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Foreword

A special thanks to my friend Pax for doing his very best to keep me honest about the technical details of the myriad of weapons, vehicles, and procedures of the late Cold War. While any mistakes are my own, without his special knowledge and experience I would be even more lost.
-T.K. Blackwood
 




Prologue
October, 1992
Koszalin Air Base sat surrounded on three sides by flat, open Polish countryside. The base itself butted against a thick forest which—like the farmland—was currently blanketed by night. The airbase stood out in stark contrast to the surrounding dark and was lit with the bright glare of hundreds of sodium flood lamps. This chain of artificial suns allowed the soldiers and airmen of the Polish People's Army to continue their work around the clock, beholden to the time tables of their officers rather than the natural rhythms of the earth. Days of careful preparation had led to this moment, culminating in an entire brigade of paratroopers assembled on the tarmac beneath the dark, pre-dawn sky. Their neat ranks and well-ordered rows were mirrored by the grid of stark black shadows they cast in the brilliant glare of the overhead floodlights.
These men were the elite of the Polish armed forces. Well trained, well equipped, and perhaps above all else, politically reliable. The troopers stood organized into platoons and companies. Their parade-perfect precision made them appear more like game pieces on a board more than the flesh and blood that they were. These soldiers were the inheritors of a military legacy stretching back to the chaos and bloodshed of the Second World War. Though not without misgivings, the men of the 6th Pomerania Airborne Division were primed and ready to be unleashed on the enemies of the Pact.
They checked each other's equipment, ensuring weapons and gear were securely stowed for the drop and that their main and reserve parachutes were properly rigged. 
The men of the division talked in hush tones where they stood in line. Pale faces shone in the light of the overhead lamps, vivid against the dark shadow of the asphalt. They traded jokes, mementos, and promises, anything to stave off the gnawing dread of the coming mission.
The officers and NCOs of the division marched up and down the lines shouting commands to their men, their voices barely audible over the sound of dozens of idling turboprop engines. A lot was riding on this operation. They knew that even without fully understanding the plan they were preparing to execute. Each of them was only a small part of a much larger machine. They knew only what they needed to. Each soldier and platoon focused on a microtask that was a sliver of the grand design in mind for them. They didn't need to know all the details to understand the risks facing them. Once air dropped behind enemy lines, there could be no second chances, no retreat. They would succeed or they would die.
After their leaders were satisfied with the readiness of the men, they ordered final loading. The paratroopers moved up the open ramps of the aircraft. Once onboard they felt the thrum of the idling engines through their boots. Soon their planes would take to the sky to unleash them on the enemies of the People's Republic of Poland.
The 6th was one of three entire Warsaw Pact airborne divisions committed for this assault. It would be the largest airborne operation since the Second World War. So many paratroopers were slated to be deployed that they couldn't all be airlifted at once. The 6th had the dubious honor of being the first slated to drop. Initially delayed by inclement weather, the time had finally come. Apprehension and excitement ran through the ranks in equal measure. Battle awaited. It would be their first, and for many, their last.
***
In Rostock, on the coast of the People's Republic of Germany, East German naval landing infantry were carefully loaded aboard waiting assault ships in the dark. Black waves sloshed against the flanks of the massive gray-hulled, crimson-decked vessels anchored in port. The bulk of these ships were East German in origin, though they were supplemented with additions from Poland and the Soviet Union. Each of these warships were intended solely for delivering their deadly cargo to enemy shores.
The East German naval infantry had acquitted themselves well during the fighting in Denmark. Veterans from these combat landings along the Danish coast were scattered throughout the ranks of this freshly reformed regiment. Seasoned soldiers brought much needed combat experience and confidence to the otherwise green troops. These naval infantry had been held in reserve, missing all of the hellacious combat that took place on the Inner German border and beyond, but that made them no less deadly. As the soldiers marched up gangways onto the ships, their heavier gear was loaded by crane. 
BTR APCs were carefully loaded alongside amphibious PT-76 light tanks as anxious anti-aircraft batteries watched the skies for NATO's vaunted air attack forces. The mine-choked sea inlet to Rostock was inky black in the night, like the waters of the Baltic themselves. It was late and the men here should have been tired but all they felt was a nervous excitement. They'd been preparing for this sort of mission for years and now the time had finally come. As their ships finished loading and shoved off, every man aboard could only think of the uncertainty of the future, and the coming storm of battle.
