin pushed himself off the top of the Marder and waved Stern’s Bradley in next to Guterman’s vehicle. Both tracks flew white flags or — rather — grimy white T-shirts, from their antennas.
The ramp dropped and Stern stepped out, looking first ahead of, then behind him. An odd feeling, thought Stern, standing squarely in the middle of two opposing forces, right in the middle of the guns. One too-nervous trigger finger and the Bradley and the Marder would be full of holes. And so would he.
Joel Guterman walked up and saluted. He’s aged since the Mojave, thought Stern. So have I. Stern returned the salute.
“Herr Stern, my pleasure to see you again. Much time has passed since you served as my teacher in your California desert.”
He was always the gentleman, thought Stern, then and now. “Colonel Guterman, you flatter me. You were always the most competent, and the most professional, of soldiers. I hope I was as professional then as you are now. And I hope two professional soldiers can speak freely.” Stern pulled out his pipe and lit it, giving Guterman time to think. And speak.
“Colonel Stern, I find my situation most difficult. My government has betrayed me, yet it is still my government. Mark, Colonel Griffin rather, has told me what he knows of my government’s plans. We were allies once, I wish to be allies again.”
“Colonel Guterman, the question is not one of governments, but of legitimate governments.” He paused to let “legitimate” sink in. “The forces of the coup against your legitimate government — the government that for so many years stood against the enemy across the border, the government that for so many years was so close to mine— those forces are attempting to seize United States property and, more important, the nuclear and chemical munitions at Kriegspiel. They may have already done so.”
“I know, Colonel Stern. I know only too well.”
“My unit must stop that attempt. Any force that prevents us must either abandon its mission or be neutralized.”
Guterman thought the worst. “I cannot, and I will not, surrender.” Griffin put himself between the two. This is a new role for me, thought Griffin: peacemaker.
“Nobody is asking anybody to surrender, are they, Alex? What you both want is an ally, right?”
“Of course,” said Guterman.
“Exactly,” replied Stern. “We can’t do what we need to do alone.” “Then I suggest the three of us sit down and plan this thing out. It should be simple: All we have to do is secure, or maybe retake, the Kriegspiel depot; protect, or maybe retake, Baumflecken Kaseme; and restore the legitimate government.”
Stern rolled his eyes. “That’s all?”
“What else did you want?”
The three turned to watch as two HMMWVs pulled alongside the armored fighting vehicles. Stern smiled as the soldiers, under the direction of a lanky major, unloaded folding tables, briefcases, maps, a coffeepot, and two laptop computers.
“What is that?” asked a mystified Guterman.
“That, Colonel,” replied Stern, “is our secret weapon.”
The secret weapon strode up and saluted.
“Gentlemen. Major Cooper reports. I thought you might have some planning to do, and since we have to go in several directions at once, I thought I could be of some assistance.” He turned to Guterman. “I have taken the liberty, Sir, of contacting your staff. They should arrive shortly. Then we can begin. I think we should hurry, though; by my calculations we don’t have much time left.”
Griffin nodded. “Neither does the garrison at Kriegspiel.”

TWELVE

Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Tuesday, March 26, 10:22 a.m.
In the distance, a column of armored vehicles approached. Although they were quite far away, the guards in the towers at the Kriegspiel main gate were certain that the lead tanks were Leopards, not American Mis. The guards called Goebbels, believing that the colonel would want to be the first to hear the good news. Goebbels was, indeed, elated.
At 10:25 Goebbels called Blacksturm, who first expressed relief; then ranted at Goebbels to get on with the job of securing the depot, now that there were more forces; and to arrest that fool Shror, who had sent him no information since last night. It was 10:40 before Goebbels could pry himself loose from Blacksturm’s tirade. After preening himself to impress the arriving commander, Goebbels left the office, whose former occupant was now two stories below ground. Then he walked to the front gate.
Yes, thought Goebbels as he stared down the road, they are most certainly ours.
“Herr Colonel!” called a voice from the tower.
“What is it?” Fool, bothering me just before my moment of triumph.
“There are Americans in the column!”
Goebbels’s heart sank to his stomach. The big German tanks pulled right and left off the road, halting just a few meters short of the exclusion line. Out of their dust rolled two American tanks, riding side by side and driving hell-bent for leather straight toward him. He stood rooted to the spot, held by some unseen fear as the machines bore down on him. His guards fired from above him. Goebbels looked up and saw both towers disappear in a hail of coaxial machine-gun bursts.
No, his mind screamed, it cannot be, it cannot be! All the years of planning, of waiting. All the precise calculations. No, he begged, pulling out his pistol and taking aim at the tanks, no!
* * *
“Occupy by force,” the boss had said. Okay, Lawson thought, here we go. Lawson didn’t bother to take aim, he just kept the tank rolling straight ahead. The wire gates disintegrated and the figure behind them disappeared under his tracks.
“Tango, this is Tango Zero-One. Slow down, but press on in; we have to leave enough room for the grunts to spread out behind us. Take up assigned positions. Report when set. Zero-One out.” He popped his hatch and looked behind the tank. Platoon after platoon of Bradleys rolled through the gate, swerving down access roads and disgorging their loads of infantry.
He stood in the cupola and took in what he could see, his eyes surveying riddled walls, shattered and burnt and still-smouldering hulks of buildings. A track came through the gate behind him, pulled over, and stopped. A single figure hopped out, gave two soldiers hell for not moving fast enough, spent a minute directing traffic, then dug into his pocket and pulled out — What is that? thought Lawson.
A pipe. Lawson grinned.
Hello, boss. Welcome to Kriegspiel.
* * *
Panzerbrigade 11 took up hasty defensive positions on the outskirts of the Kriegspiel depot. Except for the tanks used in the initial deception, Guterman and Stern agreed that clearing the depot must be a strictly American operation. There was no lack of trust between the two, rather a tacit understanding that putting Guterman’s infantry into Kriegspiel — and the confusion that would inevitably result — was a recipe for disaster.
Stern’s lead infantry battalion swept over the surface of the depot with little resistance. The sudden appearance of American infantry, backed up by their combat vehicles, stunned most of the Germans aboveground into immediate surrender. The few who hesitated weren’t given a second chance. '
Heathrow Airport London
Tuesday, March 26, 9:45 a.m.
Prime Minister Felderman fastened his seat belt and listened as the engines of the plane built up power for takeoff. Three of his escort of six fighter-bombers already circled overhead; the other three would follow once his plane was airborne. Felderman clenched his teeth to keep from weeping.
The information from his sources inside Germany was not good. After a short morning battle, a huge column of tanks and infantry vehicles was seen closing on Kriegspiel. Some reports said they were German, others said American. There was no way for him to be sure, and to wait longer risked too much.
The plan was simple. As Felderman’s plane and three of his escorts headed toward Israel, three others — Levi and two escorts — would drop below radar level, fly just above the treetops over the coast and into Germany, and attack the depot. No, Felderman thought bitterly, not attack. Not neutralize, none of the euphemisms of polite public policy. If Levi must drop his bomb, it will incinerate the installation and all who are in or near it. But Levi will be sure; he said he will be absolutely sure. As sure as we can be. He promised me. Felderman looked at his watch, then closed his very tired eyes.
In a few hours, give or take a few minutes and a light that would shine brighter than the sun and let loose the darkness of the atom, he would know.
Central area
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Tuesday, March 26, 11:22 a.m.
Just a little over an hour after they entered Kriegspiel, Capt. Larry Wu, the third brigade operations officer the 195th had had in as many days, reported to Stern that the surface of the depot was secure.
Below ground, however, it was a different matter. Stern shoved an entire battalion of dismounted infantry down the two entrances even as other forces continued to round up Germans topside. Though Cooper’s map of the depot allowed them to plan and execute a quick sweep over the top, they had little information on the layout of the tunnel complex. So they went slowly, feeling their way without knowing the location of friendly or enemy forces. They did know, however, that — once the Germans found themselves pinned between two forces — they might well decide to sell themselves dearly. German communications wire ran down into the darkness. All they needed to find their enemy was to follow it.
“Go slow,” Stern told the commander of TF 3-29 Infantry as the soldiers disappeared into the entrances. “Be cautious, be thorough, be sure.” In the gloom of passageways, it was an unnecessary warning.
* * *
On the second storage level, Maj. Margaret O’Hara knew nothing of the three hundred Americans trying to find her and her soldiers. She knew only that another four of her soldiers were down and that the Germans were pressing as hard as ever. Lieutenant Felderman had been rendered unconscious for several minutes — another grenade blast. Over half of those still pulling triggers were walking wounded, patched up and put back into the line because there was no one to replace them. They were firing single shots now, low on ammo and exhausted after the day’s battles. Their Claymores had all been fired; their grenades, all thrown.
* * *
“Go ahead and run the old girl back up where she belongs,” said Stern.
