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FOR ROSE AND ANGUS MACKAY,
neighbors, friends, and deadline firefighters
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King, Admiral Ernest J., USN. Commander-in-Chief of the US Fleet and Chief of Naval Operations.

Kolhammer, Admiral Phillip, USN. Task Force Commander, Commandant Special Administrative Zone
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Marshall, General George C., US Army. Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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Stimson, Henry. US Secretary of War.
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file:/IIK|/eMule/Incoming/Birmi ngham,%20John%20-%20A xi s%200f %620ti me%62003%20-%20Final %20l mpact.html (2 of 352)4-7-2007 2:24:22



Finallmpact
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Denny, Sergeant Adam, USMC Force Recon.
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M{iller, Captain Jurgen, Deutsche Marine. On Secondment to Special Operations Executive.
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Rogas, Chief Petty Officer Vincente, US Navy SEALS.
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Homma, General Masaharu. Commander of Imperia Japanese land forcesin Australia.
Oshima, General Hiroshi. Japanese ambassador to Germany.
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Stephenson, William. Churchill’ s personal representative in the USA.

PROLOGUE

CHRISTMASDAY 1942
HMASHAVOC, 210 NAUTICAL MILES
SOUTH-SOUTHEAST OF THE KURIL ISLANDS

Captain Jane Willet came awake in an instant—even before the chime rang at her cabin door. At least
that’ s how it seemed.

It's probably just my mind getting bent of out shape.

Willet was groggy from afortnight of broken sleep. Gone were the days of dialing up a stim surge from
her implants. Indeed, most of the things she had taken for granted were long gone. Close friends and
family outside this boat. Six hundred channels of bad TV. Tha food. No-fuss contraception.

The chime rang again.
“Enter,” she said, her voice cracking badly. She had to repeat herself, after a cough. “Come in, please.”

The door dlid to the side, and afemale sailor stuck her head into the cabin. “Begging your pardon,
Captain, but the XO says we' ve picked 'em up again. He said you' d want to be on the bridge.”

“Thank you, Bec.”

Willet sat up and ran her fingers through her hair, gathering the thick, shoulder-length mass of tangles
and split ends into a workable ponytail that she tied off with an elastic band. The sailor stepped into the
room and over to the counter, then poured a mug of coffee—the last of the boat’ s stock of premium-
blend Illy. She handed it to the captain.

“Ah. Thanks again. Champion effort.” Willet took a sip, and it felt as though the caffeine went straight
to her cortex. Young Sparrow brewed a very mean cup of coffee.

Jeez, I’'m gonna miss this when it runs out, thought the submarine commander. Wonder how long it’ll be
after the war before anyone imports a decent Italian blend.
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Aloud she said, “Tell the XO to keep his finger off the trigger until I’ve got some pantson. I'll join him
In two minutes.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Her orderly disappeared, closing the door as she left. Willet took along slug of the coffee, brewed warm
rather than hot so she wouldn’t scald herself. She set the mug down in arecess on the small table beside
her bunk. She grabbed a’ temp-made energy bar and peeled back the waxed paper, then started chewing
joylessly on her so-called breakfast at the same time as she climbed into a pair of gray combat coveralls.
She checked her watch.

Zero four thirty-one hours, local.

She’ d been asleep for less than two hours.

Washing down amouthful of the bar with the last of her coffee, Willet gathered up her flexipad and left
behind the small personal space of her cabin. Some novels, afew black-and-white photographs of the
Sydney Harbor Bridge, a picture of her sister, and a small watercolor of their parents' beach house
painted by her dad back up in twenty-one marked out the room as her private territory. She was never far

from work, however.

The cabin was located all of fifteen meters from the sub’s Combat Center, allowing her to arrivein a
shade under the promised two minutes.

“Captain on deck!”
“Asyou were. Mr. Grey, | hear we' ve got them by the short and curlies again.”

Lieutenant Commander Conrad Grey stepped aside from a bank of flat-panel screens, aquick nod
inviting her to take his place. She could see that he was tense, like everyone present.

“The sea’s calmed down afair bit up there, skipper. We're getting clean capture on the sensors now, the
best we've had in three days. Their cocks are on the chopping block, ma’ am. Just waiting for the magic
word.”

Willet took in the sensor feed with a glance. Once upon atime, they would have made thiskill from a
much safer distance, but in such foul weather, without satellite cover, they’ d been forced to come within
six thousand meters just to use the boat’ s own sensor suite. Tracking something as dangerous as a Sartre-
class stealth destroyer was like snuggling up to a nest of vipers.

At least it would have been under normal circumstances.
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The Dessaix, however, wasn’t under the command of its normal crew. Mostly their fates were unknown,
but it didn’t take much to imagine what had become of them. The Nazis had captured the ship while they
were all still comatose from the Transition, so there wouldn’t have been a chance to resist. If any still
lived, they were probably hanging by their thumbsin a Gestapo cell somewhere in Germany.

Willet leaned back into the gelform seat padding and peered intently into the multipanel display. There
was no video feed to examine, only animations of the boat’ s electronic intelligence haul. The Havoc had
five small drones left, but they weren’t robust enough to cope with the extreme conditions above. Three
days earlier two giant storm cells had merged to create a supercell within which the Dessaix was
trapped. Sitting two hundred meters down, the submariners had enjoyed an easy time of it. Conditions
top-side, on the other hand, would be evil.

They were bad enough that tracking the ship had been near impossible. They’d lost contact again and
again. At last, when the weather showed signs of abating, they had her—and the chance of taking her
down.

“You know, Mr. Grey,” Willet mused, “we may not have to bother with this after al. Mother Nature
might just do our job for us. It looks to me like the Dessaix is struggling.”

“Better safe than sorry, ma am,” her XO cautioned.

“Of course. It wasjust agirlish whim.” She smiled, then her features took on an altogether somber cast.
“Weapons?’ she said crisply. “Confirm target lock and torpedo status.”

“Aye, ma am. Both confirmed. And we' ve reached firing depth.”
“Well, then, let’s not drag it out. Open tubes.”

Though she couldn’t actually hear or feel it, she knew instinctively when the giant submarine had bared
itsfangs.

“Tubes three and four open, ma am.”
Willet did not hesitate. “Fire.”
“Firing three. Firing four, skipper. Clean shots. Tracking now.”

The Combat Center was normally a hushed environment, but when a warshot was loosed, a preternatural
stillness came over the dozen men and women working there. In the bad old days a sub captain would
have followed the torpedoes to their victim by watching through a periscope. Just two years ago Willet
herself would have observed the killing stroke on the ship’s holobloc, where the action would play itself
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out as a ghostly, three-dimensional image. But now all she had was a crude computer-generated
simulation as her last pair of Type 92 torpedoes accel erated toward the hijacked French vessel that was
struggling through the waves.

“Countermeasures?’ she asked quietly, although there was no need. The Havoc was fully stealthed.
“None deployed yet, ma am. They haven’t made us.”

She nodded, but couldn’t help chewing her lip. She had just fired off the last of their offensive weapons.
There were no more shots in the locker—the cruise missile bays and the torpedo room were empty. If
they missed with this strike, and the pickup crew of the Dessaix were any good, she would have to dive
deep and hide out down there for avery long time.

Two indicator bars, showing the distance to the target, crawled across the nearest screen. Five
millimeters before they reached their goal, the chief defensive sysop cried out.

“They’re onto us! Threat boards red.”
Willet’ s heart rate surged, but then her weapons officer spoke up.
“We got a double tap, skipper! Clean hits.” He added, “ She’s gone.”

Willet’'s crew were disciplined, and nobody cheered, but the commander of the HMAS Havoc spoke for
them all. “ Outstanding piece of work everyone,” she said quietly. “ Congratul ations.”

Lieutenant Commander Grey stayed bent over the schematic displays until he was entirely satisfied.
Standing upright, he asked, “ Shall we search for survivors, ma am?”’

It didn’t take long for her to consider the question. “No, I'm afraid not, Mr. Grey. The seas are still
running at twelve meters up there. We can’t take the chance. Bring us around, and let’ s get back to the
lake. Prepare an encrypted burst for Pearl, San Diego, and Sydney, then send it when we get within
range.

“And have Ms. Sparrow brew me a hot chocolate. I’ m going back to bed.”
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D-DAY.3MAY 1944.
0300 HOURS. IN TRANSIT.

The lead helicopter hammered across the English Channel at the edge of its performance envelope, close
enough to the waves that Lieutenant Gil Amundson thought he could feel afine mist of sea spray stirred
up by their passage through the darkness.

The seven men in his chalk were quiet, each alone in his own cocoon of anticipation and fear.
Amundson could hear Sergeant Nunez beside him, reciting rapid-fire Hail Marys, working through a set
of rosary beads in what looked to the young cavalry officer like record time. Across the cabin Private
Clarke was nervously tapping his heel on the steel plating of the floor, the tempo increasing until it
sounded like one of those rock-and-roll drummers. Then he' d curse, punch himself on the leg, and go
still for amoment before starting all over again.

On either side of him a couple of the boys were dozing fitfully. Or at least pretending to.

That's how it went the whole way across. Each man playing out what might be his last hour as he saw
fit. Some checked their equipment, before checking their buddy’s. Some leaned over to get aview of the
invasion fleet as it headed for the coast. Corporal Gadsden craned his head skyward, the bulky lens of
his Gen2 Starlite goggles tracking his gaze as he picked out Dakotas, gliders, Mustang night fighters,
and, at one point, a squadron of Sabers miles overhead, all screaming toward France.

Amundson forced himself to go through the plan again. The rapid insertion, the assembly point for his
platoon, the mental map of their objective.

He used what little space he had in the chopper to perform a set of isometric exercises, lest his butt fall
asleep before they jumped into Hitler’ s front garden. He stretched his arms and legs and craned his neck
from side to side, afull extension in each direction, which gave him aclear view of the rest of the cav
squadron as it thundered toward the enemy in 132 Hueys, with another forty Cobra gunships riding
shotgun.

It seemed that the demonic roar of so many engines, the great thudding of all those rotors, could surely
be heard in Berlin itself. But as quickly as the thought came to him, it was gone.

A quick glance forward through the armored glass canopy revealed the firestorm that was engulfing the
Pas de Calais. So much high explosive had been dropped on that small region of France, it would be a
wonder if anything bigger than aflea still lived down there. There' d even been talk back in England that
Ike might bust a nuke over the krauts, although Amundson doubted that. They hadn’t been outfitted to
fight in radioactive terrain.

That wouldn’t stop the Nazis, though, he supposed. Axis Sally had been taunting the Allies for weeks
now, claiming that the Reich was just waiting for them to set foot on the Continent, giving them an
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excuse to use the first of their many, many A-bombs. Amundson glanced down, then back at the lead
elements of the great fleet headed for the beaches of Calais. At least his squadron was probably too
small atarget to justify the use of such aweapon.

No, they were probably just gonna get chewed to bits by German jet fighters.
Ah, screw it.

He figured the same doubts were gnawing through every man in the operation. Eisenhower himself was
probably being tortured by the same sort of fears. Ever since the Transition, so much was known, but so
much more was unknowable.

There was one person who didn’t seem to give a shit, though, and she was sitting directly across from
him. She was a civilian, but she’ d seen more combat than any of them. Maybe even anyone in the whole
squadron. Amundson knew afew guys who'’ d fought in the Pacific, but almost everyone else in the
Seventh had never fired a shot—not in combat. Nor had they come under fire themselves.

But they’ d trained as hard as any outfit in the world. And in one of those weird, head-spinning
paradoxes, they’ d learned the lessons of another D-Day, one that had taken place on another world.
Amundson knew, for instance, that afield full of French cows most likely wasn’'t mined, but if those
cows kept staring at a bush or a hedgerow, there was probably a German hiding there. Their equipment
was without a doubt the best. The poor old infantry, down in those Higgins boats, they didn’t get any
Starlite goggles, or even body armor. And they were still armed with the M1 Garand, not the brand-new
assault rifles with integrated grenade launchers.

But even though he' d been honed to arazor’s edge and was riding at the head of the most powerful
cavalry unit ever assembled, Gil Amundson couldn’t help but wonder. Would he crumble when the first
bullet zipped past? Would he freeze up over the Landing Zone? Would he fail his men? And would he
look like a coward in front of this woman who seemed not to give a damn that they were less than an
hour away from certain death?

The chopper banked sharply as the dark sky to the north suddenly filled with dozens of beautiful,
sinuous lines of light. Tracer fire. Where the hell had that come from? They’ d been told that the air force
was going to bomb the coast back to the Stone Age.

He struggled to get a view back to the rest of the squadron, which followed the lead chopper. He heard
the copilot calling in a position estimate for the antiaircraft batteries and half expected to see a couple of
gunships peeling away to deal with them. But everyone stayed in formation, pressing on toward the
objective.

They left the lead elements of the fleet behind them. The only movement on the seawas arippling
crescent of reflected moonlight as they sped on. The pilot’s voice crackled out of a speaker above
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Amundson’s head. “WEe'll be over the coastline in five minutes.”

Amundson looked south as four gunships pulled ahead, their job to rake the ground clear of defenders.
When he looked back at the woman, she was talking to Gadsden. Or rather he was yelling something in
her ear. She smiled and nodded.

Amundson felt abrief, irrational surge of jealousy. He slowly and deliberately stamped it down. She
wasn't his girl, after al. They’'d shared abed in London for a couple of nights, made love in ways he
hadn’t thought possible—and which wouldn’t have been, if he wasn’t in such amazing physical shape.
But she'd made it clear that she wanted nothing more than sex. She didn’'t even like to cuddle. The
couple of times he' d tried, she had rolled on top of him, fucked him insensible, then rolled off and gone
back to sleep.

When he'd told his best buddies, lieutenants Savo and L obes, they’ d stared at him like he'd just won the
Kentucky Derby. And actually, it kinda bugged him, them just looking at him like he was out of his
mind.

Julia Duffy was famous. And beautiful. And rumor had it that she was asrich as a Rockefeller. So if he
didn’t feel like sharing her bed, then Savo and L obes reckoned they’ d be more than happy to volunteer.
After al, if she was good enough for the president of the United States of America—well, he'd be
president someday, at least, if he survived the war—then who were they to turn her away?

Amundson caught himself staring at her just before she locked eyes with him. He glanced away guiltily.
Juliakicked him. It would have hurt if he hadn’t been wearing a thick rubber knee pad.

“You and your boys, you'll be fine, Lieutenant,” she called out over the noise. “Don’t sweat it. You're
gonna eat those fuckers alive. Garry-fuckin’-owen.”

The men in his chalk roared back.
“ Garryowen!”

Amundson smiled. But he felt sick in the pit of his stomach.

About three months after the Allies had retaken Hawaii, a package had arrived for Julia at The New York
Times. She' d been back home for a month by then. After the slaughter on Oahu, the paper had insisted
that she take a proper vacation, and to everyone's surprise she had agreed.
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She'd still been with Dan at that point, but she hadn’t gone out to the Zone. Hadn’t even bothered to
phone and tell him she was back. Mostly, she just stayed drunk.

She did manage to visit Rosanna s family, and for about three hours in their company she felt half
human. But she fell apart when Poppi Ugo brought out the family album and insisted on taking her
through every shot they had of Rosanna. She' d guzzled down nearly three-quarters of a bottle of grappa,
crying hysterically all the time, and had passed out on the couch. She woke up at three in the morning,
shivering under the Natoli family quilt, then vomited and snuck out the front door, leaving twenty
dollarsto cover the dry-cleaning bill. Hours later she remembered that dry cleaning as she knew it didn’t
exist yet.

She’ d gone back to apologize, but the Natoli clan refused to hear it. They tried to talk her into staying
for another 188-course dinner, but—fearing a meltdown—she had begged off and fled back to the city.
The next she heard from them was when this package turned up at the Times.

The mailroom cleared about a thousand items aweek for Julia. Letters from servicemen she'd written
about. Cookies baked by their moms. Crayola drawings by little girls who said they wanted to grow up
and bejust like her. And at the other extreme, hate mail and death threats from fans of the former FBI
director who blamed her for hisruin, or from nutjobs who just didn’t like her. There were plenty of
those. Many of them working for the same paper as her.

The package from Rosanna’ s family lay on her desk for about two weeks before she could bring herself
to do anything about it. Worried that she might fall apart in front of her colleagues, Julia had carried the
parcel back to her apartment and left it in a closet for nearly a month.

It took a fifteen-hour liquid lunch at the Bayswater before she could get it back out of the closet, and two
pots of black coffee before she could take a knife to the packing tape without cutting afinger off.

She had no ideawhat was waiting in there. Part of her thought the Natolis might have sent the quilt over
for her to clean up. But the package wasn’t big enough, and when she spilled the contents of the thick,
padded envelope onto her Castiglioni coffee table, a small “Oh!” escaped her, and she had to run to the
bathroom to be sick again.

The snoring man in her bed stirred but didn’t wake as she lost awhole day’ s worth of Manhattans and
finger food in the bathroom. She sucked a few mouthfuls of cold water straight from the faucet, thought
about taking a shower, and decided to go without, lest she wake up the asshole in her bedroom.

Walking very unsteadily back into the lounge area of her huge open living space, Julia studied the sad
collection of personal effects that lay on the tabletop. Rosanna’ s flexipad and a dozen data sticks, a
traditional leather-bound diary, some jewelry, an Hermes scarf, her imitation Bordigoni handbag, a
wristwatch, asmall piece of notepaper, and some cosmetics.
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Julia stared at the pile of detritus for along time while her stomach threatened to rebel again. She tried to
think, but it was as though her mind could gain no traction. It kept slipping over the sight in front of her,
refusing to latch on to anything in particular. After afew minutes, with a shaking hand, she picked up
the piece of paper.

Rosanna’ s great auntie Tula had written on it in her large, looping style.

Dearest Julia.