***
In the slushy, early-year snows of northern Finland, Soviet motor rifle divisions plowed great muddy ruts in the thawing earth as they assembled. The men who composed these formations were veterans of the Soviet armed forces. No strangers to deprivation and discomfort, they'd done their time in the active forces and had since been moved to the reserves. Now they were once again called upon to fulfill their duty to their Motherland. They had been civilians until mere weeks ago. Some had the benefit of brief refresher courses to attempt to re-instill military skill into them. Others were virtually fresh from their conscription offices wearing previous generation military gear.
Older vehicles had been assembled at motorpools across Russia and delivered by the extensive Soviet rail network. Aging tanks, APCs, and trucks were—like their reservist crews—past their prime, poorly maintained and in many cases obsolete. Dredged from depots and warehouses and filled with crews, they made a spearhead of steel angled at Scandinavia. Now all that was left was waiting for the signal. Engines were kept warm, stockpiles of fuel and supplies established, weapons loaded and ranges calculated. The men of this fresh reserve army stood ready and willing to advance into combat as they mentally prepared for what lay ahead.
In ordinary conditions, in peacetime, such a large-scale maneuver of Soviet forces would have been impossible without drawing Western attention. However, this vast assembly of military forces had been undertaken in the intelligence blackout brought about in the wake of the Sky Sweeper attack on the West's satellite network. They'd created a temporary darkness to cover their gathering of a militant host in the north, and now it was time to strike.  As NATO stemmed the communist tide in Germany, they were unaware of the Soviet Union's next move. The second wave of attacks was ready.
***
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Captain Don Vance had been immensely grateful for the armored hull of the tank around him as the rain came down in sheets the night before. Through the periscope viewports he'd watched French and American foot soldiers slog through the mud. They were virtually indistinguishable from one another in the downpour, just rain-slick ponchos in the dark. The way the rain drummed on the top of his tank had reminded him—just a little—of Florida and home. The rain also meant Soviet counter attacks were unlikely. They didn't like to operate in the dark in general, but rain made their lack of good low light optics even worse. In the land of the blind, the man with one eye is king, and in the dark, the Soviets were close to blind.
The rain had been the first thing like a break the men of the Seminole Division had received since diving into the fray two nights prior. Everyone was tired, but there was still so much to do. Vance was fairly certain he'd dozed off several times in that storm. The white noise of the rain and the vibration of the tank engine could've easily lulled him to sleep. If he had slept, none of his crew had woken him. It was a bad precedent for a company commander to set though, a potentially fatal mistake.
Fortunately when the sun rose this morning it chased away most of his urge to sleep, if not his exhaustion.
"Cutthroat Six this is Cutthroat One-Six. Copy?" the radio buzzed.
Vance sat back, pulling his face from the periscope and losing his view of the damp German countryside. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and toggled on the radio circuit with an audible "pop" in his earphones. "This is Cutthroat Six Actual, go ahead One."
His first platoon leader, Lieutenant Gentry, crackled through after a moment. "Visibility has cleared up a lot since this morning. Contwig is clear. Just a handful of rear area troops left behind. We've got them with the Georgia boys heading back."
The "Georgia boys" were the Georgian National Guard elements that had been combined with Army Reserve to form the division Vance was now part of, the 72nd "Seminole" Armored Division. Though formed from disparate elements they had so far functioned well enough with one another. In the initial counterattack outside Metz, the Floridian and Georgian National Guardsmen had acquitted themselves well in close-range fire fights in and around isolated hamlets the Soviets had turned into defensive bastions. This baptism by fire for the 72nd Armor had done more to meld the separate units together than any amount of training ever could have.
"Good work, One," Vance said. "We'll be moving the command element up shortly. We're passing by—," Vance squinted at his laminated map and struggled with the name. "Sey—sail—Seilbock. Batch? Seilbach."
Vance's gunner, Waxman, didn't bother to stifle his laughter.
Neither did Cutthroat One. "Roger, Six. We're rolling."
"Affirm," Vance said, sending a glare at his gunner and killing the channel, "You know a little respect wouldn't kill you."
Waxman snorted again, "Sorry, captain."
Vance shrugged it off. Personally he didn't mind. He was no primadonna, but he figured it would probably set a bad precedent if he let his guys get away with too much of that. Before the war his company had earned a reputation as slackers, something he was keen to shake off. Instead of belaboring the issue he toggled his headset to the crew radio. "Kinney, you awake?" Vance asked his driver.
"Bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, sir!"
"Great. We're moving up. Keep us on the road and watch out for cows." They'd all heard what had happened when one of the tanks from Rodriguez's company had hit a loose cow at speed. It was an incident they were not keen to repeat.
"Yes, sir."