Griffin watched as four soldiers wrestled with the flagpole wires. “Being kind of sentimental — and optimistic — aren’t you, Alex? We may own the surface, but we don’t know what’s left of the garrison downstairs.”
Stern nodded, eyes on the flag as it inched skyward, stars and stripes beginning to billow in the breeze. Always brings a lump to my throat, he thought. Old-fashioned that way.
“You’re right on both counts, Mark. But it’s good for morale.”
“Whose? The guys in the tunnels can’t see it.”
“Mine.”
Vicinity of the Kriegspiel Heights
Tuesday, March 26, 12:02 p.m.
Col. Levi Rakover led the three-plane flight in fast, his aircraft going full-throttle and so low that anyone looking skyward would be able to read his uniform’s name tape. Going in was easy, coming out would be hard. He had little time to think about the flight’s egress, however, for the Kriegspiel Heights loomed green in front of him.
As though through the proverbial eye of a needle, Rakover threaded his aircraft through the mountain pass. Then it was there, dead ahead of him: the target. Even at near twice the speed of sound, he had time to see the dark forms deployed around the depot, and his wingman confirmed they were German.
God forgive me, prayed Rakover as he pulled the plane into a tight turn and gained altitude, preparing to begin the bomb run. God forgive us all. He flicked the arming switches. A few seconds later small lights flashed ominously, indicating that the atomic device slung under his aircraft’s belly was operational.
The “heads-up” display glowed on the cockpit glass in front of him. Point of impact was to be dead center on the target. Slowly the small circle of the display inched toward a large building in the center of the target area, the circle creeping over their flagpole as it did.
The flagpole. Their flag.
Levi banked the airplane so hard to the left that he almost blacked out — only the counterpressure provided by his “G-suit” saved him. He slowed his turn to check again, calling his two fighters flying cover to confirm.
On the ground, Stern and Griffin watched the jets’ crazy acrobatics with open mouths. As the aircraft made a final pass just off the deck, Stern grabbed for a radio. He was about to scream orders to engage, but it was too late. Even from the ground the glow of afterburners was obvious — the planes turned and in seconds were dots on the horizon.
“Now just what do you suppose that was?”
Griffin shrugged. “Whoever they were, they’re gone now.”
Stern contacted each of the forces above ground, raking them over the coals about how three incoming aircraft had buzzed them untouched by ground fire.
Well over a hundred miles away, Levi Rakover decided that it had been entirely too long since he’d seen the inside of a temple.
* * *
Stern sat at his forward command post just outside the tunnel entrances. The first reports, filled with descriptions of bodies — both German and American — found scattered in twos and threes or piled together after all had died in close combat, began to trickle up along the land lines trailing out behind the descending infantry. Guterman sat quietly, waiting. Griffin read the messages over Stern’s shoulder and whistled softly.
“Major Cooper, what do you make of this?”
Cooper looked up from his laptop computer, typed in a few more lines, then crossed the command post to the huddle and read the reports. “I’d say, Sir, that we’re not going to find many left alive on either side. Looks pretty bitter. And I’d also say, Sir, that this needs to become the secondary effort.”
Griffin turned on him. “There are people down there with their backs to the wall!”
Cooper nodded. “Yes, Sir. I know that. Do you recall that I established a commo link through the Mannhoff bulletin board with Kriegspiel prior to our moveout?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“I also taught one of the NCOs who remained at Baumflecken how to use it, and I left him a PC.”
“And?”
“And at 0723 hours this morning he posted a message — the Germans hit Baumflecken at 0645.”
Stern’s head swiveled. “How many? What’s the situation? Did any of the kids get hurt?”
Cooper looked at the floor. “I don’t know, Sir. The connection’s down. Not the connection with the bulletin board. The one in Baumflecken.”
The news shook all of them, even Guterman.
Stern stared at the desktop, then turned to Cooper and Griffin.
“I want a plan to rescue those people and secure the kaserne, and I want it in thirty minutes.”
Central area
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Tuesday, March 26, 1:10 p.m.
Alex Stern lit his pipe as he considered the plan Griffin and Guterman had briefed.
“So we conduct a joint night air assault back into Baumflecken. You’re certain, Joel, that your helicopters will respond to your orders?”
Guterman nodded. *
“And you have enough to move an entire battalion?”
Another nod.
“It’s risky, but we have to move as soon as the depot is secure. Okay, I buy it. So where are you then, Mark?”
Griffin took a deep breath. “Joel and I will take a joint German-American team to Frankencitz, where we’ll release the legitimate officials and capture Blacksturm. We leave as soon as we get transportation.”
“Sounds like one hell of a long shot.”
“Almost as much of a long shot as one brigade taking on the entire German army.”
“Okay, you win. You know where they are?”
“Joel does.”
“Blacksturm has imprisoned them in the city detention center, or so Shror tells me.”
Stern shook his head. “You know there aren’t enough helicopters to conduct both missions, Colonel Guterman, and you’ve promised to dedicate your aviation assets to relieving Baumflecken.”
“I understand, Herr Stern. If we fly helicopters toward Frankencitz, the air forces will shoot them down anyway. No, I propose to enter Frankencitz the same way my battalion entered your desert.”
“How’s that?”
“The way no one will notice. By bus.”
* * *
The squad of American infantry halted at the entrance leading to the next level, unsure of what to do next. Although Macintosh couldn’t see behind him, his ears brought the message that the rest of the platoon was closing up. The wire line led down, and although the obvious solution was to follow it, after so many cautions from everyone in the chain of command, he wanted to be absolutely sure. Then, too, the sights as they cleared the tunnels — the bodies, the gloom — had taken their toll. Macintosh moved around as quietly as he could, checking that they remained alert. Then came the order: The first level is secure, move down, press forward to make contact with the enemy.
Macintosh sent two men forward, or rather downward. The pair crept to a corner, signaled for the rest of the squad to close up, then moved forward again. The way down was not a staircase, it was a ramp with three turns, and at each comer Macintosh felt the thump in his chest grow a little louder. Then they were through a doorway, the greater staleness of the air telling him they’d reached the second level.
The passageways are wider down here, thought Macintosh. Almost twenty feet across. He rearranged the squad into a “diced five” formation, a pair leading a few meters ahead, then himself, then two in trail. Three times they stopped to check side tunnels, traveling a few meters down them for security before pressing on. The trail company would break off platoons to check them out thoroughly. His job was to press forward.
Suddenly the stale air was alive with the sounds of exploding grenades and rifle fire. Macintosh and his squad flattened. The noise level rose and fell for several minutes. Macintosh tried to pinpoint the source, but the echoes off the tunnel walls made finding the precise location impossible. Only one way to do that, he thought, and as the din began again he signaled his squad forward.
With each step the gunfire grew louder. The wide corridor turned half left ahead of him, and Macintosh knew the enemy was just around the comer. He halted his men, sent'one back for Baldwin, then crawled forward to peek around the corner.
He saw a huge storage room stacked with crates. From six or eight positions, maybe more — the crates hid his view — somebody was sending a bunch of rounds downrange. If you can call the other end of a room downrange, Macintosh thought. From that side somebody else, fewer positions, slower firing, shot back. Even with the confusing echoes he could tell that some of the fire came from the heavier German rifles, some from the lighter American Ml6s, but it was mixed from both sides.
“Yes, Macintosh?” said Baldwin as he crawled up alongside him.
“One hell of a firefight going on in there.”
“Where are the bad guys?”
“Hard to say.”
Baldwin scooted to where he could see.
“Sure is.”
“How do we tell?”
“We go ask ’em. C’mon.”
Macintosh told the squad to cover them. The noise of battle covered their move as he and Baldwin dashed through the door toward a stack of crates. Someone, somewhere, saw the figures moving, however, and a burst of fire chased them until they dove for cover.
Naturally, they both dove for the same place. Baldwin got there first; Macintosh second.
“Goddammit, Macintosh, get off me.”
“What are you doing, Baldwin,” he said as he rolled away, “taking my spot?”
“I didn’t know this table was reserved.”
“I called ahead to the maitre d’.”
“What’s a mate-her dee?”
“Never mind. Follow me.”
“Hey, that’s catchy, that ‘Follow me’ shit. Maybe you could sell it to the Infantry School. They might use it for a motto or something.” “Fuck you, Baldwin. Just fuck you.”
They crawled around stacks of boxes until they could see two prone figures firing toward the far end. Macintosh and Baldwin took turns peering around the comer, trying to decide in the dim light if the position ahead belonged to the Germans or Americans.
“Looks like our guys.”
“No way. They’re ’rads.”
“One of ’em has an M16.”
“One of ’em has an HK.”
An impasse.
“So how do we know?”
“Like I said earlier, we ask. Go for it, I’ll cover you.”
“Like hell. You’re the one who wants to ask. Ill cover you.” Baldwin shrugged, stood up, then popped around the corner. “Hey, you shitheads ’rads or GIs?”