A very kind Captain Schapelli from the army came by today with alarge carton of little Rosie’s
belongings recovered from Hawaii. She had made out awill and hidden it in her apartment. The
Japanese killed everyone there, | hear, but they never found Rosi€ s last testament or the things she had
hidden away. Captain Schapelli, alovely boy, but Jewish, insisted that we send them to you. He's quite a
fan. Thereisalarger box, which we could not afford to send because of the postage being what it is
these days, and Captain Schapelli says there are some things in there for you, too. We would love to
have you around for dinner again, and you could collect the things little Rosie wanted you to have.
Please do call or write.

Love and best wishes,
Tula

Eight months later Julia sat braced against the forward bulkhead of the lead chopper. It was the Seventh
Cav’sfirst charge since they’ d gone tearing around after Pancho Villa,

She adjusted a shoulder pad as Corporal Gadsden yelled something into her ear about a couple of
London barmaids he’ d screwed a couple of weeks earlier. What a dick, she thought, but she just smiled
and nodded.

Her titanium weave armor was way past its expiration date. I’ d been repaired time and again with
reactive matrix panels and patches bought, borrowed, and occasionally stolen from other twenty-first-
century reporters who didn’t share her enthusiasm for front-line action. So it had taken on the
appearance of a camouflage quilt. The ballistic plating was brand new, though, thanks to Rosanna, who
had left al her own mostly unused equipment to her friend.

A brief, sad smile died at the edge of Julia’'s mouth.

Sill lookin’ out for me, babe.
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The copilot’ s voice crackled inside her powered helmet. “Ten minutes to insertion.”
Amundson repeated the call and held up both hands. Everyone nodded.

Julia could see that the young officer was trying to control his nerves. She guessed it had lessto do with
fear of being killed than with fear of fucking up and letting everyone down. He was a sweet kid, really.
They’ d had some good times in London, even if he was alittle clingy. In fact, thinking about it, she'd
spent more time with Gil than any man she’ d been with after Dan had died.

And now the poor kid was shitting himself.

“You and your boys, you'll be fine, Lieutenant,” she yelled over the uproar. “Don’t swest it. You're
gonna eat those fuckers aive. Garry fuckin’ Owen.”

She punched the air between them.
The men grinned fiercely and called out the Seventh Cav’swar cry.

As the troopers began yet another round of equipment checks, Julia performed her own precombat
routine. A software aid scanned all her built-in combat systems, most of which were useless now
anyway for want of tac-net coverage. She unsheathed her knife. The monobonded carbon blade was a
dull gray, but more than razor sharp. Her Sonycam was powered up and loaded with four blank data
sticks—again thanks to Rosanna—enough for two days' continuous filming. Her medikit was an
eccentric mix of original 21C supplies, some AT stuff, and some plain old-fashioned ' temp gear—
assorted twentieth-century items she' d scavenged here and there.

Apart from a gene shear contraceptive, which of course she couldn’t switch off now—and hadn’t that
been a fucked-up decision—nher bio-inserts were tapped out. If she took around in the guts, there' d be
no warm flush of anesthetic from her thoracic pips. She' d be screaming for a medic and a shot of
morphine, just like the best of them.

“Five minutes.”

Amundson repeated the gesture he’ d made before, except this time he held only one hand up. A harsh
burning smell reached them, and one of the cavalry troopers, Private Steve Murphy, asked her what the
hell was going on.

“Becool,” she called back. “And learn to love the smell of napalm in the morning.”

When nobody got the reference, sherolled her eyes.
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“It' sthe air force. They would have come through here and bombed the shit out of the place. That's
what you smell. Toasted Nazis. Mmmmmh. Crispy.”

Gadsden sniggered. Murphy seemed to ponder the point before nodding his approval.
The chopper banked to the right and began to lose altitude asit put on speed.
“Just passed over the release point,” reported the copilot.

In the cabin, the pilots were now free to ditch their maps and fly by dead reckoning. They were close.
The door gunner primed his .30 cal. Amundson glanced around quickly to catch alook at the whole
squadron as it formed up for the assault. Like the others, Juliatugged at her chinstrap and cinched her
pack just alittle tighter.

Cobra gunships roared past them on both sides as she waited for the familiar snarl of miniguns and the
whoosh of rockets leaving their pods.

“Lock and load,” Amundson cried at two minutes out as a dense black canopy of trees sped beneath the
skids.

The cav troopers tapped their mags against their steel pots before slapping them into place. Julia did the
same, pulling the charging handle back along with everyone else. The bolt carrier slapped the first round
into place. After Hawalii she’ d switched over to using the same ' temp weapons as the units she covered.

Other than asmall stock of ammunition kept for research purposes, none of the original loads that had

come through the Transition remained. All the marines coming out of the Zone, and afew of the ’temp
forces like the cav here, now loaded out with AT gear like the M4 assaullt rifle, aworkmanlike copy of
Colt’ s venerable old martyr-maker.

Indeed, fitting her goggles and sweeping her eyes over Amundson’s chalk, it was hard to separate them
from some of the units she’ d covered as a young pool reporter in Y emen. Swap their olive drab battle
dressfor Desert MARPAT, and you were amost there. The knee and elbow pads, camel backs, combat
goggles, webbing, and weaponry were al uptime variants, manufactured decades ahead of their time.

The Seventh Cavalry Regiment, along with all the other regimentsin the First Air Cavalry Division,
were still “temp units, however, which meant that some things were very different. There were no
African American cavalry troopers riding in this or any other helicopter. And no women. Other than
Julia.

“Thirty seconds!” Amundson yelled.

“Clear left,” the crew chief called.
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“Clear right,” the door gunner added.

The world turned opal green inside Julia’ s Oakleys when she powered up the low-light-amplification
system. They were descending rapidly onto alarge field, where dozens of black-and-white—or rather,
dark-jade-and-lime-green—dairy cows scattered in fear. A wire-guided rocket, a stubby little SS-11,
swished overhead and detonated behind a copse of oak trees. Secondary explosions followed, and the
night erupted. The chopper flared over their LZ, and Julia stood up.

“Let’sgo!” Amundson yelled.

D-DAY + 2.5 MAY 1944.
SPECIAL ADMINISTRATIVE ZONE (CALIFORNIA).

It was a hell of athing, the way the smog had come back to Los Angeles.

WEell, not back, he supposed. Most Californians were getting to know it for the first time. When
Kolhammer had arrived in mid-'42, the air over the LA basin and the San Fernando had been so
painfully clear, you could hurt yourself breathing it in too quickly. That had changed.

It still wasn't anything like the carcinogenic soup of his era, but when he flew in these days there was a
definite brown haze hanging over the mountains to the east, and a blurring on the horizon out in the
Pacific. Nevertheless, the admiral shrugged and took along, deep breath, just because he still could. To
his leathery old lungs the air tasted sweet.

Perhaps after the war there’ d be a chance to slow down and do things differently. Some people were
already headed in that direction. He' d met some of the pointy-heads up in Berkeley who were looking at
fusion, and he knew there was a small but well-connected group in the National Security Office studying
options that would help the United States avoid ever falling hostage to the whims of the Saudi royal
family “again.”

On hisinfrequent trips to downtown LA, he never failed to notice some manifestation of the future
folding back in on itself. Last time it had been a billboard advertising the arrival of disposable diapers.
Before that it was a restaurant that proclaimed its “all-microwaved” menu to the world—very unwisely,
in Kolhammer’ s opinion. Some days it seemed as if the postwar economy was already with them.
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Despite the demands of war production, some resources were now being allocated to manufacturing
consumer goods like automatic washing machines and pop-up toasters. They weren't available in great
numbers, but that scarcity only added to the hysteria of desire for each new arrival. He' d read
somewhere that each of five hundred “experimental” color television sets made by General Electric had
been bought before they rolled off a special assembly line last month. Even though there were no
network broadcasts for them to tune in to yet.

Everyone of the top five hundred companies in the United States now had awholly owned subsidiary
resident in the Zone. Some, like GE or Boeing, were there to exploit their own future intellectual
property. Others were ssmply hydra-headed monsters like Slim Jim Enterprises or McClintock
Investments, which had moved quickly and aggressively to cash in during the confusion of the months
following the Transition. They had accumulated enough wealth, and with it power, to protect their often
dubious claims to ownership over myriad products and patents.

So much money had been pouring into the Zone viaits own stock exchange—an offshoot of New York’s
—that regulators in Washington had been forced to step in and stem the capital tide, lest it unbalance the
outside economy.

It was amazing what happened when hindsight became foresight.
“Refill, Admira?’

It was al he could do not to jump. The female seaman had appeared at his elbow without making a
sound.

Kolhammer swirled the dregs of his cold coffee around in the bottom of a mug he’ d taken off the
Clinton nearly two years ago. The gold-plated motto IT TAKES A CARRIER was patchy in places, and
there was a chip right where he put his mouth, but he couldn’t bring himself to part with it. It was arare
link to the “old” world.

“No thank you, Paterson. I’ d best be getting back inside, anyhow.”

It was really too hot to be standing around in the midday sun, sipping coffee, but Phillip Kolhammer was
acreature of habit. When he was buried in work, he tended to eschew a sit-down lunch in favor of aham
sandwich and a quick cup of joe, taken out on the balcony of his office. It was afine view from up here
on the eighth floor, all the way back to the Santa Monicas. In between there lay a patchwork of
undeveloped farmland, industrial estates, and miles of cheap tract housing for the hundreds of thousands
of workers who'd migrated here.

Kolhammer poured the last of his drink into a much-abused potted plant, then turned to go back inside,
momentarily closing his eyes to help them adjust to the darker interior.
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He stepped through into his air-conditioned office, pulling the glass door closed behind him. Paterson
took his mug and disappeared through the main office door, telling his personal assistant, Lieutenant
Liao, that the boss was back on deck. Kolhammer strode over to his desk and dropped into the gelform
swivel chair—another piece of Clinton salvage, as was the enormous touch screen that dominated his
work space.

On that screen, multiple windows ran the first images from D-Day, mostly in color and V3D. That
meant the source had to be twenty-first-century equipment, since it still took them afew days to convert
contemporary black-and-white film coverage. So for now he was restricted to whatever came down the
wire from Washington—and even that had to be encoded on a data stick, then physically flown across
the Atlantic before it was sent via cable to San Diego.

There, at last, it could be laser-linked to the Zone.

Any assets that might have been used to grab the take from Halabi’ s Nemesis arrays were fully engaged
In-theater, meaning that even the Trident’ s data bursts had to travel by stick. Coaxial cable just wasn't
up to carrying encrypted quantum signals, not without significant degradation. Still, despite the time
delays, he had an excellent overview of the titanic struggle Eisenhower insisted on calling the “ Gresat
Crusade.”

That phrase brought a quirk to his lips whenever he heard it. Back in 2021, after twenty years of the
Jjihad, you still weren’t allowed to use the C-word.

Kolhammer traced his fingertips across the screen, bringing three windows to the fore, filling most of
the display. One carried raw vision from the air assault over the villages of Coquelles, Peuplingues, and
Frethun, towns that sat astride the main road leading into and out of the port of Calais.

The window next to it ran footage of the mass parachute drop by 101st into the same area, just two hours
later. And in the third and smallest window, a continual loop showed the first wave of Higgins boats
coming ashore on the wide sandy beaches of the Pas de Calais, where a half-built section of the Atlantic
Wall had been reduced to smoking rubble by a six-hour-long storm of precision-guided five-hundred-
kilo bunker busters and fuel-air explosives, the “ poor man’s nukes.”

A chime sounded, and Lieutenant Liao appeared in a pop-up.

“1 have your conference call, Admiral. General Jones and Captain Judge on screen. Links verified
secure.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.” Kolhammer collapsed the D-Day coverage into thumbnails as his two closest
friends and colleagues took over 90 percent of the screen in two separate windows. Judge was down in
San Diego on board the Clinton, while Jones was in his office at Camp Hannon, the Eighty-second’ s
Induction and training facility just afew klicks over in Andersonville.
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“Morning, Lonesome. Mike. Y ou’ ve been following the progressin Calais, | suppose.”

“Asbest | can, Admiral,” Jonesreplied. “Things are alittle hectic over here, but I’ ve been getting the
highlights from your guys. It looks like it’s gonnawork. | can’t believe Hitler bought the Normandy
fake-out, but then you never could tell what that fuckin’ loon would do, could you?’

Mike Judge, sitting in Kolhammer’ s old cabin on the supercarrier, shook his head. “Nope, it’strue.
Bookies are still six-to-five that he’ll go nuclear, though.”

“Y ou taking those odds?’ Kolhammer asked.

“Nah. My bet’sthat if he had 'em, he'd aused 'em already,” Judge said. “| doubt he’' d even wait for the
invasion. That guy’s got poor impulse control. He woulda lit up London as soon as he got the wrapping
off hisfirst bomb.”

Kolhammer had to agree. Herculean efforts had gone into determining the status of the Axis powers
atomic weapons program. Nearly as much energy had gone into disrupting that program as had been
devoted to the invasion, and to the search for any more “missing” task force shipslike the Dessaix.

Of course, the great unknown was still the Soviets. Stalin undoubtedly had his own atomic plans, and
while it was extremely unlikely that he' d really cooperate with the Nazis beyond the elaborate charade
of the Demidenko facility, just about everything they’ d been dealing with had been unlikely, ever since
the moment Manning Pope’ s wormhole had dropped them eight decades into the past.

“1 think you'reright, Mike,” Kolhammer said. “But | still get that sick feeling in my gut every morning
when | get out of the rack. Y ou have to figure Groves is going to deliver any day now, and then what?
When we first got here, | used to dream about Marie every night. Now all | seein my dreams are
mushroom clouds springing up over Europe.”

“Yeah, me, too,” Jones agreed, with a somber cast to his features.

None of the three was privy to the progress of the Manhattan Project, the Allies’ own race for the bomb.
Despite the resources Kolhammer had transferred over to General Ledie Groves, the man in charge of
the project, awall of impenetrable secrecy still surrounded it. Nobody outside the inner circle had any
idea when the first bomb would be dropped, or where.

But thanks to the records they had brought with them, the whole world knew it was coming. This had
induced a state of generalized panic that reminded Kolhammer of the days following the destruction of
Marseilles, back in his own universe. The genie was out of the bottle, and everybody was well aware
that he wasn't afriendly spirit.
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“Okay, gentlemen,” he said, putting an end to the maudlin exchange, “we deal with what we must, and
what we can. Mike, I’ll be handing things over to Nancy Viviani tomorrow and heading down your way,
so you'll need to get out of my room and change the sheets. | know you Texans love sleeping rough, but
we admirals, we prefer our little comforts.”

Judge grinned. “It’ I be good to have you back, sir.”

“Lonesome,” Kolhammer continued. “Y ou got everything squared away there? |’ ve been talking to
Spruance, and he' s looking forward to seeing your people at work. But some daysit feelslike he'sa
minority of one.”

“Admiral, I’ ve had the First and Second battalions locked down for three days now. Everyone is back
from R and R, and we didn’t have asingle straggler. | think that’s arecord. My boys and girls, they’ ve
got some shit to prove. Not to me. But like you say, there’salot of folks don’t think they’re up for it.
WEe'll prove’em wrong, if we get the chance.” The marine growled out the last line with real anger.
“You'll get the chance,” Kolhammer promised.

“That’snot what | hear. What | hear isthat you’ ve been taking heat to send us to fucking Persia. For
garrison duty with the Brits.”

Kolhammer shook his head emphatically. “Look, you' ve heard right. There’s been some pressure, but it
doesn’t mean a damn thing to me. Y ou’ ve got to stop chasing your tail, Lonesome. It’s been two years,
and it never stops.”

Frustration flashed in the marine’ s eyes. “ That’swhy | can’'t stop chasing my goddamn tail, Admiral.
Every time | look back, there's someone trying to fuck mein the ass!”

“Nobody here is going to allow that to happen. True, | got leaned on. And when it happened, | did what |
aways do. | told ’em to take aleap. Y ou’ re coming to the Marianas with the rest of us, so get used to it.

“Now, Mike,” he continued, shutting down the subject, “how’s my old girl? She ready to rumble?”’

Judge nodded. He looked uncomfortable, though, at having been caught up in the crossfire. “Even my
wife was impressed when she stopped by, sir. And those Royal Navy types, they don’t impress easy.”

Jones' s deep bass rumbled out. “ So what, you gonna have to keep your pants on forever now?”’

Judge’' s expression didn’t change a bit. “I think the phrase yo mama coversit, jarhead,” he replied
camly.
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It was arare day when Kolhammer could think of anything positive that had come of the Transition, but
Mike Judge’ s wooing and winning of Captain Karen Halabi qualified as A Good Thing. Their giddy,
teenlike infatuation reminded him of his own marriage, back initsfirst hot flush, and he felt sure that,
like his, theirs would endure. He had kept to his vows, forsaking all others even though he was lost to
Marie, and for all she knew he had died off East Timor.

Though Judge had already been married for six months, Kolhammer still saw the intensity there, despite
the fact that they’ d been able to spend very little time together. Halabi’ s last two weeks of |eave had
been spent on board the Clinton while her husband bedded down the last of the retrofit and prepped the
great warship to go back out to sea. She’ d worked just as hard as he had, lending her invaluable
experience in re-equipping the Trident with what the locals called “ Advanced Technology” but the
uptimers all thought of as museum pieces. Like the six-barreled 20mm Vulcan cannon that replaced the
Clinton’ s laser packs and Metal Storm mounts.

It hadn’t been much of a honeymoon, as Judge admitted, but at least they had managed to get one day
and one night to themselves, staying at the log cabin Kolhammer had bought for himself up at Clear
Lake.

Jones broke in on Kolhammer’ strain of thought. “I saw the new fighter squadrons out at Muroc the
other day, Admiral. It was a beautiful thing, watching those Skyhawks get busy. Of course, my guys
were all over yours, Mike.”

Before Judge could respond, Kolhammer cut him off. “Y ou can lay your bets |ater, gentlemen. | just
wanted to make sure nothing' s getting jammed up here at the last moment. So, Mike, you happy with
your aircrew? They’re about ninety percent 'temp, aren’t they?”