The M60 main battle tank lurched a moment as it was put into gear, diesel engine growling from behind the turret. The fifty-five ton vehicle rumbled forward from its position sheltering beside a burned down sheep shed. His particular tank, christened Clint Eastwood, was the company command vehicle, shadowed closely by a small entourage of vehicles that made up Vance's HQ. Among them were a couple Humvees, an M113 APC, a 4x4 water truck, and a second M60, this one belonging to Vance's executive officer, the second in command of the company.  The tank—Courtney Hate—was the personal command of Lieutenant TJ Osterman.
"Vance, you copy?" TJ asked.
Vance sighed to himself before toggling his mic. "I copy, TJ. What do you need?" He didn't like tying up the unit command channel with inane chatter but …
"I found some more tapes," TJ said.
Vance's heart raced a little. Back in the states, outside of his weekend warrior bit with the Army reserve he'd been a music producer. Music was his true passion, the Army had just helped with the bills. "Tapes?"
"Yup. Just a handful of cassettes back outside Zweibrucken. They were in someone's car they'd ditched. I uh—I appropriated them for military use."
Vance sighed again. He didn't condone looting but he also knew the likelihood of anyone returning to their abandoned car for their audio cassettes was pretty slim. Ultimately, his pragmatism won out. "Okay, what'd you find?"
"Let's see … something in German, it has a saxophone on the case."
"Pass."
"Everybody's Free by uh … Rozalla?"
"Good, yeah, keep that one. I haven't heard it."
"C+C Music Factory."
"Keep."
"Uhhh," TJ rattled the cassettes. "Kitsune?"
Vance made a face. "That's pop trash. Forget it."
"I dunno, man, the girl on the cover is hot."
"Keep it yourself, but I want the other two the next time we stop," Vance said.
The command platoon pulled from the farm field and onto a main road where they picked up speed. Germany—much like what Vance had seen of France—was beautiful. Wide open farmland and dense stands of trees surrounded a checkerboard of tightly packed villages and towns that dotted the landscape. There was almost none of the suburban sprawl and commercial infill that was common back home in Florida.
A land distribution which had developed for economic and practical reasons was now recast in the light of tactical opportunity. These same villages and woods that stood alone in vast, open countryside became vital chokepoints. They were ideal positions for tank platoons or ATGM missile squads lying in ambush. It was easy to turn them into defensive bastions, though they rarely survived being contested. Woods became stands of charred matchsticks, villages became ashy smears of rubble and timber. This part of Germany had seen relatively little heavy fighting and was mostly intact, but wherever forces met, the locals  always suffered.
Vance and his company would periodically run across ragged bands of refugees streaming west. Most of them traveled light with just the clothes on their backs. Some had luggage and valuables packed into their cars. These bands of refugees seemed to glom together, forming trains of vehicles and miles of traffic. Overworked military and civilian police forces did their best to keep roads clear for military use, but at times the company had been forced to drive off road to bypass dense jams of cars and trucks clogging the road. These people were trying to escape the carnage behind them, hoping to stay at least one step ahead of the encroaching Soviet Army, though with the speed modern warfare moved, very few places were truly safe.
Movement ahead caught Vance's eye. "Ahead slow," he told Kinney. "Stick to the right and don't run anyone over." He opened the hatch on his cupola and climbed up to get a better look. Cool, humid air rushed by and swept away the stale, metallic smell that permeated the interior of his tank. 
Just ahead was a column of people moving toward them on foot. It was clear by their uniforms that they weren't civilians. All told there were a few dozen men, nearly a whole company's worth.
Vance's driver slowed a bit as they passed and gave Vance a good look at them.
They were the enemy.
It was a gaggle of prisoners of war marching to the rear under the watchful eye of a squad of National Guardsmen.
The Soviet troops stared back at him as they walked, a crowd of blank faces. Some eyes were wide, panicked, shocked, afraid. Others were more subdued, resigned to fate, or maybe bitter and vengeful. Their olive drab uniforms were a different cut, their weapons were absent, but some of their gear remained. All of it was alien to Vance, even the shape of their helmets was strange. This was the first time he'd seen the enemy alive in the flesh this close. He'd seen their tanks in his sights, but a tank was a vehicle. It was a target, it was not its crew, it was not men with hopes and dreams, men who were scared for their lives like he was. He'd never seen a Soviet this close before and was surprised by just how ordinary they were. Vance couldn't help but wonder how much he had in common with these men as they drove by.
In a moment they were past the POWs and continuing further toward the front. The front. It was such a foreign concept but was already becoming familiar in his mind. East and West had—at least as long as Vance could remember—always been divided by a sort of no-man’s-land, the Iron Curtain, but it had  never been so heavily defended.