One of the figures turned. “Was? Was ist los?”
The Germans and Baldwin figured it out at the same time. He ducked back behind the crates as tracers dug into the wooden boxes, showering Macintosh and him with splinters.
“I guess we know.”
“Guess so. So now what do we do?”
Baldwin took out a grenade and straightened the pin, motioning for Macintosh to do the same.
“This. On three. Ready, one…”
“I didn’t know you could…”
“Count that high? You said that before. And like I said…
“Fuck you?”
“Yeah. Two, three!” Together their grenades sailed toward the Germans.
Inside the storage area all hell broke loose as Macintosh’s and Baldwin’s squads attacked into the room. In the half-light among the crates, it was impossible to tell friendly from enemy, so soldiers on both sides defaulted to the most basic response: They shot at anything, and everything, that moved. In the three-way firefight there was no such thing as friendly fire.
It went on for almost half an hour, the firing slowly shifting until it was all coming from Ml6s. Sergeant Parker bellowed for a cease fire, then ordered his squad leaders to rally their people.
Baldwin was the first to check in. “Got ’em all, Sergeant Parker. Wignowski got a scratch, nothing serious. The company medic’s taking care of him.”
Macintosh walked up, three figures trailing behind him.
“How’s your squad, Macintosh?”
“We lost Arlen. The turkey, he hung around out in the open two seconds too long.”
“Shit. I’m sorry.”
“Yeah,” said Macintosh, looking at the floor, “me too.”
Parker formed them up and they cleared the rest of the storage room, counting eight dead Germans. At the end of the room another corridor beckoned. Macintosh halted there, ready to continue the mission. From other parts of the storage level, the sounds of other fire-fights rang off the walls. Macintosh wondered if those were as screwed up as this one had been.
“Okay, Macintosh,” Parker said, “move it out, but be careful. You could bump into their people or ours.”
Macintosh nodded and waved his soldiers down the hall. They got about fifty meters before rifle fire drove them to the floor. As Macintosh inched his people back, he bumped into Baldwin, who was crawling forward.
“Macintosh, I think those people up there are ours. That’s Ml6 fire.”
“Then why are they shooting at us?”
“They must think we’re Germans.”
“I’ve never been so insulted in my life.” He lifted his head. “Hey, knock it off, we’re Americans!” The answer was another burst just over his head.
“I don’t think they believe me.”
“Lemme try,” Baldwin said. “Cease fire, will you? You’re shooting at your relief force.”
“Screw you,” answered a woman’s voice from somewhere down the hall. The answer was followed by another bullet spray. “You bastards tried that earlier. It only works once.”
Macintosh and Baldwin rolled to dodge the incoming.
At the other end of the hall, Pvt. Mary Phillips and her partner were beginning to hope that maybe, just maybe, it wasn’t a trick.
“Maybe we could ask them something that only Americans would know,” Mary whispered.
“It’s worth a try.”
“Something about football?”
“Now what do I know about football?”
“True. It’ll have to be something else.”
Mary slid to one side of their sandbagged position.
“Hey, if you guys are Americans, where’d you do your Basic?” “Dix,” answered Baldwin. “Where’d you do yours?”
“Same place. If you were at Dix, who was your drill sergeant?” “Sergeant First Class Kildare, the doctor of the push-up.”
“Didn’t he have a wife who was a drill?”
“Yeah. The bitch dropped me and my buddy one day right in front of a platoon of females.”
Mary searched her memory, a smile coming to her face as she remembered the two shaved-headed male trainees exercising under Kildare’s tongue-lashing.
“Baldwin, you dweeb, is that you?”
“Roger that.”
“Where’s your shadow?”
“Yo! Macintosh here.”
Mary stood and slipped her weapon to “safe.”
“Well come on down.”
They moved slowly down the hall until they came to the women’s position. Three dead Germans lay shoved against the wall. Baldwin tried not to notice.
“Hey, Phillips, like it’s been a while since Dix. What’s happening?” “Not much.” She looked past him to the squad behind. “Any of you guys got a cigarette?”
Somebody tossed her one. Mary lit it and sucked the smoke down greedily. Baldwin motioned toward the dead Germans. “What happened to them?”
Mary shrugged and exhaled. “Tried to sneak up on us, but we got ’em with this.” She patted her bayonet sheath. “The ’rads don’t learn very well. I took out two others by myself the same way.”
* * *
In the command post, Captain Wu hung up the field phone and rushed over to Stern.
“We’ve got linkup down below and Charlie Company has what’s left of the Germans isolated. It’ll take a while to root them all out, but now it’s just a matter of time.”
“What’s the status of the garrison?”
“Thirty-eight left, almost all with minor wounds; some more serious. Bravo Company is escorting them out.”
Stern turned to Guterman.
“Colonel, please send for your helicopters.”
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Tuesday, March 26, 8:20 p.m.
Those who remained of the Kriegspiel garrison didn’t seem to know what to do with themselves. Coming to the surface after almost three days below ground, they stood around in a daze, waiting for orders, not believing it was over. To most, it seemed like just a break in the action, a time-out to breathe some fresh air before they ducked back into the tunnels to fight some more.
Maggie and Pauline were among the last out, waiting to ensure that the demolitions were fully disconnected from the warheads. Together they led the last squad through the corridors. Griffin and Stern were waiting for them when they came up.
“Major O’Hara, I’m Colonel Stern, commander of the 195th Brigade. I believe you know Colonel Griffin.”
Maggie saluted, dropped her hand, and, seeing Stern had nothing else for her, she immediately turned to Griffin.
He was trying to hold it in. “Maggie, it’s… it’s just good to see you again.”
The weight came off Maggie’s shoulders and she was in his arms. They hugged so hard both felt as if their ribs would crack. Stern gave them all the time he could. It wasn’t much.
“Colonel Griffin, Major O’Hara, I’m afraid I have to cut this re-
union short. We have another mission. Mark, your bus will be here in about thirty minutes.”
“Where you going this time, M.G.?” Maggie asked as she stepped back.
“Oh, an old friend and I need to go to Frankencitz for a day or two. We have to settle some unfinished business.”
“I’ll have Major Cooper brief you on the plan, Major O’Hara,” Stern said. “Right now I need one of your people to go lay out a helicopter landing zone. Colonel Guterman’s birds will be here in a little over half an hour, and I have to load a battalion of infantry on them fast. Who do you have that knows how to set up and run an LZ?”
Maggie looked at Pauline and then down at the badge on her uniform blouse. There, just above the “U.S. Army” tape sewn over the pocket, was a small helicopter with wings. Pauline followed Maggie’s eyes down, screwed up her mouth, then shrugged.
“Air Assault, ma’am. I’ll get who I need.”
“There’s a German liaison section waiting outside,” said Griffin, “take them with you.”
“German?”
“Their helicopters, our people.”
For the first time Maggie and Pauline noticed Joel Guterman and his staff at work in a comer of the CP.
Maggie’s eyes rolled. “This is very confusing.”
They couldn’t help themselves. Guterman, Griffin, Stern, and Cooper all broke out laughing.
“That, my love,” Griffin said, taking her by the arm, “is one hell of an understatement.” The hardest major in the United States Army felt soft and warm in his grip. Just to have her alone for a minute, he thought, maybe to have her, to hold her forever. Just for forever. He took a deep breath. He would take, no he would make, time later. Back to business. “Lieutenant Felderman, pick up your liaison team and get that LZ set up. Major Cooper?”
“Here, Sir.”
“Brief Major O’Hara while Colonel Guterman and I get our last-minute stuff done.”
“Wilco, Sir.” Cooper beckoned to a chair at his table. Maggie walked over and sat.
“Coffee?”
“Please.”
When she had swigged down half a cup, Cooper began.
“Major O’Hara, let me tell you a story…”
* * *
An hour or so later, Maggie waved goodbye to Griffin as he, Guterman, and twenty-six handpicked German and American NCOs boarded their commandeered civilian travel bus and rolled out of the kaserne gate. Once the bus was out of sight, she drove to the LZ, getting there just in time to see Stern’s command ship clear the trees.
As the helicopters skimmed away over the treetops toward Baumflecken, Maj. Margaret O’Hara’s mind drifted to Griffin, thinking of how they had met by chance and of how the many chances they’d taken had both kept them together and apart.
When we’re together again, Griffin, we’re going to make this permanent. I’m tired of relying on chance.
Maggie looked down at the dark ground beneath her. I wonder, she thought, if he feels the same after all this? Then it hit her.
He called me “my love.” His love. My love.
Bingo.
Along Autobahn 5
Tuesday, March 26, 9:32 p.m.