“Yes, sir. And I’ ve got hundreds of requests from the ship’s original complement, asking to return to
combat duty, but we still can’t justify putting our own people in harm’s way. Not when they’ re of more
use in research and development. It does make for some sore feelings, though, Admiral.”

“Bruised egos,” Kolhammer grunted.

“Nothing to be done about it,” Jones said. “It’s been the case since we got here that anyone with an
engineering degree—or any technical qualifications, for that matter—is going to be of more usein the
lab than out on the battlefield. I’ ve lost some of my best combat engineers to Caltech because of it. And
one of my best company commanders, too, who just happened to major in fucking fluid mechanics, all
because he was hot for some bimbo surfboard designer back in college.”

“You know, it’s been noted—rather uncharitably, | might add—that the three of us are al going back
into combat,” Judge observed.

Kolhammer shrugged it off. “We' ve been through it a hundred times. Somebody has to command this
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battle group, and it’s avery different gig from running Spruance’ s task force, even with the AT stuff
they’ ve been bringing online. The whole world is watching Calais right now, but soon enough they’ll be
watching us, too. Tojo isn’t the only one who wants to see us fall on our asses.

“So if there snothing else | can do for you gentlemen, | suggest we all get back to work. And I'll see
you in San Diego.”

Both men nodded in agreement, then signed off. Kolhammer returned to the business of handing over
the Special Administrative Zone to his deputy, Colonel Viviani. She would be empowered to act in his
stead for the duration of the deployment. That meant he was almost free. There were about two hundred
documents requiring hard-copy signatures, afinal sit-down with the colonel, a quick tour of the campus
to say good-bye to his department heads, and then he was outta there.

The only way he could be more excited was if they’d let him fly one of the new Skyhawks out onto the
Big Hill. But that was an indulgence reserved for younger men. No, he’' d be catching a C-130 down to
the base.

Kolhammer pulled the stack of documents toward him and reached for his fountain pen. He brought the
D-Day coverage back up and noticed that the byline on the air assault video was Julia Duffy’s.

Dan’'sex.

That had been a hell of a piss-poor show, their breakup. It had gutted Dan, killed him if truth be known.
The big doofus had insisted on going back into combat afterward, whether to prove himself or to escape,
Kolhammer wasn't sure. Didn’t matter, though. Poor bastard never even made it to Pearl. His transport
had crashed on takeoff from Muroc. Still, it wasn’t his place to judge. What chance had they really had,
coming from such different worlds? It had been noted, more than once, that almost all relationships
between uptime women and contemporary men failed in the end—although, intriguingly, the reverse
was not true. Perhaps the angrier feminists of his time had been right and all twenty-first man had really
wanted was an old-fashioned wife. God knew there were any number of movies being made about it
now. They screened as straight romances throughout the rest of the country, but were marketed as
comediesinside the Zone. In the same way that Reefer Madness had once played so well with stoned
college students.

Kolhammer watched the feed as he methodically worked his way through the stack of paper, signing
wherever Liao had indicated. It wasn’'t something that took much of his attention, so he could follow
Duffy’s raw vision quite closaly. The 'temps had adopted the embed system pretty much intact, so she
got total access to the Seventh Cav. But all her unedited data became government property.

The fight outside Calais |ooked intense. There was no way most of this footage would be released
outside the Zone, to the general public. It was way too graphic for the 'temps, who still hadn’t seen a
picture of adead GI. While he scratched away with his Mont Blanc, a savage hand-to-hand battle played
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itself out on the screen in front of him. He couldn’t tell which village she was reporting from, or even
whether the cav and the 101st had made it into the port itself at this point. He kept the sound turned
down while he worked. A part of him, detached from the repetitive task of signing off documents,
wondered whether Julia Duffy was working through the same sort of impacted emotional damage that
had driven her husband back to combat, and on to his death. She would doubtless carry a heavy load of
guilt for the breakup. Dan had told him that she was already messed up over her friend Rosanna getting
waxed on Hawaii. Blamed herself and couldn’t get over the fact that she was still alive when Natoli was
gone.

That was only normal. But did she blame herself for Dan getting killed, too? There was not a shred of
doubt he’ d demanded a combat assignment because of the breakup. And they had broken up mostly
because of her refusal to accept that with marriage came family commitments. At least according to
Dan. Kolhammer had never discussed it with Duffy. He had always found her to be areally tough bitch
when they dealt professionally, and they’ d had occasion to do so alot when she was on Hoover’ s case
last year. But he had to admit she was aways a pro. The grunts loved her. And alot of readers did, too,
because of that. He shrugged the thought off. It wasn't relevant.

Having grown up with global media coverage, Kolhammer was more than capable of sitting in his
comfortable office, watching men die thousands of miles away while he calmly attended to paperwork
and personal thoughts. Some called it callous, and even the contemporary military personnel thought of
it as adefining characteristic of the people who had come through the Transition. For him, however, it
was just the way the world turned. The way it always had.

Other than Halabi and the Trident, none of “his’ units were involved in the invasion. The only personal
connection he had with the D-Day landings was there on his flat-panel display. The ex-wife of hislate
chief liaison officer.

Julia Duffy.

She was firing a weapon, silently. A helmet-mounted camera rendered the scene into something
reminiscent of the video games he' d played as ateenager. The barrel in the center of the screen spat long
tongues of fire, tracers leaping away, the impacts clearly visible around the window of a stone cottage a
hundred metersin the distance.

He wondered when Dan had last spoken to her, and what they had said to each other.

All the heavy equipment had already been loaded onto the Eighty-second’ s newly commissioned heavy
littoral assault ships down at San Diego. The Falluja and the Damascus were based on along-hulled
Essex-class keel, with substantial modifications to fit them out for the requirements of Jones' s marine
expeditionary brigade. The president had approved the change from unit to brigade when the First and
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Second battalions came online. And Jones' s promotion had gone through in the same sheaf of orders.

There had been times, plenty of them, when Jones had wondered if they’ d ever be allowed to leave. Or
whether, when they did, they’ d be pushed off into some sideshow like Persia or Burma. He' d have to
apologize to Kolhammer for snapping at him like that before, but even his considerable reserves of Zen
calm were being drained dry.

Still, at long last, they looked good to go. The Super Shermans and AT-LAVswere all stowed away and
chained down on the Kandahar. The last supplies were being loaded. Only afew heavy-lift choppers
and Jones' s own command Huey remained to be flown out from Muroc Field, along with the twelve
Skyhawks that would join with his remaining Super Harriers to provide organic air support. Another
thirty-six of the “modern” Skyhawk fighter-bombers were embarking with Kolhammer on the Big Hill,
making them the first carrier-borne jetsin the Pacific. They were also the most powerful military planes
in the world, a generation more advanced than the Sabers that were increasingly coming to dominate the
skies over Europe.

Regardless of the matériel they had amassed, Jones was most concerned with the beating heart of his
command—the three battalions of the Ninth Regiment, Fifth Division, United States Marine Corps.

He pulled the brim of his cap down lower as he stepped out of the Quonset hut onto the gravel path,
turning away from the regiment’ s administrative buildings toward Camp Hannon'’ s parade ground.
Conditions at Hannon were primitive, especialy when compared with the increasingly settled and
luxurious campus informally known as“Area 51" or just “51,” the control center of the Special
Administrative Zone, which had attracted dozens of aeronautical and “high-technology” firms—aterm
he found more than alittle ironic.

More often than not these companies had established West Coast offices in downtown LA or elsewhere
in the Valley. However, with the Zone operating as an autonomous region where twenty-first-century U.
S. law and custom prevailed, alot of outfits like Douglas, IBM, Boeing, and McDonnell had spun off
stand-alone companies with their offices here.

Despite wartime restrictions on building materials, they had still managed to run up some very
impressive-looking buildings dotting the grounds of 51. Even so, they were dwarfed—Dboth physically
and conceptually—by a publicly owned entity, the Intellectual Property Trust, or IPT. By an act of
Congress, IPT now held “deemed” patents over all those remaining processes and creations where
ownership was contested or even nonexistent. Prime examples were Microsoft’ s operating systems and
applications, which had yet to be invented, yet had come with them through the Transition. From what
he had heard, the plan was for the trust to be broken up and floated on the open market sometime after
the war.

Frankly, it was al beyond Jones—he had no idea how these guys worked out who owned what. One of
his former captains, Maria O’ Brien, had been alegal affairs officer attached to the War Crimes Unit on
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the Clinton, and she had tried to explain it to him once, without much luck. She’d been just afew weeks
from finishing her hitch in the corps when the Transition had ripped her out of whatever life she’d been
supposed to lead. Now she made more money than God as a civilian lawyer, smoothing out the
intersection between the economy of 1940s America and twenty-first-century intellectual property law.
Her persona “Death Star”—as she jokingly called it—was aweird, contorted mass of polished concrete
and black glass out on the fashionable western edge of 51, amid a streetscape of expensive restaurants
and lush parkland. Jones always thought her building, which had been designed by some very important
architect whose name completely escaped him, resembled a bagel turned inside out, if that made any
sense. It looked to be about six floors high, although he doubted it ran to anything as mundane as actual
“floors’ on theinside.

Asfar as he was concerned, she could haveit all to herself. The less Jones had to do with the 'temps, the
better.

A born conservative, even as akid in the projects he’ d never had time for politically correct bullshit. In
his America men and women, black or white, got the chance to make a success out of life. And if they
didn’t succeed, it was probably their own fucking fault. He' d gotten no special treatment from the corps,
but he' d suffered no discrimination, either. Every decoration he had pinned to his dress uniform had
been honestly earned, mostly by killing people who badly needed it. The Bible at his bedside table had
lain beside his daddy’ s pillow, and like his daddy he allowed himself one reading every night that it was
possible, starting at Genesis and slowly working his way through to Revelation, before going back and
starting all over again.

He had supported the same baseball team—the Cubs—for thirty-five years. The same basketball team—
the Bulls—for thirty-six. He loved his country, his corps, his friends, and his family, most especially his
wife who was, as he never tired of telling people, as white as the Grand Cyclops of the Ku Klux Klan.
By way of contrast General J. Lonesome Jones disliked whining left-wingers, network news broadcasts,
and steamed brussels sprouts all about equally.

He wasn't the sort who saw himself as the victim of anything.

Y et nearly every time he had to deal with the’temps, it seemed like he was instantly cast in bronze as
the object of their fear and loathing. At the very best they treated him with a stiff reserve. That was the
standard response whenever task force business took him down to Camp Pendleton to meet with the
“old” Marine Corps brass. He was treated with courtesy, and every formality due his rank. But never
once were the informalities observed. Even after Hawaii, he’' d never been invited to take a drink or share
ameal with anyone at Pendleton.

Jones pressed his lips together as his boots crunched along the gravel path. The insults to his own dignity
he could suffer in silence. He didn’t give a shit about the opinions of ignorant assholes. But the endless
shitcanning of his marines was intolerable.
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The sun burned the back of his neck, and he could feel sweat beginning to stream between his shoul der
blades, under his uniform. His eyes remained hidden behind a pair of powered-down sunglasses, but
anyone who ran across his path would have had no trouble telling that he was mightily pissed about
something. Around him the camp was relatively quiet, a counterpoint to the seething anger that
threatened to get the better of the Eighty-second’ s commander.

A platoon jogged by, singing cadence, atune he recognized from his earliest days in the military. The
lyrics had changed, though, in this post-Transition world.

We care a lot

About the Naz s and the fucking Japanese.

Hereally hated the fucking song, truth be known, but an old roomie had played it incessantly many
years ago, and in a strange way hearing it calmed him down alittle as he returned the salutes of a couple
of lieutenants he passed on his way to the final staff meeting. Mary Hiers and Nikki Christa from the
landing support team. Good young officers. * Temps, but most of the brigade were, nowadays. They'd
taken 20 percent casualties on Oahu. Added to the lossesin Australia, it meant he’ d come home with an
effective fighting strength of one reinforced company.

He was still humming the old “Faith No More” standard several minutes after the platoon had passed by.

They’ d had no choice but to rebuild from the ground up. There’ d been no shortage of volunteers from
among the 'temps, allowing his recruiters to skim off the cream.

And given that so many of his newest marines were never going to be welcome in the old corps, you
might have thought they’ d have been left in peace. But no. He and Kolhammer had been forced to wage
a series of small bureaucratic wars just to keep the Eighty-second alive. Everything was contested. For
instance, there was no Fifth Marine Division when they had arrived. It would not have been established
until November 1943 for the Battle of Iwo Jima, but the contemporary corps insisted on placing a caveat
over the designation anyway, demanding that Jones give up the “Fifth.” Indeed, he and Kolhammer had
been forced to fight battles over lineage for virtually every one of the “new” unitsthey’d spun up. In
every case they’d refused to give ground.

The Eighty-second MEU had fought as part of the Ninth Regiment, Fifth Division of the United States
Marine Corps, since it was raised for the Second Afghan War in 2012. They had earned the right to be
who they were.
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He noticed that his speed had increased when he’ d become angry again, stirring up a small storm of
gravel as he double-timed it over to the First Battalion ops room. Jones screwed alid on his temper. He
reminded himself that for every dumbass he' d encountered, there were old-fashioned Americans like
Mary Hiers and Nikki Christa, or Master Chief Eddie Mohr, or even Dan Black, God rest his soul, who
were good people. As good as people ever got, really. He slowed his breathing and dropped back to a
normal pace. It wouldn’t do to go charging into battalion in such afoul mood. Somebody was liable to
get an ass chewed off for nothing.

D-DAY + 2.5 MAY 1944.
LOSANGELES.

The view from the top floor of the Davidson Building—which had, until recently, been the Oviatt
Building—was nothing compared with his New Y ork base. Back east the company had |eased about
twenty floors of the Empire State, and on a clear day Slim Jim could stand at the window of his personal
office suite and almost see his own power as it pulsed outward across Manhattan, racing away toward
the horizon like a blast wave. That was what real wealth and power were like. A force of fucking nature
that swept everything in front of them. He' d always known that, of course. But only because for most of
his life he’ d been the one getting blown away. By cops. By judges. By bigger, tougher, meaner crooks.
By wardens. By parole officers. By the whole fucking system.

“Now | am the fucking system,” he said with a grin.
“What was that, Mr. Davidson?’

“Sorry,” he said, turning away from the window in his LA headquarters. The place was on Olive, near
Sixth, and afforded him a good view of Bunker Hill, which looked like a natural rampart laid across the
western edge of the old pueblo. Downtown Los Angeles lay at hisfeet, but it was obvious that his
building was going to be dwarfed before too long by the skyscrapers rising around her. Not that he cared
much. He owned a couple of construction companies now, and he loved looking out at all the cranes
soaring over the city’ srooftops. It was sorta like they were there to scoop money up off the streets and
dump it into his pockets.

“Sorry,” he said again. “What were we talking about?’

Hislawyer, Ms. O’ Brien, looked exasperated, as usual. He often thought that uptight was her natural
state of being. Their relationship had changed some since the early days, though, when she' d acted more
like his drill sergeant than his employee. O’ Brien was a player in her own right now. Probably one of the
richest women in America, if you didn’t count heiresses. And he didn’t. They tended to be stuck-up
bitches who wouldn’t give him the time of day. But as his business got bigger and he grew more and
more powerful, she cameto...what? Admire him, he guessed. She was only alittle more deferential than
she had been, but if he didn’t know any better he'd say she almost respected him for the way he'd
handled the last few years.
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“We were discussing your testimony in the Rockefeller suit, Mr. Davidson,” she said. “It’'s important.
Y ou can't slide through this one on a boyish grin and southern charm. These guys are out to snap you
like atwig.”

He shrugged. “ Assholes like this been beating on me since—"

“Oh please. Let’s not do your E! channel bio today. Let’s work through the brief | zapped over. You did
read it, didn’t you? They’re not going to let you wear your Oakleysin court, so | can’t send you notes up
on the stand.”

“Yeah, yeah, | read it,” he grumbled. Most of what he did nowadays seemed to be reading and signing
big piles of paper. Most of it he didn’t understand. He preferred sitting down with a couple of guys over
a beer and talking shit through like men. He was a good listener. Y ou had to be when you’ d made your
living as a grifter.

Ms. O’ Brien started in on him like a prosecutor going after an ax murderer. It'd been alittle scary the
first time she' d done it, but she explained it was just like in the navy when he' d trained for war. The
courtroom was no different. He had an enemy that was coming after him, trying to destroy him. He had
to be ready. She kept firing questions at him. Real curly ones, too, and he practiced saying aslittle as
possible that’ d get him in trouble. The only real joy of it was contemplating what a bloody pulp Ms.

O’ Brien was going to reduce those Rockefeller assholes to when they got onto the stand. She had a well-
earned reputation for brutality in the courtroom. It was partly why he expected this bullshit case to settle,
and why only part of hismind wasreally on it. Another part, the old Slim Jim, was thinking about the
party he was gonnathrow in his penthouse over the weekend. He had half of Hollywood coming over to
rip it up in hisrooftop pool and artificial beach. They were the only original features he' d kept when he
bought the Oviatt Building. Everything else—the Lalique chandeliers, the art deco bar, the exotic woods
in the floors and walls—he' d had torn out and replaced with the closest facsimiles of twenty-first
materials his personal designers could find. Ms. O’ Brien had been aghast and argued vehemently against
the “vandalism,” as she called it, but Slim Jim wasn’t having a bar of it. The next century had been very
kind to him, whereas this one had done nothin’ but kick his ass from the moment he’ d crawled out of the
cradle.

And anyway, 21C was the hottest style in modern architecture. Nobody built old anymore.
“Are you concentrating, Mr. Davidson?’
“Nope,” he admitted.

“ Are you thinking about your party this weekend?’ she asked, putting down the flexipad she’ d been
holding.
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“Uh-huh.”
“Y ou thinking about copping a blow job from Hedy Lamarr again?’
He grinned. “No, but now that you mention it—"

“Well, knock it off!” she barked. “Because if you can’t, the only blow jobs you' re gonna be getting will
be from the jailhouse cat in afederal pen.”