In the front of the bus Mark Griffin and Joel Guterman pored over the hand-drawn diagrams of the detention facility, command center, and connecting streets and back alleys. In the seats behind them, their soldiers did what soldiers always do on long bus rides. For the first few miles, there was a heavy silence, then awkward coughs. A few feeble attempts at breaking the ice led to the inevitable “Didn’t I meet you at such and such a school?” or “Where in hell did we serve together?”
“Your outfit pulled joint border duty with the 18th Cav,” said an American sergeant to the German unterofizier seated across from him, “down in Hugersfeld in ’89, right?”
“Ja,” came the German NCO’s reply, “the winter was bad. I remember it. The cold was very bad that year.”
“Yeah, it was cold, I remember, but the goddamn snow, that was the thing. Six feet deep in places.”
“Ja, the snow was two meters deep. More in some locations.”
“Say, weren’t you on the liaison team to 18th Cav?”
“From Reconnaissance Regiment 3. You were in the operations section of the cavalry, correct?”
“Ja, I mean yeah. Say, do you remember that gasthaus with the really good Jtiger schnitzel and the waitress with the big bazoongas?”
“Vat are these ‘bazoongas’?”
* * *
Sometime, many miles and many lies later, twenty-six sergeants from two countries decided that they shared enough to be allies, and so executed the final actions of soldiers on long bus rides. First they decided that these other guys might be okay, then that they could be trusted, then that they might be worth fighting for.
Finally, snoring the snores of tired soldiers, they fell asleep.
* * *
Griffin and Guterman, meantime, were wide awake. While their soldiers shot the bull and caught some rack time, the two leaders tried in vain to come up with a plan.
“I don’t know, Mark. Any way I look at it, getting into the detention center is impossible. It is heavily guarded, and I know from visiting it that there are multiple locked, steel-barred doors.”
“Could we blow our way in from the top?”
“That is possible, but once in we would have to fight our way through each of the gates. There is also the small matter of fighting our way out.”
“How many guards are there?”
“Normally only about a hundred prison guards, but Jung told me that Blacksturm personally detailed a company of the Special Security to reinforce them. He is taking no chances on the prisoners’ escape.”
“So even if we get in, there’s ten of them for every one of us?”
“Yes. Not good odds.”
“Not at all. Who’s this Jung character? Is he reliable?”
Guterman looked out the window. “He is a captain in the Special Security. His company was flown into the depot to reinforce the initial attack on it. Still, I have no reason to doubt his word. He was a good soldier once. I knew him when he was an infantry lieutenant in my old battalion. He did well, perhaps too well. The Special Security worked hard to recruit him. He could not resist the prestige of being in an elite unit and, of course, at that time the special troops were not political instruments.” Guterman frowned as he looked down at the floor. “Perhaps he will be a good soldier once again.”
“You really have a problem, Joel. I don’t envy you.”
Guterman looked up. “What is that?”
“When this is over, you and your government will have to sort out who the good guys and bad guys are. Good luck, buddy.”
“Indeed,” Guterman sighed. “But let us sort out the problem at hand. How do we rescue the chancellor and the other politicians?”
“Well, hmm.” Griffin thought a moment. “The detention center is almost physically impregnable, right?”
“Correct,” responded Guterman.
“The combined forces of the enemy number over two hundred— ten times what we can muster?”
“Correct.”
“So it would take several hundred, if not several thousand, armed troops to storm the place.”
“Correct.”
“Even if we could get them out, the street demonstration that Shror told you about will block any key roads away from the detention center.” “That demonstration is not scheduled to take place until tomorrow morning, but, yes, it is only a few blocks away, and traffic will be tied up in every direction because of it.”
As Griffin thought, Joel Guterman again stared out the window, this time in frustration.
“It is no use, Mark, it would take a thousand armed men and perhaps Blacksturm himself to get their release.”
Griffin’s head snapped up. He slowly turned to Guterman.
“Joel, you are absolutely right. We need a thousand armed men, but we’ll only get a hundred or so. They’ll have to be enough.” He dug out pad and paper and began to scribble. “Let’s see,” Griffin mumbled, “a team to hit the armory, another to secure our place near the demonstration headquarters, a small team to secure the clothing, what else?” “Mark, what are you up to?”
“Do you know where Blacksturm’s quarters are?”
“Yes, but I’m sure he’s not there. He’s in the sleeping quarters off the commanding general’s office. Shror said so. But why?” “Anybody in those quarters?”
“No, he lives alone. Orderlies must go for his things. Why?” “How do you know?”
“Shror told me.”
“He didn’t seem like a guy who would cooperate by remembering details.”
Guterman rubbed his fist. “I helped him remember.”
“Oh.”
“Mark, what is it you are planning?”
Griffin sat back in the seat, still writing. “You said it yourself, we need a thousand armed men. So what if we only get a hundred? They’ll do. And we need Blacksturm himself. We can’t get to Blacksturm because his headquarters, I assume, is better protected than the detention center.”
“That is correct. But why do you want to know?”
Griffin nodded his head as he glanced down at the paper. “A hundred armed men we’ll get, courtesy of the Special Security arms room.” Griffin looked at his watch. “We’ll have to move fast. It’ll be after midnight when we roll in. We’ll have to go into action almost immediately.” He looked back at the sleeping men behind him. They’ll get about an hour’s more worth of rack time while we sort out the details, Griffin thought, then it’s time for wake up and briefings.
“Mark, I don’t understand.”
Griffin turned to his friend. “You will in a moment,” he smiled, “Herr General.”

FOURTEEN

Vicinity of Baumflecken Kaserne
Tuesday, March 26, 11:22 p.m.
To avoid detection by German ground and air radars, Guterman’s helicopter pilots flew the ships “nap of the earth,” following the contours of the ground and rising above treetop level only to avoid power lines and other obstructions. Between the pilots’ low-level tight turns and the disorienting effect of his night-vision goggles, Stern, although nervous about what he would find when they arrived, felt some relief when the kaserne came into view. With memories of the Germans’ observation point near the front gate still in his mind, he directed the troopships in a wide detour to come at the kaserne from the south, or back. There, screened by a low ridgeline from both the base and the town of Baumflecken, the main body hovered while the scout helicopters went forward.
The minutes crawled as Stern waited for the reports.
“We are burning up fuel at a very rapid rate, Herr Colonel,” said his German pilot. “We need to either go in or set down soon.”
“Better to waste fuel than lives, Captain. We’ll wait on the recon.” But the wait was growing maddening for him, too. He was reaching for the radio to prod the scouts when the report came.
“Six, this is Ironhorse Six. Spot report. Over.”
Just in time, Lieutenant McKay. I knew I brought you out of your track and on this mission for a reason.
“This is Six. Go.”
“This is Ironhorse. Enemy activity vicinity grid 744562, that little rise in the field outside the front gate. Appears to be their headquarters element, no more than a dozen individuals visible. Major firefight going on vicinity the 1-89th barracks area. I count six heavy weapons engaging one building. Scattered return fire is coming out of that building against the heavy weapons. No other activity on the kaseme that I can see. Over.”
That machine-gun fire has to be the Germans, reasoned Stern; we didn’t leave any machine guns behind. So Saunders decided to stand and fight. I really didn’t think he had it in him, but then I never really thought I’d be doing any of this.
He made up his mind quickly.
“Three, this is Six. Send one platoon in to grab their headquarters— that’ll cut off the head. The gunships will neutralize the heavy weapons and cover the rest of the element going into the primary LZ inside the barracks area. Disseminate the orders. We go in five minutes.”
“This is Three,” came Larry Wu’s voice over the radio. “Got it. Wilco.”
Central area
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Wednesday, March 27, 1:01 a.m.
Having walked every inch of the ground in the depot, met with her soldiers, and visited her wounded, Maggie sat in the Kriegspiel command post and stared at the computer screen.
The laptop beeped, startling her. Maggie swiveled and typed into the computer.
“Hey, Major Cooper, this thing isn’t working.”
He slid in behind the keyboard. “No sweat, the protocol parameters just need to be reset. Here, let me.” His fingers flew over the keys until the screen cleared. Then a message appeared.
“Arrived home safely,” Cooper read aloud. “The place is a real mess, from the uninvited guests, but most are gone. The rest have been confined to the spare bedroom. Homecoming party actually quite tame. Sad to report that Aunt and Uncle Saunders deceased, along with seven of nine Mikes. Also one female member of the family, a close friend of R. Lawson. Seven other members of the family injured, none seriously. All junior members okay. Twelve in traveling party also involved in minor accidents upon attending homecoming party. I will stay here and make guests and family comfortable. Six will take escort and return to your location, wishes to speak with individual above. ETA three hours. Will write more with details later.” Cooper turned to Maggie. “It’s signed ‘Larry.’”
Maggie snorted. “Captain Wu may be a fine operations officer, but he’s just plain lousy with codes.”
“From what I gather, the counterassault went well. Although it sounds like the kaseme is pretty well shot up, we came away with only a dozen lightly wounded. Evidently there were only six dependents hurt, and one dead. It looks like Colonel Stern will need a new sergeant major, though. Wu says Sergeant Major Saunders and his wife were killed, along with most of the MPs.”
“What about this guy Lawson? Was that his girlfriend that was killed?”
“Evidently.”
“You going to tell him?”
“No, not me. I’m a staff officer. That job comes with the commander’s hat, and evidently Colonel Stern’s coming back to tell him personally.”
* * *
They were waiting for Stern when his helicopter sat down. During the short trip to the office, Stern told them about the air assault into Baumflecken and the death of Lawson’s girlfriend.
“That’s going to go down real rough, isn’t it, Sir? His girlfriend a spy, responsible for the death of eight soldiers and a civilian? Do you think he had any idea?”
“No, not Lawson.”
“Whew.” Cooper shook his head. “I don’t envy you. What are you going to tell him?”
Alex Stern massaged his chin thoughtfully. He stared at the wall, then at his notes, then at the blank computer screen.
“I don’t know, Major. I have to think this one through.” Alex stared out into the night. “Maybe as much of the truth as I think I could bear if it was me.”
* * *
It was just after 3:00 a.m. when Winchell shook Roosevelt Lawson awake and told him that the brigade commander wanted to see him. Lawson dressed quickly and headed toward the brigade CP, conscious of the stubble on his face. The guards halted him a few meters from the entrance to the building, but once Lawson gave the correct password they motioned him through the door.
Inside, Lawson saw Colonel Stern waiting for him, along with a female major. Once Lawson saw her name tape, he recognized her as the depot commander, remembering her name from the sign near the front gate. As he approached he reviewed his platoon’s actions since they’d stormed into the depot. Other than crushing the gates, he couldn’t come up with any damage they’d caused. I wonder, Lawson thought as he crossed the room, what we’ve screwed up bad enough for two commanders to haul me in here in the middle of the night.
“Sir, Sfc. Roosevelt Lawson reports as ordered.”
Alexander Stern returned the big man’s salute. “Please sit down, Sergeant.”
When colonels invite, thought Lawson, you accept. He sat.
“Sergeant Lawson, in just a few minutes the SI will release the information we have concerning the status of the dependents back at Baumflecken. I know everyone was worried when we heard the Germans planned to take them hostage. I can tell you that the counterstrike was very successful, and that the kaseme and all in it are now secure.”
Stern coughed.
“There were, however, some casualties. Though we didn’t lose any soldiers out of the counterattack force, the Germans did inflict heavy losses on the MP squad that stayed behind. Twelve women were injured and Sergeant Major Saunders and his wife were killed.”
“This is about Liza, isn’t it, Sir?”
“Yes.” He was trying to be businesslike, to be professional. “I take it you two were close?”
“She’s just my life, that’s all. I care about her very much. Is she hurt? How badly?”
Stern could see Lawson’s mind working behind his eyes. He lowered his voice and tried to be strong for him.
“There was one other civilian casualty.” Stern paused. “I’m sorry, Sergeant Lawson. I’m very, very sorry.”
They watched the air go out of him. Lawson’s head fell to his chest. He tried to hold himself together.
“Sir, how… how did it happen?”
All eyes were on Alex Stern.
“Your girlfriend, Ms, ah…”
“Fiancee, sir, but just Liza will do. She liked it like that.” He winced inside as he heard himself using the past tense.
“Of course, as you wish. She was caught in a crossfire between the kaserne’s defenders and a company of attacking German Special Security troops.”
He knew the next question.
“What was she doing there?”
“It appears she was leading them in.”
“Sir?”
“Sergeant Lawson, the best we can discern is that your fiancee, learning that the defenders were preparing an ambush, slipped over to the enemy, convinced them that she had privileged information, and then led them straight into the ambushers’ kill zone. In doing so, she bought time for the defenders, prevented the Germans from attacking at a time and place of their choosing, and allowed the defenders to mass their fires on the enemy. That ambush alone cost the attackers more than fifty dead and wounded, and your Liza was directly responsible for that. Her actions probably saved every man, woman, and child on Baumflecken. It’s very unfortunate that she was leading the enemy force. If she had been able to get away, she might still be alive. But since the defenders had no night-vision devices, once the enemy came into the kill zone… well, I’m truly very sorry, Sergeant. All of us are.”
“I understand, Sir. Thank you, Sir.” Lawson looked up at the two faces across from him. There was nothing but pity in them, and though Lawson was not normally a man who sought pity, he took a few seconds to soak in some of theirs. Then he blinked back the tears and stood.
“Will that be all, Sir? I have to get back to the platoon. Were any of the wives of my soldiers injured, Sir? If so, I’ll need to talk with them.” “No, Sergeant, you may tell them that all of their families are fine.” Lawson saluted. Once Stern returned it, he dropped his hand, did an about-face, and left. Roosevelt Lawson cried all the way back to his tank.
Exhausted, Alex Stern first rubbed his forehead then dug out his pipe.
“Colonel Stern?”
“Yes, Major O’Hara?”
“You are, at heart, a very gentle man.”
“Thank you, Major. That’s the nicest thing anyone’s said to me in a long time.”
“Unless you have anything else for me, I’ll be going now, Sir. I want to check my people before I crash for a couple of hours.” Maggie saluted.
Alex returned it. “No, Major, that will be all. I’ll stay up and wait on word from Colonel Griffin. Good night.”

FIFTEEN

Off of Kohlstrasse
Frankencitz
Wednesday, March 27, 9:07 a.m.
As a midmoming drizzle wetted down the crowd at the Frankencitz demonstration, The Sep and three of his team members were hard at work.
If this works, thought The Sep as he shoved rifles out of the truck into the hands of the mob, it’ll be the biggest bar fight I ever started.
Two trucks were parked in the alley, and as the crowd swarmed around them the large pile of weapons in the back of each was steadily shrinking. The Sep grinned. When a full colonel storms in and demands that you open your armory, he mused, you open it. Thank God the Germans know how to obey orders. Sep wasn’t even looking now, just heaving pistols, rifles, and Uzi submachine guns over his shoulder. From around the comer, loudspeakers blared a vitriolic indictment of Jews, foreigners, and America. Occasionally, almost hysterical roars of agreement punctuated the rhetoric. That Zurcher can really whip them up, Sep thought as he turned around and tossed three pistols into the crowd. Ought to get out of their infantry and go into politics. Good thing he’s on our side. Sounds like they like him. Bet they don’t even remember who was supposed to speak. I bet the speaker won’t remember much either. I guess I did hit him a little hard. What the hell, he’ll get lots of rest in that closet.
The Sep looked at his watch. Gotta slow down this giveaway a little. The boss should just be hitting his target.
Frankencitz Detention Center
Wednesday, March 27, 9:15 a.m.
Seven men in the uniforms of the Special Security stood before the Frankencitz Detention Center.
“Open the gates!”
“I must see some identification.”
A tall man stepped out from the middle of the group, his face partially bandaged and his eyes hidden behind dark glasses.
“Fool, open these gates immediately or I will have you shot for disrespect. Do you not see the rank upon these epaulets? Do you not know who I am?”
There were two men at the guard post, one a regular detention center guard, the other a young soldier of the Special Security. The uniformed soldier came forward, saw the general officer rank on the bandaged man’s shoulders, then read the man’s nameplate: “BLACKSTURM.” “Herr General, I am so sorry! I did not know it was you.”
“Why are these gates not open?”
As the general tapped his foot, the young man dashed back to the guard shack and frantically flipped switches. The general and his party entered, and a colonel came to within inches of the soldier’s face. “Is there an officer in charge of this watch?”
“Ja, Herr Colonel.”
“Get him here. Schnell/”
“Ja, Herr Colonel.” He picked up the phone and dialed frantically, his eyes riveted to the general’s bandaged face. When he hung up he came out of the building and reported.
“Herr Colonel, I have notified my commander of General Blacksturm’s presence. He is coming personally.”
A minute later a Special Security captain came puffing out of the main building.
“Herr General, Captain Brunhoff reports.”
“You will escort us to the facility director’s office immediately.” “Ja, Herr General.” As he turned to lead them, he motioned to the guard, miming dialing a telephone. The soldier understood, and as the group walked toward the building he picked up the telephone to warn the director of his approaching guest.
The captain led the group through a series of steel doors, up a short flight of stairs, and finally to the office of the director, where a squat little man with a bald head and puffy white face paced in his reception room, waiting for them.
“Herr Blacksturm, what an honor it is for you to visit us at our modest facility.”
“Silence, fool!” The general turned to his men and pointed. “You and you will accompany me. I wish to speak to the director in his office. The rest of you will remain outside.” He turned back to the director. “We will go to your office. Lead on.”
Once they had gone into the director’s office, the colonel turned to Captain Brunhoff.