Chastened, he apologized and tried to focus on the questions. But before long he was daydreaming about
Hedy Lamarr again. And splitting beers with Ernest Hemingway. And sailing with Errol Flynn. And
playing poker with Artie Snider, the war hero he’' d met at a Kennedy fund-raiser. They were all great
fucking guys. And unlike those society snobs, they didn’t look down on him for what he'd once been.

3

D-DAY +4.7MAY 1944. 2045 HOURS.
BUNKER COMPLEX, BERLIN.

It was no longer safe at the Wolfschanze.

Indeed, there was no Wolfschanze to speak of—not now. Allied bombers had struck there in a massive
raid just three months ago. Had the fiihrer not been delayed in Berlin, he might even have been killed.
More than a thousand men of the SS had died on that day.

Himmler rubbed the hot, grainy feeling from his eyes. This bunker offered none of the comforts of
Rastenburg, but it had one major advantage. The British and Americans did not know of its existence.
Or at least he thought they didn’t. One could never be sure these days...

The Reichsfiihrer-SS grunted. It was pointless trying to second-guess one' s opponent, especialy in
wartime. The enemy rarely did what you wanted. Y ou could study them, and plan for contingencies
based on their capabilities, but once you began fantasizing that you actually knew their intentions...well,
that was afolly for decadent novelists, not for statesmen.

The rough concrete walls of the underground bunker oozed with condensation. Here in the map room, it
was't so bad. Fans turned constantly to suck the stale atmosphere away and drag fresh air down from
the surface. But there were places in this complex—asin all the subterranean hideouts in which they had
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been forced to take sanctuary—where he found himself close to passing out, so vile were the stench and
the heat. Every breath tasted as though it had already been inhaled a hundred times over. Fastidiousin
his personal habits, Heinrich Himmler found the press of unwashed humanity one of the hardest burdens
he had been forced to bear in this conflict.

Thirty or more people were crammed into the map room, an area not much bigger than a sizable parlor.
The overcrowding was made worse by the huge map table, which dominated at least half the floor. A
large, flat televiewing screen hung from the wall, displaying much the same information as the little
wooden blocks that were being pushed around the table, but it wasn’t updated nearly as frequently. Even
with the bounty they had taken off the Dessaix and the “Indonesian” ships, the Reich ssmply did not
have the Allies ability to monitor the “ battlespace,” asthey called it.

GObbels had come up with a suitably Teutonic aternative to the Anglo-Saxon phrase—Kriegsgebiet, the
realm of battle. And standing by Hitler’s side as the fiihrer marshaled his response to this violation of the
Reich, Himmler could appreciate the correctness of the phrase. Battle was not joined across asimple
field, asit had been in the days of Bismarck. No, it was being fought on land, in the air, on and under the
sea, where millions contested the future of the world, in blood and iron.

The mood in the room was tense. They had known this was coming, since their own lunge across the
channel was foiled. The memory still gave him shudders. The fihrer’ s screaming. GOring getting drunk
and becoming more dangerous as his vaunted jet fighters were scythed out of the sky. Gobbels saying
nothing, his eyes sinking back into those darkened pools. The military high command making one
excuse after another. One fool of an admiral had even dared to question the wisdom of launching the
operation in the first place. He, of course, was no longer numbered among the living. Indeed, a great
many of the men who had been in the war room at Rastenburg had received their final rewards: afiring
squad and an unmarked grave.

Thiswould be different, however. He breathed slowly through his mouth, lest a sudden gulp give away
how nervous he was. The fihrer ordered the Second SS Panzer Corps moved up out of Le Mans. A
moment later he countermanded the order. No one said anything.

Himmler let his eyes traverse the room, settling on anybody who seemed even half inclined to question
their leader’ s judgment. One Wehrmacht colonel blanched under his gaze.

“Itisaruse,” Hitler muttered, biting hislower lip. “1 am sure of it.” He was staring at the table with such
febrile intensity that it was awonder the surface did not begin to smolder.

General Zeitzler, the army chief of staff—who looked about two decades older than his forty-nine years
—seemed about to say something, jumping into the space left clear by the flhrer’ s uncertainty. But then
Hitler folded his arms and jutted his chin.

“Yes. A ruse. Thisbusinessin Calaisisafeint, don’'t you agree, Herr General ? Just as it was with their
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Operation Fortitude in the Other Time. | saw through that one, too, you know. The historical documents
make it quite clear. | knew they would come ashore at Normandy, and tried to get that traitor Rommel to
reorder the defenses. But no! He would not listen. So it is here, at Normandy, that the real blow will fall.”

The fUhrer brought his pointer down with a sharp crack.
Himmler, along with everyone else in earshot, jumped slightly.

The tip of the pointer was resting on the stretch of shoreline the Allies referred to as Omaha Beach. It
was the logical point of access, and much work had gone into luring them there. The defensesin the
dune system had been allowed to degrade, to make Eisenhower think that the Wehrmacht’ s center of
gravity had shifted north of the Seine, just asit had in the Other Time, die Andere Zeit. Close study of
the archives captured from the French ship and corroborated by the Japanese had taught them that fixed
defenses were a death trap. No matter how much concrete was poured, no matter how many thousands
of miles of razor wire were laid, in the end such defenses could be negated by high explosives.

No, it was mobility that had won the Reich al the prizesin the opening phase of thiswar, and it was
mobility—the doctrine of blitzkrieg—that would win this next battle.

Himmler mopped at his greasy brow with agray handkerchief. It had once been white. The accursed
“drones’ sent out by the mud woman Halabi made everything much more difficult, but the Soviets had
been unusually helpful in providing creative camouflage, what they called maskirovka. They were
acknowledged masters of the field. Himmler shook his head. He was tired, suffering from nervous
exhaustion, and his mind had a tendency to wander. He forced his attention back onto the map table.

Four divisions of Allied infantry had come ashore at Calais. Two American, one British, and one
Canadian. It appeared asif another two airborne divisions had |eapfrogged the diversionary assault, one
by helicopter attack, to infest a number of villages outside the port city. A division of Fallschirmjager
had been tasked with defending the area and had given a good account of themselves—much better than
their pathetic showing during Operation Sea Dragon. Six enemy divisions, equipped with some quite
amazing new weaponry, had been held up for two days. But six divisions were |less than 4 percent of
Eisenhower’ s order of battle.

No, the fihrer was right. The main blow would fall on Normandy.
Wouldn't it?

D-DAY +4.7MAY 1944. 2156 HOURS.
CALAIS.

The small living room looked liked something out of a crack-house nightmare. Every stick of furniture
was broken. Fires had been set everywhere but in the fireplace, which was full of human excrement.
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And everything was covered in athick dusting of plaster brought down from the ceiling and walls by the
seismic shock of the Allied assault.

“Firein the hole!”

Juliaturned away and covered her ears. The shaped charge went off with a head-splitting roar,
temporarily smothering the sounds of gunfire from the street. The hammering of three or four Colt
carbines on burst kicked in while her ears were still ringing from the detonation, followed by the flat
whump of an M 320 grenade launcher. Another crash and someone cried out.

“Satchel charge! Fireinthe hole!”

Another explosion shook the house, perhaps the whole row of terraced houses, reminding her of the time
amud brick house in Damascus had come down on top her just like this.

“Go, go, go!”

The fire team rushed forward and leapt through the hole they’ d blown in the wall dividing this house
from the next. A brief burst of gunfire, and then the familiar call.

11 Clear! ”

She swung around the door frame where she’ d been sheltering, automatically checking to make sure the
battery indicator for her Sonycam was still showing blue. A time hack in the corner of her heads-up
display told her there was just over an hour’ s worth of storage left on this stick. Her last.

Moving toward the smoking fissure, Juliaforced herself not to ook at the spot where Gil Amundson had
bled out on the floor, waiting for evac. They’d covered him with arug.

She bent and stepped quickly through into the next house, the muzzle of her own Colt sweeping the
room as she did.

A three-round burst sounded upstairs, immediately followed by the thud of something heavy hitting the
floor. Plaster chips and fine white dust floated down, coating her goggles.

11 Clear! ”

A windowpane shattered and sprayed her face with shards of glass. She felt the sting of lacerated flesh,
and the warmth of blood that was beginning to flow freely. Julia whipped off her glove and ran her
fingers over the skin of her neck. Nothing cut there. Just more facial scarsto add to her collection. She
cleaned herself up with a couple of medicated wipes and a small tube of spray-on skin.
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“You okay, Ms. Duffy?’

It was Steve Murphy, the trooper who was now an acting corporal, in charge of twelve men from two
other remnant platoons. With Amundson dead, nobody from their original chalk was |eft.

“I"'m fine, Murph,” she said, wiping the last of the blood away. “Just making myself beautiful.”

A pair of boots came thundering down the stairwell in the narrow, darkened hallway outside what
looked like a dining room.

“ Alcones coming through!”

Another cav trooper, one of Murphy’s strays, came back into the room, being careful to stay out of the
line of sight provided by the broken window.

“There was a kraut upstairs, Corporal. He was saving this for company.”
Alcones flipped a potato masher grenade in the air and caught it with the same hand.

Murphy nodded. “Good work. Let’ stake five and wait for the othersto catch up. Thisisthe last house in
the row, if I'm not mistaken. Anyone think different? Alcones, could you see anything from up there?’

The trooper nodded. “We're at the end of this block of houses, or what’ s left of it. We got ruinson all
three sides. The next stretch of buildingsis ablock to the west, maybe fifty yards or so to reach them.”

Murphy risked a quick glance across the cobbled street. It was coming up on midnight, but there were

hundreds of fires burning all over this part of Calais, and they lit the night. Besides Duffy and himself,

there were four othersin the room. The rest of the platoon had taken up defensive positions throughout
the ruined house.

“Okay. Ammo check?’

Prufrock checked his pouches. “Two mags, two frags, Corporal.”

“Three mags and the LAW,” Chalese reported from his covering position by a door.
Juarez, by the window, had “one mag and fuck-all else.”

Murphy pulled one of his own magazines and tossed it to Juarez. “ That |eaves me with three. What
about you, Al? Ms. Duffy?’
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Alcones had two and some spare change.

Duffy didn’t need to check. “I got three full reloads and four grenades. Plus an hour’ s worth of video
left, if anyone’s planning on doing something dramatic.”

Murphy sighed and took off his helmet. “Ms. Duffy, can you tell where we are or where Reynolds's
squad is? They should be across the street by now. But | can’t see shit with these goggles.”

He tapped his Starlites with a bloodied fist.
She shrugged. “Dunno. Let’s find out.”

If they’ d had aworkable tac net, she could have just brought up the drone coverage and located her own
biosensors in the battlespace display. Duffy was a popular embed for alot of reasons, partly because she
had access to the Fleetnet interface at a 21C level. Unfortunately, that only worked when she was near
enough to arelay node to make the link. They were out on their own here, and she hadn’'t had atickle
from Fleetnet for—she checked the counter—nearly thirteen hours,

Julia bent low and crept over to the window, pushing aside the torn lace curtain with the muzzle of her
carbine. She was the only one with a powered helmet and integrated tac set. It wasn't her original rig—
that had been based on a standard-issue Advanced Combat Helmet, which looked too much like the Nazi
“bucket” for comfort. Wearing something like that, she was just asking to get shot in the ass, so she'd
paid an engineer from the Eighty-second big dollars to build her a new mount that fit on a contemporary
M1 helmet.

She removed the Sonycam from its base and, holding it so that only her hand was exposed, focused it on
the cottage across the way. The smart sensors adjusted to the light, and she concentrated on a small pop-
up window in her goggles. The nearest house looked deserted.

Then aflash of light drew her attention, and she shifted the camera.

“All-righty then. Two doors down to the northwest, your two o’ clock, Murph. Looks like a coupla
Fallschirmjager. And second floor, center window, an M G-Forty-two. Got good intersecting fields of
fire. They’ll chop usto dog meat if we go out there.”

She shook her head.

“Man, | wish Fleetnet was up. | could tell you where your other squad is. But asit is, | got nada.”

“Reynoldsis going to run into those guys,” said Alcones. “They’ ve got to know we're here, Murph.
With all the racket we made getting in here.”
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“The kraut by the door is slumped. I'd say heis either sleeping, wounded, or both,” Julia said.

Murphy pondered his options for the moment. Julia had enough confidence in him to shut up and wait.
She’ d seen way more combat than him, but he’ d proved himself a natural the last few days. The corporal
put his helmet back on.

“Okay. Alcones, Chalese, get yourselves upstairs. Prufrock, get back out into the hall, give the rest of the
guys a heads-up. Tell them to get a bead on that house Ms. Duffy just tagged. On my mark we're going
to put aworld of hurt on that joint. Half-’n’-halfs. High explosive and flechette. Got it?’

They nodded and dispersed.

“Ms. Duffy, could you keep an eye on things, make sure no friendlies get into that place before we hit
"er up?”’

“Sure thing,” Julia said, checking her batteries and memory blocks again.

Murphy and the lost paratrooper from the 101st, Private Juarez, took up positions by the window, with
Murphy loading afat gray HEMP slug into his grenade launcher. Prufrock poked his head through the
hole in the wall to indicate that the rest of the platoon was ready. Murphy nodded and poked his carbine
through the shattered window.

The M 320 made a thumping sound. Juliafollowed the round as it crossed the forty or so meters until it
sailed through the center of the open window. A flash followed by a crump signaled the start of the fight.

“Openfire!” heyelled.

A crash upstairs preceded long knives of glass falling past her into the street by half a second. Five dull
thuds sent the 40mm grenades on their way. The underslung M 320-type launchers some of them carried
on their carbines weren’t a patch on the programmable 440s she was used to, but they still shot a variety
of bomblets up to four hundred meters, with a muzzle velocity of seventy-six meters a second. The
target building—no more than forty meters away—shuddered under the impact of the handheld artillery
barrage.

Five flashes and peals of thunder rolled into one as a dozen automatic rifles opened up.

“Agan!” Murphy called out.

The volley was alittle more ragged this time, each man firing independently. Five staggered whumps,
five more detonations.
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Julia raised the camerato the window again, just before Corporal Murphy hoisted his rifle and squeezed
off athree-round burst. A German soldier who had come running out of the house covered in blood and
beating at flames on his arms was thrown back inside. Only the soles of his boots showed in the
darkened doorway. They twitched for few seconds before going still. His burning uniform threw a
guttering light on the shambles inside.

“Okay. All right. Stand down,” the corporal yelled.

“Well, that’ sthat, | figure,” Murphy went on a little more quietly, sliding down the wall to sit with his
legs splayed out in front of him. “If Reynoldsis alive, he should be able to get here now.”

Juarez, the paratrooper, kept watch.

Juliatook a sip of chilled sports drink from the tube at her left shoulder. She was exhausted, too. They’'d
been fighting their way into Calais for two days, literally blasting a passage through the long rows of
terraced houses. It was a murderous business, but marginally less dangerous than moving out in the open.

Amundson had explained that they’ d trained for this scenario back in England, using a village that had
been specially constructed by the army. She wondered idly whether some genius had picked up the
detailsin an old soldier’s memoir, or whether the marines back in the Zone had passed on the lessons
learned from twenty years of urban warfare in the Middle East and South Asia.

Didn’t matter, really. Aslong as the job got done.

She paused the Sonycam, saving lattice space, and pulled an energy bar out of one of the many pockets
on her matrix armor. Before they’ d embarked, she’ d stuffed about a dozen of the things wherever she
could find space. It was wrapped in waxed paper rather than foil, but other than that it was exactly like
the energy bars she’ d chewed through when running half marathons back up in the twenty-first. She
chuckled at the thought.

“Something funny, Ms. Duffy?” Murphy asked.

She broke off a piece of the chewy snack and waved it at Murphy and Juarez. “I’ ve got sharesin this
company, that's all,” she said. “Eat up, boys. Make merich.”

Her eyelids were twitching, the way they did when she went without sleep or stimulants for too long.
There were uppers you could get, ripped off the formulafor stims, but she didn’t like them much. The
effects were crude, and the crash was brutal. With her inserts tapped dry she was better off going back to
basics: sugar, caffeine, nicotine, and Hooah! bars.

The uproar increased again outside. Two huge bangs shook a broken mirror off the wall above Murphy’s
head, and it shattered against the floor. She could hear animalistic screams under the sound of a brief but
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savage firefight.
“Heads up!” Murphy called out, hauling himself up from the litter on the floor.
Julia powered up her Sonycam again and flicked off the safety of her carbine.

They waited for some word from Reynolds' s guys on the far side of the street, to let them know who had
won and who had lost that small, discrete encounter in avery long, strange war.

D-DAY +4.7MAY 1944. 2354 HOURS.
BUNKER COMPLEX, BERLIN.

There were more than a hundred individual unit markers on the Kriegsgebiet display, and every one
them jumped when the fUhrer pounded his fists down on the map table, hammering at Norway like a
vengeful God.

“| say itisadiversion, and so it must be!”

“Yes, yes, of course, Mein Fihrer, but they are still aworthy target,” Zeitzler babbled. “ Just imagine the
blow to their morale if they were to be wiped out. They are weak, the democracies. They cannot absorb
the damage as we can. If we were to release the Panzer Lehr, they would annihilate—"

Hitler turned on him.
“Enough! You will execute my orders, or you yourself will be executed. Do you understand?’

Himmler thought the army chief might save them the cost of a bullet by falling dead with fright then,
right in front of the assembled high command.

The lights in the room faded out for a second, causing them to glance around nervously. But a quick
check confirmed that no Allied bombs were falling. Most likely it was just some problem with the
wiring, acommon enough occurrence in these hastily constructed bunkers.

As the exposed bulbs hanging over the map table flared again, Himmler regarded the situation in Calais
with adismal eye. He did not like to question the fUhrer, and would never do so publicly, of course. But
uniquely among the Nazi elite, he prided himself on being able to broach unpleasant subjects, even with
Adolf Hitler.