“Herr Captain, early this morning there was an attempt on the general’s life. As you can see, the general was injured, but he survived. We have evidence that leads us to believe supporters of the old order have been in contact with the chancellor and with that relic, Ulderthane. We believe that these two may have not only directed this attempt from your prison, but that even now there may be some attempt to free them — as early as today. The director is hearing all this now from the general.” Through the thick door to the director’s office the rantings of an incensed general officer filled the room. “If you wish to demonstrate some initiative,” the colonel continued, “you will have the chancellor and General Ulderthane brought to this office.”
“But Herr Colonel, only the director himself can…”
“Idiot! Would you have the general wait one extra minute?”
“No, Herr Colonel.”
“Then see to it.”
“Ja, Herr Colonel.” The captain was out the door in a flash. One of the scowling Special Security men looked around to ensure they were alone, then turned to the colonel.
“You really think we can pull this off, Sir?” he whispered.
“We’ll see. Shhh, they’re coming out of the office.”
“Now, do you hear me? Now! I want him here now!”
“Ja, Herr General.”
“And the security, it must be improved! Immediately, do you understand, immediately!”
“Ja, Herr General, Ja.”
“I will question them personally! Schmidt here will assist. We will make them talk!”
“Ja, Herr General.”
“Why are they not here yet? Why are my orders not being carried out? Go yourself; see to it. Bring them to me!”
“Ja, Herr General.” The director was out the door as fast as he could waddle.
The colonel turned to the bandaged man. “Joel, you make a pretty convincing tyrant.”
“Thank you, Mark. I think. It is in my blood.”
Griffin looked at his watch. “C’mon, you little toad, get them here. We have less than thirty minutes to get this done.”
* * *
Several blocks away, at the demonstration, Zurcher, the German infantry unterofizier turned demagogue, bellowed out his punch line.
“The detention center is our Bastille! Inside its walls the last of the old order lives on, protected from the force and will of the people while they continue to take the coins from our pockets and suck the blood from our country. On to the center, death to those who would hold us back!”
Several of Griffin’s team were working the crowd below. “On to the center!” they screamed, waving guns in the air. “On to the center!” A polizei cordon tried to hold the crowd back, but they went under in a sea of fists and a hail of bullets. With a frenzy all its own, the crowd surged down the streets, Griffin’s men working their way to the edge of the mass. Then from shop door to shop door, they leapt like salmon going upstream until the team re-formed at its rally point. Sergeant Zurcher made it from the podium to the RP a few minutes late.
The Sep counted noses. “Well, gentlemen — and, Sergeant Zurcher, I use that term loosely — let us go see how well our officers have played their parts.”
* * *
Two guards pushed a very confused chancellor and General Ulder-thane into the director’s office.
“Colonel Guterman!” Ulderthane blurted out.
“Silence! Herr Guterman is dead, the traitor,” spat out Joel.
The boy gets an “A” for thinking on his feet, thought Griffin.
“Schmidt, assist me. We will soon learn the truth.” To the guards and the director he said, “Leave us.”
A minute or two after the men closed the director’s office door, the tirade began. It was followed by howls of pain, shouted denials, the slap of fists on flesh. Then only low mumbling. Guterman emerged from the office, his face red with rage.
“I want all of them, every one you have here. Outside, in the back. Now. I have my men. We will end these traitors’ miserable lives and eliminate the threat once and for all!”
The phone rang in the outer office and the director answered it. As he listened to the report from the other end of the line, the sweating director’s face grew pale. “Herr Blacksturm, there is a mob, a huge armed mob! It is coming down the street straight toward the center!” Guterman pulled at his chin, carefully avoiding the bandage, and began to pace. Witnessing this performance from the inner office, Griffin turned his head aside and rolled his eyes.
“Yes, yes. It is their people,” Guterman began. He jerked his head toward the director’s office. “Well, we shall give them what they came for.”
“Herr General?”
“We shall give them their precious politicians. The crowd can claim the bodies.” He swiveled and stared down Special Security captain Brunhoff. “Herr Captain, you will take every man and every Special Security soldier here and place them under your command. You will have the honor of defeating a threat to your leadership by eliminating the rabble in the street. Herr Director, give Colonel Schmidt the cell locations of the other reactionary traitors.”
“But Herr General, there are more than thirty of them!”
“I have five loyal, well-trained, and well-armed soldiers here, and Colonel Schmidt is quite proficient in the art of execution. Is that not true, Colonel?”
Griffin nodded and smiled so nastily that, for a moment, even Guterman was afraid. Guterman turned back to the director. “The cell numbers, you idiot! Unless you wish to join the line that will stand against the wall, you will write them down!”
As the fat man scribbled, Guterman turned back to Brunhoff. “Go. Organize your force. There is little time left. Everyone to the main gate. We will need no assistance in the back.” Guterman rubbed his hands together and gazed toward the director’s office. “I will take great pleasure in this.”
As they opened cell after cell, the sounds of the first spatters of rifle fire drifted through the hallways. The crowd was coming closer. In his mind’s eye Griffin could see the lead edge of people go down, only to be replaced, trampled by the surge from behind. Some would pick up dropped weapons, others would just keep coming. The company of Special Security troops and prison guards would fire, but there would be more people in the crowd than the defenders had bullets. And, if Sep had done his work well, they’d return fire, dropping some of the guards and forcing the others to duck. The mob would keep, perhaps even gain, momentum, the deaths on both sides giving it all the more reason to press on. A good deal, a hundred armed men and twenty thousand others.
Minutes later, even as Griffin and Guterman herded the civilian leaders toward the rear exit, the crowd, which officials would later estimate at twenty-three thousand, hit the front gate of the detention center.
* * *
A high stone wall enclosed the entire Frankencitz Detention Center, effectively shutting the world off from what went on inside. Though the front of the center was all driveway and a few small administrative buildings, in back lay a garden and a grassy exercise area. It was into this open space that Griffin, Guterman, and company led their charges.
From the front came the roar of the crowd and the sounds of a pitched firefight. Griffin looked at the wall.
No hole. Shit. He turned around. The mob’s inside. They’ll be coming around the sides of the building any minute.
Instinctively he flattened, shoving the chancellor down with him as he heard the roar. Dust and rocks flew overhead, but when Griffin looked up the rampart of the Frankencitz Detention Center sported a six-foot gap. In the center of it stood The Sep, waving them on. He stood and brushed himself off.
“Gentlemen, exit this way please. We have a bus waiting.”
* * *
Although some of Griffin’s team were off on other missions, the tour bus that had carried them to Frankencitz was still crowded with soldiers and civilians as it inched through the city traffic. Griffin and Guterman, the latter now back in his own uniform and without the mock bandages, related the events of the past several days to Germany’s civilian leader and the commanding general of the armed forces.
“Blacksturm must be stopped,” said the chancellor.
“After we take you to a place where you will be safe,” said Guterman, “stopping Blacksturm is our next mission.”
“I will accompany you,” said Ulderthane.
“And I,” added the chancellor.
“I must object,” responded Guterman. “This is a military mission.”
“Your presence could hinder us should events not go as planned,” chimed in Griffin. “Besides, it’s not wise to have all the leaders in one place at one time. The risks are too great and, though we have been extraordinarily lucky so far, that luck may not hold much longer. Only the speed and audacity with which we have acted have given us this much success.”
The silver-haired Ulderthane waved away their objections. “You forget: I was executing special operations before you two could spell the word soldier. Because I am the senior military man here, and because I have the most experience, and because I am your commander and I say so, I will accompany you.”
That settled it.
“Yes, Sir,” Griffin and Guterman replied.
The chancellor was equally insistent. “This is as much a political matter as it is a military one.”
Ulderthane turned in his seat. “Now it is my turn to object, Herr Chancellor. Over the past several days, we have come to know each other well. You are a good man, one too good to risk. With you rests the future of the nation. I cannot permit…”
The chancellor held up his hand to stop the debate. “Enough. While you are the senior military man, Herr General, I am still senior to you. I will be a part of this operation. I can no more sit back and wait for results than you can. And on one point you are mistaken: The future of the nation rests more with these young men than it does with us. If anything, it is we who should lead and protect them.”
Bundeswehr Headquarters
Frankencitz
Wednesday, March 27, 4:30 p.m.
Karl Blacksturm retreated from the buzz of the command center to the quiet of his office. A difficult day, he thought as he opened the schnapps decanter and filled his glass. A most perplexing day.
He had heard nothing from Goebbels and Shror, no word in almost two days. Yet their last messages were positive: First Shror had said that the Americans lay all but beaten on the field of battle, and Goebbels had reported that German Leopard tanks were approaching the depot. But then all contact was lost, despite the fact that the aircraft he’d so reluctantly released to overfly the depot and the American kaserne reported one surrounded by German troops, and friendly helicopters on the ground at the other. The messengers he’d dispatched had failed to return. There was also the messy business of the riot this morning. Blacksturm drained the glass, poured himself another, and sat behind his desk.
The demonstration had been so carefully planned; how did it get out of hand? Blacksturm frowned. I have been too lenient, he thought. Had I used greater force in the beginning, I would not have such problems now. As if in search of inspiration, he opened a desk drawer and drew out his pistol, holding the weapon in his hand and meditating on it as if it were a holy icon.
Fondling the weapon and the second drink gave Karl Blacksturm some comfort. He took a moment to congratulate himself. By violence and subterfuge, he reflected, by brute force and cunning, the country was his.
The intercom buzzed. “Someone to see you, Herr General.”
Still gazing at his pistol, Blacksturm flipped the switch. “I cannot be bothered.”
“He says he has important information from Kriegspiel.”
Blacksturm laid the gun on the desktop. “That is very different. Why did you not say so at first? Send him in immediately.”
The door opened and a small procession filed in.
“Good afternoon, Herr General.”
“Ulderthane!”
“I see there has been a promotion. Interesting, neither I nor the chancellor recall authorizing your advancement.”
“Where…? How…?” Blacksturm sputtered.
“Right through the front door,” replied Guterman. “The commanding general of the German armed forces and the chancellor of the country command a certain respect, as do I. Despite all your guards and security checks and defenses, we simply walked right in.”
Standing beside him, even The Griffin had to admit the old general was about as ballsy as they came, strolling past the guards and checkpoints as if he owned the place.
“You!” Blacksturm snarled. “I might have known you would turn traitor.”
“We will let the courts decide who the traitors are,” said the chancellor. “I believe you will find their definitions somewhat different than yours.”
Blacksturm’s eyes fell to the weapon on his desk, his hand moved, but Griffin and Guterman were faster. Their pistols came up leveled at Blacksturm’s chest.
“Don’t try it, Herr General.”
Instead Blacksturm reached for his glass and sipped. He stared down at the desktop for a long moment.
“I have been a soldier a long time,” he said quietly. “A trial will be long and messy. Is there not another way?”
Joel Guterman pulled what appeared to be an oversized fountain pen from his pocket and tossed it on Blacksturm’s desk.
“You will recognize that device from your work in Intelligence. The drug acts quickly.”
Blacksturm sat the glass down and picked up the injector with his left hand. Then he stood.
“You have played your cards well, but not well enough. You cannot stop destiny.” Conscious that all eyes were on him, he flipped open the injector’s cap. “Goodbye, gentlemen.”
For someone with two stiff drinks in him, he was very fast. Blacksturm’s right hand shot down to his pistol, snatching it off the desk and leveling it at the chancellor. Ulderthane threw himself in front of the politician. The gun barked. Ulderthane caught the bullets in his chest.
Griffin and Guterman fired simultaneously.
Central area
Kriegspiel Munitions Depot
Wednesday, March 27, 5:22 p.m.
Captain Wu answered the phone. “Colonel Stern, it’s Colonel Griffin. He wants to speak to you.”
Stern walked as calmly as he could to the desk and took the receiver from his S3.
“This is Colonel Stern… Yes, very good Mark. Everyone okay?… Oh. Sorry to hear about the general. I’ll tell the panzerbrigade S3 to begin movement tomorrow morning… That will be fine. See you then.” He hung up.
“The phones work again, Sir?”
“It would seem so, Captain Wu. In which case that means we should have uninterrupted commo again. And in that case I have a call to make.” He rifled the desk until he found the phone book. As Stern flipped through the pages, he felt a tinge of regret in the flood of relief that washed over him. He’d been on his own for the past five days, answering to no one but his own conscience. In his own way, or more accurately, in a way he’d learned from Griffin, he’d grown to like it. Now it was back to chain of command and army lines of communication. It would be as it was before, but as it could never be again. While he dialed and the connection built, Stern acknowledged that he would once more be one among many colonels, with one exception: He’d be single.
“Headquarters, United States Army Europe. Major Commoner speaking. This line is not secure.”
“This is Col. Alexander Stern from the 195th. Let me talk to whoever’s in charge.”
“Wait one, Sir. Good to hear from you. Hell, it’s good to hear from anybody.”
“Roger that.” Stern held the line.
“This is General Spencer.”
“Sir, Colonel Stern reports…”

SIXTEEN

The Green Tree Restaurant and Lounge
Baumflecken
Monday, April 1, 8:45 p.m.
In the background, the piano player tapped out a neutral, nondescript tune. The three officers stared at their near-empty glasses for a moment, twirling them and watching the last drops of their drinks swirl. Stern signaled the waitress for refills, but Maggie and Griffin gave their heads a small shake. Stern stared back into the bottom of his glass. “So Pauline will be all right?” Stern asked.
“A few scars, but nothing that will show,” Griffin replied. “They’re going to keep her in the hospital for another week or so and watch her, then give her a month’s convalescent leave.”
Maggie grinned. “If I know Felderman, she’ll go stir crazy. I’ll see her in about ten days. Just in time for her to supervise the evacuation of those warheads.”
Stern twisted his mouth into a sarcastic half smile and slowly shook his head. “Only a little late, but what the hell.”
“And you guys?” Maggie asked.
Stern’s face grew serious. “I have to put the brigade back together. I’ll get a new boss in a couple of weeks — he’s flying in from the States. We have orders to assist the German government in any way possible. Two detachments of public affairs people and an entire civil affairs battalion arrived yesterday, along with a horde of goddamned foreign service bureaucrats — with more coming — than Germany has… He stopped. Their faces had gone serious.
“Manure piles?” queried Griffin with a smile.
They all laughed; the tension was gone.
“Manure piles.” Stern nodded and smiled. This time he didn’t even look at Maggie and Griffin when he flagged down the waitress. Despite their protests, Maggie and Mark gratefully sipped the fresh drinks.
“What about your German buddy?”
“Joel?” Griffin answered. “He’s a hero. Of sorts, anyway. They’ve promoted him over a bunch of senior officers to be the commanding general of the German army, whatever it’s going to look like after this. The country, and their army, still has to deal with all the problems they had before the takeover, and even though there’s talk of money from the U.S. to help lessen their problems, it won’t be enough. Joel may well be the last commander of the German army.”
“There’s also talk of a re-division of Germany, but I don’t believe it,” said Stern. He leaned back in his chair. “Nobody in the States or in Europe wants to see that happen, although nobody wants another crisis like this. They’ll probably just keep us here — ostensibly to help Germany defend itself, in reality to defend Germany from itself.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Despite the arrests and prosecutions, some of the bad guys will get off. Even if they don’t, there are still some Germans who consider your friend Joel more of a traitor than a hero. Those people will be around for a while.”
“It looks like we will, too,” said Griffin.
“For quite a while,” replied Stern. “Still, you two have ten days or so for your honeymoon.”
Maggie’s eyes widened. They had hoped to keep their marriage a secret. “How did you find out?”
“American soldiers who want to marry while stationed overseas must have the permission of their commanding officer.” Stern smiled. “And though Mark signs my name better than I do, I have very efficient, and loyal, clerks. While I don’t remember signing such a document,” he rolled his eyes, “I’m sure I did, since my signature, or a reasonable likeness thereof, is on the paper.” He looked at Maggie. “Will you be Mrs. Griffin?”
“My name is O’Hara!” she snorted.
“Then you’re Mr. O’Hara now?” he asked, leaning forward and prodding Griffin in the ribs.
“Just to aggravate you, I’d hyphenate it,” Griffin replied, slapping his hand away.
“ ‘O’Hara-Griffin’ would become you,” said Maggie.
“Just plain Griffin will do, bitch,” he mumbled.
“Shut up, you bastard, or I’ll deck you here and now.”
“Ahh, love. Isn’t it wonderful.” Stern rocked back in his chair. “I remember when…” His voice trailed off. Alex tried to smile, but they could see his eyes fall to the floor.
“Alex…” Maggie started.
“You never know…” Griffin interrupted.
Stern waved his hand. “I know,” he said quietly. “I know. If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that Ronnie and I will soon part company. Lawyers and all that.” He took another drink, a gulp this time, of his cocktail. “It’s been coming for a long time. Overdue, in fact.” He paused to drain the glass. “I’m okay, really. I have my work.” He looked both of them in the eyes. “And my friends.”
There was nothing else to say. They finished their drinks and tottered out into the damp German evening. The first cab took Griffin and Maggie away, leaving Stern a few moments to puff on his pipe before the second came for him and then dropped him in front of his quarters. He managed to get his shoes and jacket off before he fell into bed in a deep, well-earned sleep.
Baumflecken Kaserne
Over the next few days Baumflecken Kaseme bustled with the comings and goings of dignitaries, general officers, government officials, and replacements.