Indeed, it was he who had suggested the temporary cease-fire with the Bolsheviks, allowing them to
secure themselves in the West. And it was he who had first admitted that the Allied air strikes on the rail
lines leading to the Jewish processing facilities in Poland were appreciably slowing the Final Solution.
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He had led the counteroffensive against their enemies within, revealed by the electrical archives on the
Dessaix. And he had been the first to recognize that, to preserve the forces they had moved into northern
France, they would need to withdraw beyond the range of the Trident’s sensors and Churchill’s Bomber
Command.

Hitler had not enjoyed hearing any of it, but he had to be told. Was it the same now?

The Reichsfiihrer-SS examined the map table, comparing it with the televiewing screen. He wasn't a
military genius—he knew that only too well. But he would not shy from doing whatever was necessary.
Around him the business of the war continued. The flihrer curtailed his diatribe against Zeitzler and
started in on Goring, demanding to know why the Luftwaffe was making so little headway in cracking
open the Allied air defense network.

“They arein our Kriegsgebiet now, Herr Reichsmarschall. But where are your jet fighters? Where are
the dive-bombers?’

Himmler didn’'t even bother attending to the fat fool’ s reply. It would be awaste of time. Goéring had no
operational control of the air force anymore. He was only here because he had survived the purges.
Himmler shut him out now, along with the dozens of war room staffers who scurried about. Instead, he
concentrated on the situation unfolding in front of them.

The Abwehr reported that Allied preparations for a massive assault on Normandy continued unabated. A
real army was gathering in the hinterland of Falmouth and Dartmouth, ready for the channel crossing.
There would be no repeat of the Fortitude deception—not in this war. The Reich would not be caught
unawares or misled into thinking the invasion would fall in one place, when all along it had been meant
for another. The crushing weight of the greatest military machine the world had ever known was poised
to fall on Eisenhower as soon as he commenced his main thrust.

Still, Zeitzler had a point. To destroy the landing at Calais might prove a crippling blow to Allied morale.

But then, the fuhrer was right, as well. Thousands of Allied warplanes infested the sky above Calais and
Dover, just waiting to pounce. To commit the best of their armored and heavy divisionsinto Calais
meant feeding them to the sharks of the RAF and the USAAF.

If only they could match the Allies surveillance cover. Unfortunately, while providence had delivered
the Dessaix into their hands, only a handful of the crew had proved cooperative, and some of those had
turned out to be saboteurs. As aresult, they had not been able to fully exploit the ship’s capabilities, and
now she was lost to them forever. Sunk by that criminal whore on the submarine Havoc.

One could go mad thinking about the squandered opportunities. With just afew “surveillance drones,”
and the men trained to use them, they could have logged every ship and aircraft movement out of
southern England.
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Himmler sighed.

The fuhrer had calmed down and was standing at the table again, arms folded, chin on his chest as he
bobbed up and down on the balls of hisfeet and pondered the diabolical strategic problems of the hour.
The Allies must be kept from the Fatherland a little while longer. Soon the Reich would have its first
atomic weapon, and there would be no more talk of unconditional surrender. Churchill and Roosevelt
would be the ones groveling, begging for an accommodation.

Then, with the democracies checkmated in the West, they could turn their attention back to Stalin.

The map table did not extend beyond Poland, yet the vast steppes and the brooding Communist giant
were never far from anyone’s mind. The cease-fire with Moscow was still holding, but it was beyond
argument that the Red Army was using this time to prepare its defenses against another Wehrmacht
attack, at the same time that the two states “cooperated” on a number of technical projects—all in the
name of facing the “common enemy.” It was all horseshit, but the pause in hostilities suited them both.

Or rather, Stalin thought it suited him.

When the atomic warheads were finally delivered, the Slavic buffoon would be made to realize just how
wrong he had been.

4

D-DAY + 5. 8MAY 1944. 1833 HOURS.
PARIS.

Brasch had read somewhere that those who can eat well, and those who cannot, exist at all times on
opposite sides of a gulf that can never be crossed.

It had been more than three and a half years since pastries had been legally sold in Paris, and about the
same interval since fish, meat, chocolates, tobacco, and wine had been rationed almost out of existence.
Nonetheless, sitting by one of the large windows in Maxim’s Le Bar Imperial, Maor General Paul
Brasch found himself adrift on the odors of fine French cuisine. The Parisians in the street below might
have been getting by on starvation rations, but when Reichsmarschall Goring was in town looting the art
treasures of the Republic, he loved to dine at Maxim’s, and so the wartime restrictions did not bite as
heavily here.
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Brasch nursed his Kir Royale and wondered whether or not he would ever have set foot in this place—or
any like it—had it not been for the war.

Not likely, he mused. And truthfully, it wasn’t the war that had delivered him to this stool at the end of a
dark wooden bar. No, it was the Emergence. Without the miracle of the time travelers' arrival, he would
probably be afrozen corpse somewhere in Russia by now. Instead he sipped at a cocktail, enjoyed the
sour look on the face of his latest bodyguard, Hauptsturmfiihrer Neumann, and wondered whether his
data package would arrive before his dinner guest.

He would never know, really. The encryption software protecting his communications stripped off any
identifying tags such as datelines. He alone would be able to read the file, and then for only ten minutes,
before it disappeared from history altogether. And of course, he wouldn’t be cracking open his latest
instructions from the British over alate supper with General Oberg, the SS commander in Paris.

Dining with human filth like Oberg was a necessary sacrifice. Brasch was a very privileged Nazi
nowadays, one of the trusted few. He had even been invited to share atable at the Palais L uxembourg
with the morphine-addled Goring, resplendent in his white Reichsmarschall uniform, encrusted with
jewels and medals over which the fat criminal had vomited during the dessert course. The engineer had
long ago learned to control the sensation of his balls crawling up into his belly, hisflesh seeming to
swarm with lice, whenever he mixed with the likes of Goring and Oberg. Since he had received word
that his wife and son had safely reached Canada, he had even begun to revel in the double life forced on
him as the price of their deliverance. It was awonderful thing, mixing with these pigs, conniving in their
downfall, and all the time knowing that the only people in the world he cared about were beyond their
reach.

Indeed, asfar as anyone in the Third Reich was concerned, Willie Brasch and little Manfred had been
killed in a British bombing raid in November 1942. A tragic loss for ahero who had already given so
much to the cause, and an explanation—as if any were needed—for his fanatical devotion to duty.

“Ah! So good to see asmiling face at last. We can always depend on you, Herr General.”

Brasch’s smile only grew wider as he turned on his bar stool and stood to salute Ober stgruppenfihrer
Karl Oberg, the man who would probably set Paris aflame in a couple of weeks to deny its liberation by
the Americans. The room was crowded, and so thick with cigarette and cigar smoke that the patronsin
the farthest corners were almost obscured. Oberg stood out, though. Even the Wehrmacht officers gave
him awide berth.

“Inventing some new V-weapon while you wait for dinner, | imagine,” Oberg said. He resembled
nothing so much as a squashed, fattened caricature of Heinrich Himmler. He had been afruit seller
before joining the party and the SS, and he was the embodiment of all the poisonous irony inherent to
the term master race. Nevertheless, the smile never left Brasch’ s face as he opened his mouth to reply.
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“No! No, don’t tell me,” Oberg interrupted, waving ahand. “| understand well that you cannot discuss
such things.”

In fact, Brasch was imagining what it would feel like to take Oberg’ s close-cropped porcine head in his
hands and twist it so violently that the spinal cord shattered instantly. How many of the peoplein this
bar would applaud?

Some, but not all. Neumann there would probably put a bullet into his head before Oberg hit the floor.
And of the handful of Frenchmen and women who were taking an aperitif in the barogue splendor of the
Imperial, how many would be pleased, and how many horrified?

It was impossible to say. Only the most significant collaborators were given entrée to these rarefied
circles, and with the invasion under way, only they would care to be seen with the Germans.

Even so, you couldn’t trust the waiters, or the prostitutes, or even the fascist |eaders of the French
Popular Party. Any of them might be secretly working for the Resistance. Dozens of collaborators and
their German overlords had been killed in the last few weeks. Brasch himself was atarget of great value,
because of hisrolein the Ministry of Advanced Armaments Research, so the SS had assigned Neumann
to protect him out of a genuine fear that he might be lost to such an attack.

Y et none of this meant anything to Brasch—he had numbered himself among the dead back when he
served on the Eastern Front. In truth, his secret life, and the knowledge of hisfamily’s escape, made
each day a gift from above.

“Actualy, Herr General,” he said, pumping Oberg’ s arm in afirm two-handed grip, “you are entirely
correct. You should consider a career in counterintelligence. Clearly you can see right through me.”

“Of course, of course!” the SS commander replied. “ So we must talk our way around such things, over
dinner.

“1 understand you are leaving for Berlin tomorrow,” he continued. “| just wanted to thank you for all of
the help you have given my staff while you were here and, if I might impose upon you, to pass aong a
personal note to the Reichsftihrer.”

Brasch clicked his heels. “Of course, Herr General. | shall be seeing Reichsfihrer Himmler almost as
soon as | return. | shall make certain he gets your letter.”

He pocketed the slim envelope in his jacket, next to the flexipad that still waited for the signal from
Mdller.
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He had less than an hour to live. The blood leaking into his shoes made a squel ching noise as he dragged
himself up the street.

There was no pain, thanks to an analgesic flush from his spinal syrettes, but Miller knew that the knives
had struck deeply. As much blood as had flowed out of him to soak his clothes, he was |osing even more
to the internal bleeding that would surely end hislife.

A lamppost loomed, the glow of its light a soft sphere in the summer night, tempting him to stop for just
alittlewhile. But he pressed on. If he gave up now, even for a short rest, there was no guarantee he’'d be
able to get moving again.

The three Frenchmen who had set upon him earlier had meant business. Whether they were Resistance
fighters or simply street toughs did not matter. It had been a short, brutal encounter. He hadn’t hesitated
to defend himself when they came at him out of the dark aleyway. Many people would have paused,
and died on the spot, but when the oldest, most primitive parts of his brain began screaming at him that
he was in danger, MUller acted. His fighting knife had appeared in his hand instantaneously, and without
conscious thought he had decided which of the three was to die first, even before they had closed the
short distance between them.

If they were Resistance, there was no point trying to explain that they were all working toward the same
end. He' d dispatched two of them with his knife and killed the third with an open-handed strike to the
throat that had crushed the man’s larynx. However, he wasn't fast enough. At least two of the stab
wounds he' d suffered felt asif they had cut something deep and vital. As he fled the scene, gray space
bloomed at the edge of hisvision, and cold chills racked his upper body with increasing violence despite
the warmth of the evening.

M{iller could not be certain that he would get far enough to establish a point-to-point link with Brasch’'s
flexipad. He stopped in the doorway of a boarded-up tailor shop, a Jewish business, and automated the
contact routines, just in case. He might not make it all the way to the dispatch point, but aslong as the
engineer passed within seven hundred meters the link would set itself up.

Drawing breath felt like hauling a great weight up into himself at the end of along rope. His feet
dragged, and more than once they threatened to become tangled up with each other.

People were beginning to stare.

He tried to calculate the distance he had |eft to travel. Maybe another four hundred meters.
Supercoagul ants gathered at the site of hiswounds, to slow the loss of blood. Another flush of stim
coursed into his veins, pushing him on and clearing some of the gray from hisvision.

But blood was beginning to show through the coat he had taken from the body of the man he’'d killed
with the blow to the throat. Asthe stain spread, and his discomfort became obvious, the reactions of
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those passing by became more pronounced. In short, they avoided him. There were many Parisians
about, but none approached him to help, for which he was grateful. The last thing he needed right now
was some Gallic busybody complicating matters further.

Actually, the last thing he needed was for another German to do so, but as he staggered down the way,
that was exactly what occurred.

Someone hurried across the street toward him. “Hey! Wait there. I'll help you.”
The figure swam in and out of focus, but the black uniform of an SS officer was unmistakable.
Fuck it.

Muller cursed his bad luck. He was wearing a civilian jacket over his gore-stained Luftwaffe captain’s
uniform. In his breast pocket was a British flexipad, and he was heading toward the most valuable spy
the Allies had in Nazi Germany. This was not going to end well.

“Resistance,” he coughed as the SS man ran up and grabbed his arms to steady him. He had been very
close to toppling over.

“What happened?’ the man demanded. M{iller recognized him as a Hauptsturmfihrer. A captain. A
definite buffer existed around them now, a circle about twenty meters in diameter into which none of the
locals would dare step. They all found some reason to cross to the other side of the street.

“Resistance,” Milller repeated. “ Three of them. Back at the Rue la Bruyere. | killed them.”

“l don’t doubt it,” his would-be savior said, supporting most of his weight. “We must get you to an aid
station. Quickly, come thisway.”

The man began to force Miller back the way he had just come. There was an aid station two blocks
down. He attempted to resist, but his hel per was too strong.

“No, thisway, Herr Kapitan,” heinsisted. “Y ou are in shock. Y ou need to come with me—Ilet me carry
you.”

Finally Mller allowed himself to fall over the other’ s shoulder, his arm around the man’ s neck. He let
his body go limp, allowing his full weight to burden the SS officer, who grunted a little with the effort.
Miller let himself be carried away from his objective, acting in character, cursing the Resistance,
vowing revenge, demanding that that SS hunt down those who were responsible.

“But you said you killed them,” his rescuer grunted.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Birmingham,%20John%20-%20A xi $%6200f %20t me%2003%20-%20Fi nal %20l mpact.html (44 of 352)4-7-2007 2:24:22



Finallmpact

A wet, wounded chuckle bubbled up out of Mller’ sthroat. “So | did.”

Then he drove hisfighting knife deep into the man’ s sternum, twisting and ripping up and out. The
screech of pain became confused with the cries of onlookers, who could not believe what they were
seeing as Muller suddenly locked up hisvictim’s head, using the arm he had draped over the shoulders,
before dlitting his throat from ear to ear. The man’s screams were cut off as MUller severed the
windpipe. The body dropped with a sick thud as the head hit the pavement.

Muller’sworld tilted then, and threatened to fall out from under him. He let his momentum carry him
into the road, where he stopped a velo-taxi, one of the faintly ridicul ous three-wheeled, pedal-powered
cabs that had taken over the city during the Occupation. The driver attempted to swerve around him, but
ashot from Mller’ s pistol pulled him up.

A shrill whistle sounded in the distance, and he thought he could hear hobnailed boots hammering
toward him. He half lunged, half fell into the passenger’ s seat.

“Just get me up theroad,” he croaked in his passable French.

“B-but...” Thedriver tried to stammer out some excuse, but a wave of the pistol set him to hisjob. They
lurched away just asrifle fire cracked past them.

“They will kill me,” the driver protested.

“No, | will kill you if you don’t hurry up. Just to the next corner, and then you can get out. I’ [l shoot you
inthe assif you like, to prove that you were hijacked.”

“To prove | was what?’
“Just fucking pedal.”

More bullets whistled past, some of them sparking off the cobblestones and shattering shop windows,
sending the native Parisians scurrying for cover. More bullets chewed great chunks out of the little
wooden passenger’ s cabin. Mller painfully forced himself to twist around in the seat.

About two hundred meters back a detachment of German soldiers had outrun a couple of gendarmes and
were taking aim.

They weren't going to makeit.

Crack!
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The top of the velo-taxi driver’ s head flew off in afantall of blood and gray matter. Immediately they
decelerated, and Mtiller allowed himself to roll out of the cab onto the hard stone roadway. A bullet
struck him a glancing blow on the shoulder, knocking him forward. He managed to scramble a few more
meters as he hauled out the flexipad.

No signal lock.
Crack!

An enormous iron fist sammed into him, bringing darkness.

He came to, expecting to find himself in a Gestapo cell.

But he was still in Paris, on the street. The pedicab driver’ s body was just afew feet away, gushing
blood like a ruptured pipeline. A squad of German infantry had surrounded him, their gunsleveled at his
head.

He blinked slowly and his head swam.
“What have we here. A spy? A Resistance pig playing dress-up. A traitor?’

An officer was speaking, advancing on him. Mller realized he was still holding the precious flexipad in
his outstretched hand. He tried to get to his knees, but the Wehrmacht officer, alieutenant, sailed in and
launched a vicious snap kick at hisribs. His inserts protected him from the worst of the pain, but he felt
at least three ribs break as he flew over onto his back and rolled another half a meter away, ending
facedown in apuddle of mud.

The pad began to beep.

It had locked on to Brasch’'s device and initiated a linkup. The file transfer began.
It was complete within half a second.

“What the hell isthat?’ the lieutenant demanded.

Miller coughed up athick blood clot.

“That isthe end of the world,” he said, rolling on top of the flexipad with the last of his energy and
triggering the explosive weave vest he routinely wore under whatever disguise his mission required.
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Everyone within thirty meters was atomized by the blast.

“What the hell wasthat?” Oberg asked as the rumble shook the crystalware on their table at Maxim’s.

Brasch had no idea, but he instantly assumed something had gone wrong with Mller. There was no
reason to think so, really. Bombs were constantly going off in Paris. The Resistance had been tutored by
instructors familiar with insurgencies from the far future that had paralyzed much more formidable
opponents than the Nazis. It might be a truck bomb twenty-five kilometers away, or a suitcase bomb in a
café or bistro favored by the Germans. It might even be one of the Existentialists, seeking vengeance for
the murder of Sartre and de Beauvoir by blowing himself up in a brothel favored by the occupying
forces. Everybody feared being caught up in one of their mad attacks. It was said that the last thing you
ever heard was the crazed existentialist screaming “To do isto be!” before he triggered his suicide
device.

Brasch stood up and pushed aside the drapes that covered the window nearest their table. He had to press
his face right up to the glass, but in doing so he could make out the telltale signs of a detonation afew
blocks away.

His stomach turned over.
“An existentialist,” he sighed, not believing it for a second.
Something had gone wrong. He could sense it down in his core.

“Madmen,” Oberg hissed. “Cowards, all of them. If only there were some way to stop them. To detect
them before they set themselves off,” he complained.

“As | understand it, no fool proof solution was ever found in the future,” Brasch commented. “When a
man iswilling to die to harm his enemies, there is always a good chance of taking some of them with
him.”