The soldiers spent their time attending to their equipment, repairing buildings, putting new posters on the walls of their rooms, and practicing for two ceremonies. The first was a solemn one, the “missing man” formation, held by each battalion in its own area, but at the same time. The routine on Baumflecken Kaserne came to a halt for an hour as its soldiers stood in formations and adjutants read off the names of those killed in action. Rows of empty combat boots topped with Kevlar helmets stood mutely before each formation, representing those who had died. Ralph McKay would never forget how his thirty surviving cavalry troopers had worked silently through the night, spit-shining eighty pairs of boots, or how those boots gleamed in the morning sun.
Standing on the sidelines of the brigade headquarters formation, June Middletown wore black.
* * *
The second ceremony was, for Stern, much more pleasant. The entire brigade, the replacements taking their places alongside the veterans, arrayed itself on the parade ground. There were awards for bravery to be given and battlefield promotions to be made permanent. Afterward, Maj. Dexter Cooper asked to be excused; he was expecting the delivery of some high-tech piece of computer hardware that he’d ordered his first day back at the kaseme. Griffin took off to meet his wife and start their honeymoon. Captain Walker had to inventory his company’s equipment. Newly commissioned 2d Lt. Roosevelt Lawson, however, lingered to give Stern his personal thanks. As Lawson saluted and turned to leave, an unanswered question struck Stern. “Lieutenant Lawson.”
“Yes, Sir?”
“Do you remember when we first met — down in the motor pool?” “Yes, Sir. You were having some trouble with your pipe.”
Stern grinned. “Roger that. But when we first met, you had a distinct accent, one which you lost in about ten minutes. What’s the deal?” It was Lawson’s turn to grin. “I’m a big man, Sir. Sometimes I use it so, well, so white folks won’t be scared.”
Stern grinned and shook his head. “I cannot believe…”
Lawson shrugged. “Hey, Sir. Whatever works.”
That’s right, thought Stern. Whatever works.
“Thank you, Lieutenant. That will be all.”
There were other promotions, too, as enlisted soldiers gained the stripes their positions required. Then it was back to business.
Outside the arms room of C Company, 3-29th Infantry
Baumflecken Kaserne
Friday, April 5, 5:15 p.m.
The two NCOs stood leaning against the barracks wall, watching their soldiers clean Ml6s. Every few minutes a soldier would bring them a rifle to inspect before he turned it in. Almost always they sent him back to clean the weapon again. As the NCOs waited, they talked. “What do you think of this new guy?”
“He’s all right, I guess. First time ever in country. A little green, but he’ll learn the ropes around this place soon enough. Hey, here he comes now.”
“How’s it going?” the newcomer asked as he walked up to the pair.
“They might be done in a week or two,” said the first NCO.
“It’d be helpful if they took the time to do it right the first time,” said the second, loud enough so his soldiers could hear, “rather than having to take the time to do it over.”
“So you guys want to go downtown after we get off?”
“Nah, I’m just gonna watch TV.”
“Count me out too, Sergeant Doyle. I’m going to have a beer and call it a day.”
“You guys got no sense of adventure. I wanna go out and meet some of these people. You never know, maybe some of the women from the support units will be down there.”
“You want to meet some of the locals? The ’rads?” asked the first NCO, one eyebrow raised.
“And you want to pick up army women?” asked the second, his mouth twisted.
“Yeah. Might be fun. What about it?”
“Fuck you, man,” said Sergeant Baldwin.
“Like he said, fuck you,” confirmed Sergeant Macintosh.
Headquarters, 195th Brigade
Baumflecken Kaserne
Monday, April 8, 9:59 a.m.
Stern had been in the office since 6:00 and had barely made a dent in all the work.
“Sir, your 10:00 appointment is here.” The civilian secretary’s voice on the intercom brought him out of his daze. It would be another week, headquarters told him, before they could reassign a one-star to command the brigade and, with Griffin off on his honeymoon, Stern once again found his in-box stacked eighteen inches high. Behind an office door closed to the noise of the outside world, he had been immersed in reading the tasking document from Supreme Allied Headquarters that outlined the responsibilities of American forces in general and his forces in particular in assisting the new German government.
No, he was really thinking about what his attorney had said when they spoke the day before, about how negotiations with his soon-to-be ex-wife were progressing satisfactorily and how the settlement would be fair to all concerned. It should all be legal and finalized in a few weeks, the lawyer had said. Stern wished he could get it off his mind. Work, he thought, I must concentrate on my work. He hit the intercom.
“I’ll be with you in just a few minutes.”
He checked his calendar and learned that his 10:00 appointment was the brigade’s new sergeant major. But who was it? He rifled through the file folders on his desk. He found the folder too late, for there came a knock on his door. He saw the knob twist, and then the door opened. Stern had planned to review the sergeant major’s file thirty minutes before their meeting, but time had gotten away from him. He put the folder down as the sergeant major stood in front of him.
“Sir, Sergeant Major Austen reports as ordered.”
“Sergeant Major.” Stern returned the salute and sized up the brigade’s new senior enlisted soldier. The sergeant major was about Stern’s size— solid, not fat — and with a face that had seen some trials. This sergeant major could command respect, Stern thought. You can always tell in the first few minutes, in the first few words. “Sergeant Major, this brigade is understrength, overtaxed, and underdisciplined. The soldiers need both a strong hand and someone who’ll tell the boss — when he gets here — and me, straight up, what’s going on. They also need a motivator. These are tough times for all soldiers, but especially for these. They thought they’d be going home, but didn’t know to what, and now they’ll be staying here, not fighting but… but doing something else. What they need is a crusty old sergeant major to kick their asses and make them feel good about having them kicked. I’ll do the planning. You do the kicking.”
The sergeant major grinned. “Yes, Sir. I’ve already visited three of the five battalions. I have some work to do. I’d like to talk to you at length about several items,” the sergeant major pulled out a small green notebook, “but I’ll reserve that until after I’ve visited the remaining units.” The notebook went back into a starched pocket.
They talked for twenty minutes more about the brigade, its officers, and its noncommissioned officers. The sergeant major thought Stern was tough, sincere, honest, and that he called them as he saw them. Stern thought the sergeant major was thoroughly professional, intelligent, and a fine NCO. Might even be a decent human being.
Their talk wound down.
“… So that’s about it, Sergeant Major. Any questions?”
“No, Sir, I’ve found out what I need to know.” The sergeant major rose to leave. “There is one small thing, Sir.”
“What’s that?” Stern grew suspicious.
“Sir, in about three weeks I’ll need about four days for myself. Personal business back in the States. The lawyers say I need to be there personally to make a court appearance, sign some papers, all that shit. You know how it goes.”
Stern felt the pain in his chest. Don’t let them ever tell you heartbreak isn’t physical. He remembered lying on his couch, beating his chest so that the pain outside would cancel out the pain inside. Even now there was a strong pang. He winced silently.
“Yeah, Sergeant Major, I know how it goes. I may be on the same plane, same time. I’m doing the same drill.”
“Your first?”
Stern nodded. “It shows, huh?”
The sergeant major nodded knowingly. “Army life sure as hell is tough. Sometimes, too damn often, the ‘other half’ doesn’t understand or can’t understand or just goddamned won’t understand. Sometimes they just chicken out. Sometimes they just take you for what you’re worth and split.”
“Yeah,” Stern said, “really.”
There was a pause. “My third,” the sergeant major said. “It doesn’t get any easier.”
They looked each other in the eye, across a gulf of rank and sex, and both sets of eyes softened.
“Colonel Stern?” she said formally.
“Yes, Sergeant Major?”
“I bet you want to buy me a drink.”
Stern hesitated, but only for a second.
“You’re goddamned right I do.”
“Well, Colonel,” Cmd. Sgt. Maj. Valerie Austen shook her head slightly up and down, her lips pursed in judgment, “I think we’d better go to the enlisted club. You officers seem to have made a mess of yours. I’ll buy.”
“I’ll see you here at 6:00, Sergeant Major. We’ll go over together.”
“Yes, Sir, here at eighteen hundred.” She saluted, awaited his, then about-faced and walked to his door.
“Close this, Sir?” she asked.
“No, Sergeant Major, leave it open.”
“Good idea, Sir. Open doors and all that.” She walked away down the hall.
Stern reflected for a moment. Naw, he thought, too many differences. Still, he was smarter than a few weeks before; smarter in ways that both pleased him and that stung bitterly. He picked up his coffee cup, one he’d brought with him from the desert, and stared into the coffee’s blackness. The cold liquid reached precisely to the cup’s midline.
Is your glass half empty or half full, Colonel?
No answer, thought Stern, but Valerie, er, the sergeant major, was right.
Open doors and all that.

OEBPS/images/img00001.jpg
“Provocative, ingenious and rich in military detail,
Kriegspiel is marvelous entertainment from start to finish.

r

’ E
a novel of tomorrow’s Europe  *

IHIEQIPIEL

TODD STONE