“Pah!” gpat the SS commandant. “When will these bastards accept that they are beaten? Y ou know the
most frustrating thing about this, Brasch. It’ s that we cannot identify the bombers postmortem. Believe
me, if that were possible we' d thin out the ranks of their recruits. Execute every last one of their friends
and relatives. Then they mightn’t be so enthusiastic about blowing themselves up.”

Brasch returned to his seat, itching with the desire to take out his flexipad and see whether his data burst
had come through. He pushed at an unfinished plate of boeuf bourguignon with his heavy gilded fork.
“A lot of money is going into DNA research.” He shrugged. “Eventually it will help, and then we will
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have the ability to trace back to the culprits and take the appropriate measures.”

“Yes, yes, so | have heard!” Oberg said approvingly. He had returned to his own meal without missing a
beat. “It isavery exciting field, this genetic science. | understand you have been instrumental in pushing
it forward.”

Brasch smiled abashedly. “It’ s not really my field. | am a combat engineer. But any good German could
see the importance of investing in such athing. For starters, it will mean there isno hiding for the Jews.
And the weaklings—the infirm, the cripples, and the mentally defective—will be detected before they
have a chance to be born. Although | do not understand the science, | understand the opportunities for
the Reich—"

“Asdoweadl!” Oberg interrupted. “For me, personally, it is one of the most exciting developments to
come from the Emergence.”

“Reichsfuhrer Himmler shares your enthusiasm,” Brasch remarked, suppressing the death head grin that
wanted to crawl over hisface.

He had championed the cause of genetic research because it was an exact fit with the worst of the Nazis
paranoid fantasies, and because it was the perfect sinkhole into which he could pour billions of
Reichsmarks. Every pfennig spent on awild goose chase—like the search for a homosexual gene—was
money lost to the development of lighter body armor or improved jet turbines. Brasch had never
received any explicit instructions from Mller’ s controllers to sabotage the Nazi war effort in this way
but, quietly, it was the work of which he most proud.

“There are, of course, those chattering fools who do not see the historic importance of such research,” he
continued. “ Admittedly, atomics are a more pressing concern at the moment, but even that research
cannot be allowed to detract from our advances in the genetic realm.”

Oberg nodded sagely, like the fat, bigoted fruit seller he was, trying to prove himself the intellectual
equal of his esteemed dinner guest. “Yes, yes, | understand,” hereplied. “I’ ve even heard that the atomic
bomb itself will cause terrible damage to the breeding line of anyone who is exposed to it.”

“Exactly!” Brasch agreed. “ So while we must push on with the atomic program, the purity of the race
can only be guaranteed by a genetics program that proceeds apace with our nuclear research. Thereis no
point to winning an atomic war if we all turn into mutants afterward.”

“My point precisely.” Oberg nodded, sloshing some of his wine onto the white damask tablecloth.

They continued like this for another two hours, with Brasch encouraging the wildest flights of lunacy to
which he found most high-ranking Nazis more than alittle prone. The entire time, however, he could
feel the flexipad digging into his hip. The urge to haul it out and see whether he had received a secure
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transmission from Miiller was nigh on intolerable.

What had happened out there?

Was Milller involved?

Was he dead? Or perhaps captured and already being tortured?

What would Brasch find waiting when he finally broke free of this odious little man?

5

D-DAY +7.10 MAY 1944. 2355 HOURS.
DORSET.

The airfield lay ten miles outside of Bournemouth, on the coast of southern England, almost directly
across the channel from Cherbourg. Thousands of aircraft flew overhead, all of them heading out and on
to targets in France.

Hundreds of thousands of men and incredible tonnages of heavy tanks and trucks and other vehicles
were on the move through the countryside down to the ports at Southampton, Portsmouth, and
Bournemouth itself. But nothing moved out of the airfield for three days after the invasion commenced.

Then, on D-Day plus seven, the dull, bass thudding of a massed helicopter flight drifted across the green-
and-brown patchwork of tilled fields and green pasture that surrounded the base. Two extended V-
formations of heavy-lift choppers swept in from the northeast and set down on the makeshift helipad,
which had been avillage cricket pitch before the war.

“All right,” Prince Harry said to himself. “Game on.” He hadn’t thought it possible to find amore
uncomfortable form of transport than a Chinook heavy-lift chopper, yet here it was: areinvented 1940s
analog of a Chinook.

Pounding up the rear ramp into the dimly lit interior at five minutes to midnight, Colonel Harry Windsor
envied his’temp trooperstheir lack of familiarity with the uptime version of the helicopter. To him,
these facsimile CH-47As felt smaller, slower, and altogether more likely to fall apart in midair.

He' d studied the aircraft specs before the first operational squadron arrived at the regimental HQ in
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Kinlochmoidart, and it had made for unpleasant bedtime reading. The engines, although a significant
advance on anything available locally just twelve months ago, were still underpowered. The craft could
carry only twelve men, as opposed to sixteen. But there was an upside to that, he mused wryly—it meant
there would be fewer casualties when the things fell out of the sky like fat, broken-backed dragons.

He cast around looking for the crew chief. Y es, there he was checking a galvanized-steel drip pan. The
big helos were notorious for hydraulic leaks, and it was standard procedure for the chief to check the
level of fluid in the drip pan before takeoff. If you didn’t see any leakage, the lines were probably bone
dry and you were all going to die.

Harry adjusted his Bergen pack and automatically checked the safety of his persona weapon, just to get
his mind off the hydraulic problems. The AK-47 copy was designated the AW/GL S—for “Automatic
Weapon/ Grenade Launching System”—by the Royal Ordnance Factory where it was manufactured, but
the popular tag Ivan gun had caught on, in recognition of its Russian heritage. The stamped-metal
version of the infamous Kalashnikov was now standard issue throughout most of the British and
commonwealth forces. They were much easier to build than the Americans' more glamorous Colt
carbine. His sported an underslung M320-style launcher.

Every other SAS trooper was likewise equipped. The launchers were harder to find outside the Special
Forces. For the time being they tended to be restricted to squad and section leaders in the Main Force
infantry units.

The chopper’ sinterior was bathed in a soft red light. His half troop of eight men were seated with their
backs against the fuselage, packs between their legs, guns pointed down so that a misfire couldn’t
damage the rotors or engines above. Of these men, only the Jamaican giant Sergeant Mgor Vivian
Richards St. Clair, his senior NCO, had come through the wormhole with him. The others were all
"temps, but they were every bit as good as the troopers he' d left behind in the twenty-first. They’d have
to be—he’ d trained them himself.

“Evenin’, lads,” he called out over the whine of the Rolls-Royce Osprey engines. “ So, anyone fancy a
trip to France? | thought we might pick up abit of duty-free, maybe catch a show at the Follies, and then
pop down to Donzenac to kick the living shitter out of a couple of fuckin’ Nazis. What do you say?’

St. Clair roared from the front of the cabin, “ We say cry God for Harry, England, and Saint George!”

For just a second the cheers of his men overwhelmed the sound of the engines cycling up. Harry grinned
hugely and hauled himself the rest of the way up the ramp, giving each man a pat on the shoulder, or a
nod, or awink. Like the Special Air Service of his day, nobody walked into a squadron straight out of
the recruiting office. In this here and now, in the Second Regiment at least, they had to have at least five
yearsin service already, and a proven combat record had been a big plus on any application.

There was still an original, contemporary SAS, still being run by David Stirling, and it operated under
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dlightly different rules—their own. There was a good deal of interplay between the two outfits, and
constant traffic in training cadre, but in the end they did what they did, and Harry got on with his own
business.

He shrugged off his pack and settled himself down next to the two French nationals who'd be going in
with them, Captain Marcel Ronsard of the Free French First Army and Mademoiselle Anjela Claudel of
the Bureau d’ Opérations Aériennes, a Resistance group responsible for coordinating special opsin
northern and, more recently, central France. His own French—workmanlike before the Transition—had
improved to near fluency in the years since. He shook hands with both Ronsard and Claudel. The huge
drooping four-bladed rotors began to turn faster, and Harry indicated that they should power up their tac
sets if they wanted to speak in anything less than a bellow.

He was still wearing the powered helmet he' d brought through the wormhole. Unlike the Y anks, his
British headgear didn’t make him look like a German paratrooper. Ronsard helped Claudel plug in and
power up. She was unfamiliar with the comm rig, but the Frenchman had been training with the SAS for
nearly twelve months and was as much a part of the regiment as Harry, or Viv, or any of the half adozen
Free French officers the prince had sought out to join him for the “ Great Crusade.”

Asthey fiddled with the earphones Harry looked past them, out through the rear hatchway to the
nameless airfield where another thirty Chinooks were spooling up, adding the thunder of their takeoff to
that of his own. Two full squadrons of the Second—close to 240 men—were on their way to seize
control of one of Hitler’' s strategic jewels, the Missile Facility at Donzenac in south-central France on
the western fringe of the Massif Central.

D-DAY +8.11 MAY 1944. 0110 HOURS.
LONDON. CABINET WAR ROOMS.

“1 think you are to be congratulated, General,” said Winston Churchill. “Thiswill be avictory for the
ages.”

Eisenhower looked uncomfortable with the praise. His shoulders rolled around nervously under his
jacket. “Our men...and women,” he replied after a pause, “ are the ones who deserve congratulations,
Prime Minister. They’re out there fighting for us.”

Churchill grinned wickedly. “I don’t know how you expect to become president if you refuse to take
credit for others' good work, General. Y ou still have alot to learn.”

Eisenhower didn’t so much as twitch afacial muscle in reply. Instead he focused on the drama of
Europe’s liberation.

The map table in the war room was crowded with hundreds of wooden unit markers. Female RAF
officers still pushed them around with long pointers, but most of the high-ranking staffers watched the
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video wall, where eight large flatscreens had been linked together to make one giant battlespace monitor,
displaying the take from HMS Trident. The screens weren't locally manufactured—that capability was
still afew years away. Maybe even a decade. No, they had been borrowed from the Zone especially for
this event. Churchill wondered how he might hold on to them afterward. British industry would benefit
tremendously from being able to study them.

He caught himself, however, thinking as though the future were settled. They still had this grim business
to be done with, of crushing the Nazis. It was entirely possible, he knew, that at any moment one of
those screens would light up with the news of an atomic blast somewhere in France, probably directly
over the Calais pocket occupied by growing numbers of Allied Forces.

Churchill rarely slept more than afew hours a night, as a habit, and the specter of a Nazi A-bomb
prevented him from enjoying what little sleep he did get. He' d read thousands of pages of secret reports
indicating that they ssimply did not have the resource base or industrial capacity to produce even one
such device, and thousands more warning of an inevitable atomic attack some time in the next few
weeks. Or even days.

An aide appeared, and the British prime minister nodded for another cup of coffee, with a shot of
Bushmills. For the moment the operation was running as well as could be expected—better, in some
ways. The Germans were still maintaining the bulk of their forcesin the Normandy area, waiting for a
blow that would never fall there. The Allies had established air superiority—if not total dominance—of
the Calais battlespace. The Germans had put many more jet fighters into the fray than had been
expected, and they had cut to ribbons whole wings of old prop-driven fighters, but they simply could not
prevail against the huge numbers of Allied, mostly American, F-86 Sabers that confronted them. And
the Germans didn’t have anything like the numbers of heavy and medium bombers that the RAF and
USAAF could bring to bear. Nor had they invested in any kind of airborne warning and control systems
like the Allies.

The great strategic surprise of the campaign, however, had been the airlift. The heavy, coordinated
investment in just three types of helicopter by all of the Allies had paid handsome dividends. In just four
days an extra six divisions had been lifted directly into the combat zone, including three artillery
regiments with all of their howitzers and ammunition. It was a miracle.

“Prime Minister, Prince Harry and his regiment are en route.”

“Thank you,” he replied to the young army captain who had brought the news. Then he turned to
Eisenhower. “ And now we reach one of our trip wires, General. We shall see whether Donzenac isthe
bogey we all feared.”

Eisenhower nodded, pressing his lips together. “I sincerely hope not, Prime Minister.”

D-DAY + 8. 11 MAY 1944. 0232 HOURS.
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SOUTH-CENTRAL FRANCE.

Fifteen silver darts shrieked over the evergreen forests of Correze, blue cones of superhot exhaust
pushing them toward their target at a thousand kilometers an hour.

Squadron Leader Fiona Hobbins nudged the stick over dlightly, shifting her heading two degrees to the
south. The moonlit landscape blurred beneath her, the shimmering surface of a small lake rushing
toward the nose of her fighter-bomber and vanishing beneath in just a couple of heartbeats. She paid it
no heed, instead concentrating on the world she could see in the heads-up display of her powered
goggles, a precious set of Oakleys on loan from the Clinton.

Behind her the other pilots wore identical sets, linked viathe flexipads in their cockpits to one of the
Trident’s high-altitude drones. It was a dipshod half-arsed arrangement, in Hobbins's opinion, but there
was no avoiding it. Until somebody built a plant capable of fabricating quantum chips, or even old
Pentiums, they were stuck with these sorts of kludges.

Bottom line, though, they worked.
Mostly.

Her visuals resembled an old flight-sim game from the days before V3D, but that was enough to allow
them to thread through the tangled mess of the air battle over France and into the target box, a short,
shallow valley in the quiet south. Asthe squadron flashed over a small French hamlet, designated in
light blue outline by the Trident’s Combat Intelligence, she craned her head to the left, where twenty-
eight small green triangles were converging on her heading at about a quarter of her airspeed.

The Chinooks carrying Prince Harry and the SAS. Five minutes late and two choppers short. She
quickly checked a status display and found that one of the big birds had been forced to turn back with
hydraulic failures. Another had crashed in the channel.

Hobbins performed a few constrained isometric stretches to work out the kinks and some residual
nervousness. If she fucked up, the men in those helicopters were all going to die. If not in battle, then
soon thereafter. The Germans were still summarily executing any “Kommados’ they captured.

A chimein her helmet sounded, and the voice of the Trident’s Combat Intelligence spoke up. “Five
minutes to release point. Arm warheads.”

A small flashing red box appeared just above the virtual horizon in her HUD. She nudged the stick
again, lining up the yellow arrowhead with the target designator. Back up in the twenty-first, a Cl would
have handled all of this, with the pilot riding along just in case something went wrong. Of course, back
up in the twenty-first she wouldn’'t have been on amission like this. She wasn't ajet jockey—or hadn’t
been, anyway. But thousands of hours flying light transport planesin and out of Third World death traps
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like Damascus and Addis Ababa had marked her out when the talent scouts had come calling. So now
sheflew jets.

Specifically she flew the contemporary version of the F-86F Saber jet.
“Three minutes to release. Slaving mission packageto CI.”

The Trident’s Cl, still speaking in the voice of an as-yet-unborn Lady Beckham, informed the squadron
that she had taken over the bomb release. Hobbins wanted to grip the stick harder, but she forced herself
to breathe out, to relax her hold on the plane, and let herself flow through the moment.

A quick check of the heads-up confirmed that all fifteen Sabers were in formation and lined up for the
final runin. High above them, the Trident’ s Big Eye tracked the jets feeding the data back to the stealth
destroyer’s CI, which measured their progress against position fix emitters set in place by the
Resistance, and calculated the time left to release while keeping the squadron on the correct heading.

The Chinooks had fallen well behind now. Hobbins would need a top-down view of the battlespace if
she wanted to track their progress. Instead, she concentrated on the darkened world that was rushing past
her bubble canopy, and the objective that lay just ahead. It was a cloudless night; the stars were pinpoint
emeraldsin her LLAMPS vision, the Central Massif awall of lime-green negative space, blotting out the
heavens to the southeast. Tactical readouts and rendered terrain display overlaid the soft luminous
French countryside, where every human-made structure was drawn on her gogglesin hard schematic
outline. A dry stonewall. A tumbledown barn. A burned-out church.

And then, rushing toward them at a seemingly insane velocity, the target box and nearly two dozen
smaller icons: flashing red triangles where the Big Eye had detected and designated antiaircraft guns and
concentrations of armored vehicles.

“Begin climb. Begin climb. Begin climb.”

She pulled back on the stick, and the nose of the F-86 turned skyward. She could feel the g-force
pressing her back into her seat, trying to squeeze the blood out of her brain and down into her buit,
despite the pressure suit she was wearing.

“Begin dive. Begin dive. Begin dive.”

She pushed forward, and the virtual horizon floated up in her display as all the blood rushed back toward
her head. Soon she was lancing down toward her objective, a hardened concrete silo system housing two
dozen V3 missiles.

Hobbins centered herself as the final chime sounded.
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“Bomb releasein five, four, three...”
Lazy streams of wandering, badly directed tracer fire searched for her in the darkness.
“...two, one. Release. Release. Release.”

Hobbins felt the tug as her seven-hundred-kilo Penetrator dropped away. Concentrating furiously on the
nav display, she pulled up and rolled to the west while the first explosions ripped apart the giant hidden
complex beneath her. The shock waves buffeted her as she sped away, shaking the airframe so violently
that she wondered if she might lose awing.

There was a sharp stab of pain in her mouth, followed by the rush of something warm and salty. She'd
bitten her tongue. Pouring on the acceleration, weaving around to follow the yellow arrowhead
designator that kept her away from the rapidly diminishing flak streams, she dialed up afeed from the
Big Eye, aninfrared view from ten thousand meters up.

All fifteen jets were still flying, but one was trailing flames. It exploded as she watched, the detonation
lost in a storm of much larger blasts as more Penetrators drilled deep into shattered concrete and went
off, focusing their destructive energies down into the missile farm.

Secondary explosions of rocket fuel and warheads tore up the valley, negating the attacks on smaller
individual targets.

“Shit,” muttered Hobbins. “ That was a bit excessive.”

“Sweet Jesus,” Ronsard breathed.

“Nope,” Harry corrected him. “Professor Barnes Wallis, and about twenty years' of uptime experience
digging reinforced bunkers out of the Hindu Kush.”

Anjela Claudel’ s voice, shocked and alittle shaky, came in over his helmet systems. “But everyone will
be dead. The scientists, too.”

“Not everyone,” said Harry. “We'll lose everybody in the silos, but three-quarters of von Braun’s team
live off-site in Complex B. That’s still standing.”

“How many of the Boche will be waiting for you, though?’ asked Claudel.

Harry smiled. “Enough for everyone. Now, if you'll just excuse me a moment.”
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He pulled his combat goggles down over his eyes, the gelform seal molding itself to the contours of his
face. He linked to the Big Eye and back to the Trident viaflexipad. A dense, multicolored V3D
representation appeared, showing the threat bubble out to eight kilometers. In smaller windows, live
video ran of the blazing bunkers and the residential complex that was their objective. He was presented
with immediate damage surveys, estimates of the number of enemy killed and incapacitated, the
disposition of his own forces, and live intel from the Trident’s CIC. To the uninitiated it would seem an
almost impenetrable mass of data, but it was as familiar to Harry as an old and much-loved children’s
picture book.

The second squadron, under Lieutenant Colonel Hamilton, was already setting down in their Landing
Zone away to the west. The first choppers had disgorged their troops, who'd formed up just below a
ridgeline overlooking Complex B.

Harry switched his view to alive feed of his squadron’s own LZ, overlaid with tactical and threat
assessment data. They would be setting down another six hundred meters away, in alarge field to the
south.

The copilot’s voice cut in. “ Strobe sighted. Verifying.”

Aninfrared strobe had just lit up, identifying the LZ, and Harry knew that the Big Eye had just focused
at least half of itslenses and sensors on that area. All being well, one of Claudel’ s Resistance cells
would be down there, ready to lead them in. If that didn’t check out, and the Intel Division back on the

Trident decided that the contact had been compromised, the area would be hosed down with autocannon
and rocket fire, and they would move on to an alternative LZ.

He could sense Claudel’ s tension next to him. “It is okay?’ she asked.
Harry waited for the signal from the Trident.

The strobe kept flashing.

“It isokay?’ she repeated. “ Oui?’

A green ALL CLEAR finaly appeared in hisHUD.

Oui,” he answered. “Lock and load, gentlemen. And mademoiselle, of course.”

Claudel smiled brilliantly as she prepped her old Sten gun with ametallic kerrchunk. Her white teeth
and bright green eyes were quite arresting, even in the red light of the cabin. Harry checked himself,
grinding down on a spark of attraction. He normally didn’t feel like getting aleg over until well after an
op. But this had been happening alot since hisinserts had run out of neurochem inhibitor.
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Oh well, perhaps if helived...
“ One minute.”

Suddenly they dipped and swooped to the right, leaving his stomach where it had been somewhere
above them. The combat chief hit a switch, and the rear door of the Chinook opened with a slow, heavy
whirring noise.

Dozens of people back in England were watching the ground below, alert for the slightest hint of atrap,

but even so Harry was glad to see the chief giving it a severe eyeballing himself. That sort of attention to
detail was how you got to be an old veteran rather than one of the poor fucking glorious dead.

A sick shudder ran through his body, a momentary aberration he recognized from the three or four times
he' d experienced it before. It felt like a premonition of his death, but he suspected it was just a deep-
body realization of his mortality.

After dl, he was still alive, despite the previous visitations.

He noticed Claudel making the sign of the cross and whispering what looked like aHail Mary. Of his
own men, he could see four who were making their own peace with God, but like the remainder of his
troop—and Captain Ronsard—Harry drove away his demons with alast equipment check.

“Thirty seconds,” the crew chief called out.

The pilot wiped out aimost all of their forward momentum, dropping them into a hover over the thick
grass of the field. Harry could see cows gallumphing away in fear. A good sign. The chopper assumed
its landing attitude, with the nose elevated so that the rear wheels would touch down first.

The chief and histwo offsiders stood at the rear door, scanning the ground closely.
“Clear left!”

“Clear right!”

“Clear inthe arse, guv!”

They began the last few meters of their descent. Nobody was praying now. Everyone had their warrior’s
mask firmly in place beneath the greasepaint and night vision goggles. Harry hooked an arm through his
pack, getting ready to go. In his headphones, the copilot counted them in to touchdown.

“...four, three, two, one, down.”
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The front wheels struck ground. The chopper jumped forward a meter or two, then came to rest.

As soon as he felt the soft bump, Harry was up. They all rose as one, some more gracefully than others,
who were caught off-balance and wobbled slightly as they hauled up their packs. Everyone dropped into
an old-fashioned runner’ s stance: legs bent, knees flexing, ready for the starter’s pistol. The chief pulled
on alever, dropping the tailgate onto the ground.

“Go, go, go.”

The members of the heavy-weapon team ran out first, dropping to the ground, ready to start laying fire
on the enemy if he had somehow gone undetected. Two by two, the remainder of the troop charged out
behind them.

“Good luck, Your Highness,” Anjela Claudel said.
“Vive la France,” Harry replied.

They moved out into the night.

6

D-DAY + 8. 11 MAY 1944. 0341 HOURS.
DONZENAC MISSILE FACILITY, SOUTH-CENTRAL FRANCE.

No plan survives contact with the enemy. Harry was going to have that tattooed on hisarseif he
survived thisright fucking teddy bear’ s picnic.

He had twelve men to protect thirty-four German rocket scientists from an estimated eighty or ninety SS
troopers, all of whom seemed to have gone to Plan B: kill everyone in sight. Harry himself was holed up
in some sort of canteen on the second floor of the residential complex, with Nazis above and below him,
and the rest of the squadron cut off on the other side of the H-shaped building.

The crash of small arms and Mills bombs did not let up. The scientists huddled together behind a
makeshift barricade at the very rear of the mess hall, where Anjela Claudel and three of Harry’s men,
who would have been better used up here on the firing line, guarded them. Harry crouched behind an
upturned table, a solid oaken slab of cover that protected them from the German Mausers. For now.
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There was only so much damage it could take, however, before it was reduced to splinters.
“Bit of acock-up then, guv,” Sergeant Major St. Clair commented.

“Just afucking bit,” Harry agreed.

Captain Ronsard shrugged theatrically. “Such islife, non?’

There' d been no warning that two companies of SS Panzergrenadiers were posted at the residence, and
before the two sides got themselves sorted out there were probably forty or fifty casualtiesin the mélée.
Now Harry’s squadron was split over three floors, in a dozen different rooms. What looked like two full-
strength platoons of Waffen-SS were blocking them from linking up with the other squadron, and tac net
was blaring warnings of a battalion-sized enemy force racing toward Donzenac from Tulle. Gunships
had peeled away to attack them, but there would be more to follow.

Harry had already ordered six of the Chinooks to depart with his wounded troopers and those captured
rocket scientists they had managed to get out. But he needed to see the remaining prisoners away, too,
because numbered among them were two of the Reich’s foremost missile researchers, perhaps even their
best: Wernher von Braun and Major General Walter Dornberger. Both had worked for the United States
after the war, in histime. Since this was common knowledge now, the fact that they were still alive
spoke volumes for their importance to the Third Reich. Harry was determined to get them out of here
and back to England, no matter the cost.

If that proved impossible, as alast resort he'd put a bullet into each of their brains.

The sounds of close-quarter battle were so loud they penetrated his helmet’s gel seal, making it difficult
for him to communicate with his men, even using the throat mikes. The upturned table shuddered under
the impact of concentrated rifle fire. At first he'd wondered why the Panzergrenadiers hadn’t just tossed
acouple of potato mashers over and finished off all the white coats he'd put in the bag. They’d done just
that on the floor below, killing half atroop of his men and the six technicians they’ d been shepherding.

But then, von Braun and Dornberger hadn’t been part of that group. The Germans must have had orders
to keep them alive no matter the cost. A mirror image of Harry’s own mission brief.

For the moment, then, they had arrived at a stalemate.

The frenzy of small-arms fire and hand-to-hand fighting that had marked the opening minutes of the
encounter had settled down into a more measured exchange, with each side trying to pick off the other,
man by man. Harry couldn’t even rely on hislads' night vision to give them an advantage. The SS were
kitted out with their own Gen2-type goggles. He and St. Clair could have blinded them with flash-bangs,
which their 21C optics were smart enough to blot out. But the rest of his men were equipped with NV Gs
no more advanced than the Germans —perhaps alittle less so.
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An SAS trooper next to Ronsard who' d raised himself up to take a shot suddenly flew backward, a gout
of dark fluid jetting from his splattered skull.

“Merde,” grunted the Frenchman.
“Who was that?’ Harry asked St. Clair.
The giant noncom glanced over. “Looks like Asher, guv.”

“Bugger. I’ve had enough of this, Viv. They just have to keep us here long enough, and they win. That’s
why they’re not pressing the issue.”

St. Clair nodded. “Fair enough.”

Captain Ronsard lifted his Ivan gun above the table and squeezed off a three-round burst. “Y ou have a
plan?’

“It' sabear hunt. We can’'t go through them. Can’t get around them. We'll have to go over them.”
“Sorry, guv,” said St. Clair. “Left me jet-powered backpack at 'ome.”
“Not to worry. | have a cunning plan. Is Private Haigh still in the land of the living?’

It was a bugger of athing not being able to call up his men’s biosigns. It meant he was never quite sure
at any given moment who was drawing breath and who wasn't.

“Gideon!” St. Clair cried in a harsh whisper. “What are you up to, you nasty little man? Not "aving
another wank, | " ope.”

“No, Sergeant Mgjor,” came the reply over the tac net. “I’'m down by the big fridge at the back of the
room.”

Excellent, thought Harry. “Private Haigh, it's Colonel Windsor,” he said as softly as he could while still
being heard. “ Stay right there, and try very hard not to get killed. Y ou’' re coming with me.”

“With you? Where, sir?’
“On an adventure, my boy. Just keep your fucking head down.”

Harry wormed his away over to St. Clair. Guns still barked all around them, and a shower of hot
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splinters pattered down on his helmet.

“1’m going up into the ceiling with Haigh,” he said. “He used to be a coal miner, so the confined space
shouldn’t bother him. We'll try to work our way over behind the krauts and drop down on them. You'll
have a second or two before they recover, moreif they don’t kill us right off the bat. Y ou need to clean
them out, Sergeant Mgjor, and quickly. The old-fashioned way. Like we did in Surabaya.”

Harry couldn’t see St. Clair’ s eyes behind his combat goggles, but the grim set of his jaw was enough to
confirm that he understood. Ronsard glanced up dubiously.

“Beready in...twelve minutes,” the prince said.
“Yes, sir. Good luck, Colonel.”

“Cheers,” Harry replied with more verve than he felt. He pressed himself down aslow as he could and
began to crawl across the debris-strewn floor. St. Clair tapped the shoulder of the man next to him and,
with a series of hand gestures, told him to be ready to fix bayonetsin ten. The trooper nodded and
repeated the order back. When St. Clair gave him the thumbs-up, he turned to the next in line and passed
it on.

Bullets snapped through the air just above Harry’s head, some hitting stainless steel or chrome with a
metallic ring, but most just thudding into plaster and woodwork. The German scientists all lay prone on
the tiled floor, twitching and flinching when a round cracked close by, attempting to burrow under one
another as they forgot themselves in the extremity of their terror. Two of them were dead, their throats
cut as a punishment for trying to help the SS. Anjela Claudel was bathed in their blood. Harry had to
pass through them all to get to Haigh, who was one of the few Englishmen actually standing, protected
as he was by the mass of an industrial-sized refrigerator in the farthest corner of the hall.

The SAS troopers keeping watch over the scientists trained the muzzles of their Ivan guns on the men
immediately around their commanding officer as he forced his way through. If any of them tried to
interfere, they’ d be shot without warning.

Harry checked his watch.

He' d used up two minutes twenty seconds covering the short distance. Haigh loosed off one more round
before backing into the cramped V-shaped nook he’ d made for himself by pushing the fridge away from
thewall. Harry crawled in as far as he could, then hauled himself up like arock climber, so as not to

expose his back to the direct fire of the Panzergrenadiers. The uproar of the gunfight never once abated.

“Sorry to be so forward, Private, but | can’'t leave my arse hanging out. Some cheeky fucker would shoot
it off.”
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“Very good, sir,” Haigh responded. He was atall, thin young man from the north of England who'd
ended up in aWelsh coal mine before he was old enough to get into the army.

“No time to piss about then, Private. We' re going up into the crawl space—" He pointed at the roof. “—
at least there should be a crawl space. There's an access hole over by the servery. They probably use it
for storage. We're going to get ourselves over behind those bastards and drop in on them for a bit of

sport.”

“Right you are, sir,” Haigh replied, surprising Harry, who' d expected him to protest it as a damn fool
idea—which it was. Instead he clicked the safety on his weapon and began to crawl up the exposed
piping at the back of the refrigerator.

There was afifteen-centimeter gap between the top of the unit and the roof, which exposed them to stray
rounds, but Harry was pretty sure that in the chaos they wouldn’t be noticed through the small break.
Haigh took out his bayonet and carved through the roof tiles without much trouble.

They were probably made of asbestos, Harry thought as the dust drifted down on him. Well, that was the
least of their worries. When he had an opening large enough to craw! through, Haigh disappeared inside
the black hole like a snake into arat’s nest. Harry followed him, amazed at how easy the young miner
had made it seem. It was really quite difficult just getting up there. He had no sure footholds. No room to
maneuver. The din of pitched battle was painfully loud. He could feel every bullet that smacked into the
fridge, and just before his head popped into the gap between the unit top and the ceiling, at least two
rounds caromed through and punched into the plaster wall afew inches from his face.

He scrambled up through the hole, expecting to be hit.

He hadn’t known what they’d find in the crawl space. In fact he hadn’t been entirely sure there would be
acrawl space up here, despite what he' d told Haigh. But there was, about half a meter of it.

His goggles rendered everything bottle green. Hundreds of bullet holes appeared as faint jade circles.
The roof, which was now supporting him, felt very insecure, asif it might collapse under his weight as
soon as he shifted position. He felt alight tap on hisarm.

Private Haigh was lying along a thin wooden beam, beckoning him over. Very carefully, but with as
much haste as he dared, Harry inched across while the trooper moved forward to give him room.

Haigh gestured Forward and Harry nodded, checking his watch. They had six minutes. The private
wriggled along the narrow beam without any apparent effort, snaking around the joists that blocked their
advance every ten meters or so. Bigger, older, and less flexible, the heir to the throne had slightly more
trouble, almost rolling off the beam more times than he’ d care to remember. He could imagine himself
crashing down through the ceiling and dropping with a bone-cracking thud into no-man’ s-land. Just
before the Germans blew him apart.
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The crawl space was a deadly, surreal environment, jammed with plumbing, duct work, and electrical
wiring, the last of which sparked and fizzed as ricochets and misdirected bullets sliced through live
circuits. Harry felt as though he were sneaking between tectonic plates that might shift at any moment
and crush the life out of him. He switched from low-light to infrared, to better keep track of exposed
electrical wires, which could kill him just as quickly as the gunfire. Creeping around the joists slowed
him even further, and, checking the time hack in the corner of his goggles, he cursed softly.

They had a minute and a half |eft.

Three rounds punched through the ceiling next to his head and he tensed, assuming he' d been spotted
and was about to get stitched up. The heat of the gun battle below produced eerie cones of infrared
illumination, including the spot where the burst had punctured the roof. But nothing further happened.

He scurried forward to catch up with Haigh, who was waiting for him afew meters ahead. The
youngster had even managed to spin himself around so that he was facing his commander.

“l reckon thisisit, Colonédl.”

Harry risked leaning out from the beam and pressing the lens of his NV Gs up to a couple of closely
spaced bullet holes. He discovered that if he shifted uncomfortably—and precariously—to hisleft, he
could just make out what might be the camouflaged back of a German below them.

The time hack counted down.
04
03
02
01
00

“Go! Go! Go!” Harry cried. They both rolled off the beam and let their full weight collapse the flimsy
roof tiles.

Sergeant Mgjor St. Clair gathered what men he could at the upturned table: eight in all, including
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Ronsard, leaving the French bird and three troopers to watch over the prisoners. They had orders to
make sure von Braun and Dornberger did not survive if the colonel’ s plan didn’t come off.

As the tac-net time hack flashed a two-minute warning, he pressed his throat mike and whispered, “Fix
bayonets.”

The men all quietly drew out their new standard-issue sawback blades. Captain Ronsard fitted his with
commendable alacrity—for a Frog. Must be all that time in England. Nobody loved a bayonet charge
like the British army.

St. Clair unsheathed his own custom-made 21C Dark Ops fighting knife. It felt like an old mate's
handshake. The double-thickness blade was forged from a hybrid aloy of five high-tensile metalsand a
surgical-grade monobonded carbon, nanonically hardened to give it a superfine edge without any
brittleness. Back up in twenty-one it had been his habit to polish the blade in pig fat, a practice he'd
given away shortly after the Transition. Only ragheaded nutjobs cared about getting stuck by “OI’
Porky,” as he'd christened the evil-looking weapon. The boxheads, on the other hand, just didn’t like it
up 'em at all. For a supposedly warlike super-race, they turned into a bunch of fuckin' girly-men when
things got up close and sticky.

The time hack counted down.
03
02
01
00

They held fire, lest they hit their own men. St. Clair heard aloud crash as Private Haigh and the colonel
suddenly dropped out of the roof about three meters behind the German barricade. The rough staccato
trip-hammer of two Ivan guns, pounding out six hundred rounds a minute each, started up as the
Germans own rate of fire trailed off in confusion and panic.

A war scream, abellow, and St. Clair was up, leaping the barrier. Ronsard and the other men were right
there with him. It was a potentially suicidal attack. The Germans were now caught in arough crossfire,
but that meant that his men were firing in the direction of Windsor and Haigh. He couldn’t locate them
in LLAMPS view, and hoped they’ d dropped into cover of some sort, but for now his job was ssimple.

Close with the enemy, and destroy them.
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Harry stayed low, shooting up, angling his fire across the Panzergrenadiers and hopefully not into St.
Clair and the lads. Haigh had dropped to the floor beside him and cried out as he snapped a bone. He
seemed a game type, though, and he' d started firing almost immediately.

The prince had been a bit luckier, landing on a couple of dead krauts who broke hisfall quite nicely. He
could hear the approaching bayonet charge as he slashed at the legs of the SS goons with a stream of
automatic fire. The mélée played itself out in a series of jump-cuts and jerky, digointed images. A
glimpse of a German half turning toward them. His head flying apart as Haigh took him under fire. A leg
cut in two by tracers. Blood splatters. Chunks of flesh blown free and flying up to stick on the ceiling.
Guttural screams. Panic. Outrage.

The next shock came as his men arrived, crashing into the SS line. He took his own fighting knifein his
hands, the ground-quartz grip inserts cutting into his pams, a flash of light on the laser-tooled blood
grooves. He smelled the foul exhalation of somebody’ s dying breath as he slashed through their throat.
His gun, swung like a club, caved in askull. Then there were fingers clawing at his goggles, hands at his
throat. A clearing sweep of his arm and two short elbow jabs into his attacker’ s nose.

He kept firing his sidearm, firing and firing until the hammer clicked on adry chamber. Then he was
struck by the sudden realization that quiet had descended and that, for afew seconds at |east, nobody
was trying to kill him, and he didn’t need to take anyone else’s life.

St. Clair appeared. Breathing heavily, grinning like a cannibal. “Nice one, guv.”

“Thanks, Viv,” he gulped, taking in the full extent of the carnage for the first time. “Best we get a move
on before they regroup outside. How many did we lose?’

“Three, sir. Robbins, Jezza, and Haigh, I’ m afraid, guv’ nor. He copped one in the throat.”

“Bugger!” Harry grunted. “Okay. Make a note, Sergeant Major. We're putting Private Haigh up for a
DCM.”

“Very good, sir.”

Harry picked hisway across the killing floor, his boots beginning to stick on the blood and gore that
were aready congealing. Two of his troopers were guarding the doorway, making sure the krauts didn’t
get another look in. Ronsard and Claudel were smoking and chattering away quietly. They were both
covered in blood.

He still had to get his charges up to the roof, and he had a squadron scattered all over the shop, but for
the first time since they’ d blundered into this five-star cock-up, he felt asif they might have a reasonable
chance of pulling it off. He wished he could bring up a schematic of the building, not to mention the bio-
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indicators of everyone in his command, but he'd left that sort of convenience behind on the other side of
the wormhole. He' d have to gather his forces piece by piece.

“Round them up,” he ordered, pointing to the German scientists.

“I"'m afraid we had to neck a couple more of 'em, guv,” said St. Clair. “They got abit uppity.”
“Fair enough. What about the principles?’

“Dornberger’ s unconscious. Trooper Watson had to give him a smack. Von Braun isfine.”

“Okay,” Harry said. “Let’'sgo.”

D-DAY +9.12 MAY 1944. 1410 HOURS.
USSHILLARY CLINTON.

Asthe California coastline slipped below the horizon, afreshening breeze built out of the southwest,
tugging at the overalls and colored vests of the crew while they wrestled with the never-ending traffic
down on the flight deck.

A Seahawk chopper, one of the few remaining aircraft from the Clinton’s original complement, was
disappearing down the number one elevator, while a pair of Skyhawks waited in front of the jet blast
deflectors of catapults three and four on the angled runway. Another twelve of the fighter-bombers were
chained down aong the starboard rows. Kolhammer had a full-time job just keeping track of the
technology mix on board these days. The FAX catapult systems damaged at Midway had been
completely replaced by steam catapults, and he was only too glad to admit that they were more reliable
than the skittish, high-maintenance beasts with which the Clinton had first been outfitted. And they
weren't exactly contemporary technology, having been redesigned by a specialist R& D shop back in the
Zone to handle much greater stresses than the “old” launchers on a ship like the Enterprise, which was
plowing into the swell three and a half thousand meters to port.

The “Big E” was still throwing old-fashioned Corsairsinto the sky, too, not heavier, more powerful jets
like the Skyhawks. And like most of the U.S. Navy’s principal combatants, even the venerable
Enterprise had been refitted with a suite of AT upgrades, such as simple rolling airframe missiles and
radar-controlled Close-1n Weapons Systems to protect her against the kamikaze attacks that had become
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aproblem in the Pacific.

Kolhammer crossed his legs and eased back into his old command chair as he took in the scene. The
Combined Task Force consisted of three carrier battle groups, two that were contemporary and his own
“retrofitted” group, now rebadged as Task Group Twenty-one. The USS Hillary Clinton was the beating
heart of Twenty-one, with the Nemesis cruiser JDS Sranui and the three original ships of the Eighty-
second MEU—the Kandahar, Kennebunkport, and Providence—making up her twenty-first component.

Four brand-new Halsey-class multimission guided missile destroyers rode shotgun on the group, their
classic lines a close match with Kolhammer’ s boyhood memories of the old Charles F. Adams—class
destroyers on which they were based. All four threw back fans of white water from their bows as they
charged about, shepherding their flock and generally showing off.

For the moment the USS Curtis and her sisters the Garrett, the Chandler, and the Reilly were listed as
Auxiliary Force vessels, which meant their crews were mixed and they operated under 21C laws and
customs. Kolhammer used a pair of powered binocularsto follow the Curtis as she took up station afew
hundred meters forward of the Damascus, one of Lonesome’s new littoral assault ships. He could have
dialed up battle-cam vision from the ship herself, but he preferred the glasses. They felt more intimate,
even though they couldn’t pull in astightly as a camera. The great bulk of the Clinton meant that the
relatively gentle swell had little effect on her, but the Curtis was already beginning to climb and plunge
through the long, rolling waves. He watched as some of her crew ran through a simulated bomb strike on
the ship’s stern. He could just make out that afew of the sailors were black, and perhaps a couple were
women. It was hard to tell at that distance. They al seemed to be working well together, but he worried
that without inserts to dampen the sex drive, and given that they were crewed almost entirely by ’temps,
there would inevitably be some trouble.

Hell, he' d had trouble with his own people when their spinal syrettes al ran dry, and everyone had to go
back to being on their best behavior without neurochemical support.

“Admiral,” said ayoung freckle-faced sailor, whose nervousness at approaching him for the first time
seemed to be causing some violent gulping on her part. “A m-message from the Enterprise, sir. Admiral
Mitchell sends his regards, and reminds you that owe hima...a...”

“A six-pack, yes, thank you, Petty Officer Maguire.” He smiled, trying to appear as harmless as
possible. There seemed avery real chance that the young woman would pass out if he startled her. “Tell
Admiral Mitchell that I’ll...” He paused as her eyes bulged with alow-grade horror at the prospect of
having to tell Mark Mitchell anything other than what he wanted. “ Tell you what, 1’1l call him myself.
You're dismissed.”

“Thank you, sir.” She gulped again before making her exit as quickly as she could.

“And Ms. Maguire?’
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“Yes, Admiral?’ she squeaked, turning so quickly that she aimost fell into a bank of flatscreens.
“Relax, at least for now.” Kolhammer smiled. “Nobody’ s shooting at you just yet.”

“Yes, sir!”

She scurried off the flag bridge.

Mike Judge grinned after her, tugging the brim of his baseball cap down over his shades as he turned
back to the blast windows. “ And she was never seen or heard of again,” he said.

Kolhammer suppressed a smirk, but afew of the bridge crew grinned. Judge was becoming well known
as a captain who appreciated his own wit. It was atrait Kolhammer had noticed almost as soon as he'd
met the Clinton’s former executive officer back in the twenty-first. That sort of thing could be very
annoying, but Judge somehow managed to pull it off with a dash of Texan charm.

“1 remember the first time | had to speak to an admiral,” Kolhammer said. “| was twenty years old, fresh
out of Boat School. I’d been an ensign for al of three minutes, and | do believe | may have wet my pants
just alittle bit.”

Mike Judge’ s shoulders moved as he chuckled to himself while watching the great armada form up for
their trip west. “Met me alord admiral in London when | was wooing my good lady wife,” he said. “Had
a castle and everything.”

“And did you wet your pantsjust alittle bit, Captain Judge?’ Kolhammer asked with a commendably
straight face.

“No, gir, | did not.”
“Good for you, son.”

A screaming roar of jet engines announced the launch of the two Skyhawks on combat air patrol. They
peeled up and away from the flight deck, two AT Sidewinder missiles hanging from hard points under
their deltawings.

Kolhammer watched them enviously. They were the undisputed kings of the air, at least for the next
little while. He doubted the Germans would ever build anything more advanced than the 262s they were
desperately throwing into the skies over France, but it was a righteous certainty that old Joe Stalin would
have armies of engineers playing catch-up with the West. The intelligence reports he' d read implied that
the Commies had done agreat job so far.
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Before long-range bombers flying out of Tabriz in northern Persia had destroyed it, the Demidenko
facility had apparently delivered a huge boost to the USSR’ s research base. It was another of the
enduring mysteries they faced. What the hell had the Germans been doing there when everyone—even
the Russians—knew the Reich was going to turn on them at first opportunity? Kolhammer had lost
count of the number of theories he' d heard. He might have been better placed to answer such questions
if he’ d been able to keep his own covert teamsin place in Russia, but he' d ordered Ivanov’ s people out
eighteen months ago on the direct orders of President Roosevelt.

What a dark fucking day that’ d been. The admiral shook his head as he recalled the meeting.
FDR was furious.

The president had dismissed all of his aides from the Oval Office as soon as Kolhammer arrived. It was
the first week of the new year, and Washington was very quiet, with snow lying heavy on the lawns of
the White House, deadening the sounds of the city. The heavy blanket of white powder was agiven at
thistime of year, but the exact snowfall and temperature weren't predictable in the way they had been
immediately after the Transition. Meteorol ogists had been left to twiddle their thumbs for at least six
months back then, because archival weather data proved to be more accurate than their forecasts.

And then, in December 1942, atyphoon had blown through the New Hebrides during a week that had
originally been recorded as having been “sunny and warm.” Global warming had nothing to do with it,
but the Transition must have. After that, the archives were of less use than the various weather sensors
on the ships of the onetime Multinational Force, and the division of those assets became something of a
political cage-wrestling match.

Roosevelt didn’t smile when Kolhammer entered. He didn’t return his salute or bid him to sit down.
There was nowhere to sit. The president remained in the chair behind his heavy wooden desk, hislegs
kept warm by an old three-bar heater pointed through the well in the center.

Kolhammer waited.

Roosevelt said nothing for along time after the door closed behind his secretary. Hislips were pressed
so tightly together that all the color was forced from them. Muscles knotted along hisjawline, and he
repeatedly clenched his fingers with such slow deliberation that Kolhammer wondered if he wasin pain.

“You did not tell me, Admiral Kolhammer, that you were running a black operation within the Soviet
Union.”

“Ah,” Kolhammer said, understanding at last. “No, | did not, sir.”

“And why not?’
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“Because then you would have known.”
If possible, the president looked even angrier. “Is that your idea of ajoke, Admiral?’

Kolhammer shook his head. “No, sir. But it has been my experience in dealing with the executive level
of government that they prefer to remain ignorant of operational details when such knowledge might
prove unworkable.”

“Unworkable, or uncomfortable?”
“Both. Sir.”

President Roosevelt looked no less irate, but at least he didn’t appear to be getting any angrier. He was
still clutching at an imaginary stress ball with his left hand. He seemed to notice the unconscious
gesture, and deliberately placed both of his palms on the top of his desk, which was clear of any papers.

He sighed.
“Tell me what you were doing in Siberia, Admiral. | can’t imagine you' [l have a good explanation.”

Kolhammer resisted the urge to look around for achair. It would have been an expression of weakness.
He stood foursguare in front of the president and delivered his bad news straight, as he had twicein his
own time, in this very room.

“When we discovered that the Dessaix had arrived here, out of sync with the rest of the task force, it
became necessary to ascertain whether any other twenty-first assets might have come through in a
similar fashion, and fallen into enemy hands. So | authorized a small covert team to enter the Soviet
Union and begin searching.”

A noticeable tremor ran through Roosevelt’ s upper body.

“Y ou authorized a hostile act, against a friendly power, which could easily have led them into declaring
war on us? When we already had our backs to the wall because of your arrival?’

“1 did, sir. Although I respectfully submit that you should probably stop thinking of the Soviet Union as
afriendly power, and accept that there isawar coming. Sooner, rather than later.”

Roosevelt’ s nostrils flared as he sucked in air to control the flash of anger that showed in his eyes.

“If | wanted to bring a crazy man in here to start yet another war 1’ d have called up General Patton,” he
barked. “| expect better of you, Admiral. And I’'m not getting it. | know all about your little mission,
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more than you're letting on. Because Major Ivanov wasn't just looking for lost ships out on the tundra,
was he? He was actively building a resistance network, opposed to Soviet rule.”

“Hewas,” Kolhammer admitted.
Roosevelt’ s hand slammed down on the desktop with aloud crack.
“Damn it all, Kolhammer, when where you going to tell me about that?’

The admiral controlled his own rising temper and forced himself to concentrate on the matter at hand,
rather than speculating as to where Roosevelt had picked up hisinformation. That line of thought
threatened to spiral rapidly down into panic. If he knew about Russia, then he could know about the
Quiet Room. But if that was the case, Kolhammer wouldn’t be standing here; he’' d be in handcuffs.
Unless of course Roosevelt had decided to let the Room be, or he'd somehow found out about |vanov
but nothing else. The next few minutes would tell. Outwardly, Kolhammer forced himself to remain
phlegmatic.

“My special action team was supported for six months, Mr. President. After that, we could no longer
sustain them in the field and they were withdrawn—most of them, anyway. Mgor Ivanov and
Lieutenant Zamyatin, of the Russian Federation Defense Force, chose to stay of their own accord.”

“Y ou ordered them home?’

“1 recalled them. They didn’t come. They maintained, correctly, that their attachments—to the SEALsIn
Ivanov’s case, and the Royal Navy in Zamyatin’s—had expired. And that they were more than just free
to stay in Russia, but obliged to do so.”

“Obliged to stay?’ Roosevelt said, his tone incredul ous.

Kolhammer nodded, carrying on regardless, determined not to give away any advantage. He privately
wondered if Roosevelt had been briefed in on this by the Brits. They'd had an SAS guy called Hamilton
in-country with lvanov. A Russian specialist, detached by the then Mg or Windsor to help in the search
for any Multinational Force assets that might have gone astray.

He' d know nothing of the Quiet Room’ s domestic operations in the United States.

“lvanov and Zamyatin regarded the Communist government as a hostile, occupying power,” he
continued. “And they consider it their duty to protect the Russian people from all enemies, foreign and
domestic. So they stayed.”

“Good Lord,” Roosevelt muttered. “It never ends with you people, doesit?’
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Kolhammer took that as arhetorical question best not answered. He remained at attention while
Roosevelt seemed to turn inward for a minute, examining the problem like a puzzle with a piece that just
didn’t fit.

“And your missing ship? That would be the British vessdl, the Vanguard?’

“Yes, sir, and possibly the two nuclear subs from our group. The Vanguard was our primary concern,
though, since she was located within the area of the Transition’s effect back in twenty-one, as best we
could tell. The nukes were a hundred miles away.”

“And you didn’t find her? Or any trace of her?’

Kolhammer shook his head, but all the old worries he had learned to suppress came bobbing back up to
the surface. “We got nothing during the six months the team was in-country. A few wild rumors, but
those are like Elvis sightings back in my day, if you'll excuse the uptime reference, sir. People are
forever reporting new ships, or planes from the future, winking through another wormhole. The Dessaix
turning up like she did really bent everyone out of shape.

“Then again, the Soviet Union isavery big country, and they have an excellent security apparatus. They
could be hiding any number of secretsin there, and Beriaand Stalin would think nothing of killing ten
million people to protect them.

“I"d be alot happier if we had some U-Two coverage over them,” he continued. “And |—"

Roosevelt held up his hand to cut Kolhammer off. “No! | go through this every few days with the Joint
Chiefs, Admiral. We have only a handful of those planes, and every last one of them is needed for
hunting down the German A-bomb assets—even the two aircraft we assigned to monitoring the Nazis
extermination camps. After your repeated demands, | might add—~both here and in the press. Or have
you forgotten that?’

“No, sir,” Kolhammer said, keeping his voice neutral, though only with the greatest effort.

The'temps, he had found, were more than happy to play on the Holocaust for propaganda purposes, but
getting them to commit assets to disrupt the program was another matter entirely. The whole thing was a
waking nightmare, and his own intervention—which he considered a matter of unavoidable moral duty—
had occasioned a personal tragedy.

His uncle Hans, who would have survived this war had it not been for the Transition, had been removed
from the death camp at Treblinka and publicly executed as an American spy, some six months earlier.
The German propaganda minister, Josef Gobbels, had personally seen to the release of the film footage
into the free world, via Spain. Even now Phillip Kolhammer could feel an ungovernable rage gathering
inside him as he remembered the first time he’ d heard the news. He doubted that fate would play him an
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even break, but if it did, and he ended up in aroom with Herr Doktor Gobbels at the end of this conflict,
there was a very good chance he would beat the little rodent to death with his bare hands.

When he regained control over the poisoned wellspring of his feelings, he found that Roosevelt was
looking mildly abashed.

“1 forget myself, Admiral,” the president muttered. “| apologize.”
Not knowing what to say, Kolhammer merely nodded, but he remained stiffly at attention.

After another few seconds of uncomfortable stillness, Roosevelt eventually broke. “Can you at least
assure me that the Russians don’t have your ship?’

“No, sir. | cannot. Asyou know, we're till doing all we can to find out whether it came through and fell
into the wrong hands. If it did, it might not necessarily bein the USSR, of course. It could bein
Colombia, or China, or buried under amile of ice at the South Pole. | suppose it’s possibleit could turn
up tomorrow or a hundred years from now, given the temporal anomalies of the Dessaix’' s arrival. We
just don’'t know.”

Roosevelt shook his head and held up his hand again. “Please, spare me. | just need to know that you're
not still running some undercover operation in Joe Stalin’ s backyard.”

“l am not.”

“And what about