At present, most of Germany was under Soviet control, with only the Rhine River really standing as a solid defensive line, and even that was under constant threat. Soviet and NATO tank hunters took potshots at one another across the blue-green waters of the Rhine. Each side was always probing for an unguarded crossing or an opportunity to ford with amphibious gear and press the attack.
Vance's unit had been under heavy attack for all of one day and it had been the single most terrifying experience of his entire life. Other NATO units had been here longer and were more heavily involved in the fighting. He couldn't imagine what days or weeks of this would look like, let alone months. Still, Vance thought that it was possible to get used to anything. Given enough time, he would get used to this too.
"Cutthroat Six, this is Cutthroat Three-Six. Uh. Strange development, sir."
Vance toggled the mic. "Go ahead, Three."
"We bagged a Soviet command team and an officer here I think, sir. English isn't his first language but he wants to talk to someone in command."
"You're in command, Three."
"Affirmative, but he wants someone higher."
"Process the unit and tag them for intelligence follow up," Vance said, "It's SOP."
"I know that, sir, but he's being difficult."
"Did you threaten to shoot him?" Vance asked.
"Yes, sir. I'm not sure the message came across."
"So what's his problem?" Vance asked. He had enough to worry about without having to intercede with standard surrenders.
"He says he wants to surrender his company but wants some guarantees of safety before he turns them in."
A whole company would be quite a prize, but Vance wasn't sure where exactly they would hide a unit like that around here.
"Where are you, Three?"
"Crossroads three klicks south of Battweiler. Grid reference delta two-mike five, seven zero niner five."
Vance conferred with his driver and found the spot. "Copy, hold five. We're on our way. Tell Ivan to keep calm." Not only did Vance not want to intercede in a fairly routine process of taking prisoners, but he was also afraid. He was afraid of what he might be called on to do or know. What if he couldn't handle this situation any better than his platoon leader? Decision making was part of being an officer, but it was also a terrifying prospect. Lives were on the line, not just his and not just his men's, but others who were depending on him to not just make good calls, but to make the best calls.
Vance toggled the radio to his command section. "TJ, you follow all that?"
"Affirmative, Cutthroat Six," TJ said. "Want me to keep moving with the company?"
"I think you'd better," Vance said. "I'll check with Third Platoon and see what's up. You keep the rest of the company in line."
"Copy, Six," TJ said. "Good luck."
"Thanks. Six out."
As the command section crested a hill they came into sight of the Soviet force. "Force" was a charitable term. It was a single BMP-2 command vehicle flying a white flag of surrender with its crew and complement sitting on the ground around the open rear hatches. An American M113 APC was parked nearby, its infantry dispersed around the BMP to ensure their captives remained docile.
Another M60 was also here, Cutthroat Three's command vehicle, Clementine. It had its main gun trained on the BMP from a distance of only a few dozen meters.
Most notable was the Soviet officer standing defiantly in the center of his men, arms crossed as if he were not a prisoner but an inconvenienced guest.
"Oh boy," Vance said, directing his driver to stop a short distance away. "What now?"
The infantry sergeant from the M113 started on foot toward Vance's tank, marching with purpose, likely to relay the demands of the Soviets.
The Soviet infantry looked nervous, clearly uncomfortable about being under the watchful gaze of American guns. Were the situation reversed, Vance would probably feel the same. They kept their hands on their heads, but seemed to be looking to their officer for support.
Their officer by contrast didn't look afraid at all. His face was set in a scowl.
Vance watched the officer turn his eyes north.  He followed his gaze across an open grassy pasture. A cluster of bushes lined the crest half a kilometer or so off. A pretty view.
The American sergeant climbed up the side of the tank and met Vance by the commander's hatch.
"Captain," the sergeant said, "Soviet captain here says he won't talk about surrendering his company until he gets to talk to a higher officer. We got that much out of him."
Vance eyed the Russians.
"We … didn't want to just shoot them like this, sir," the sergeant said.
"They're lucky we were the ones who found them and not the French," Vance said "Or the Germans". The war was much more personal to the continental Europeans. The Germans had watched their country crushed and trampled beneath the Soviet war machine while the French held a particular ire for the Soviets and their lackeys for violating their borders. He'd heard rumors of some particularly unforgiving treatment at their hands. "Alright, let me—"
Vance caught movement to the left across the pasture—the bushes—where he made out the unmistakable flash of an anti-tank guided missile launch. At speed, a Soviet ATGM would take less than five seconds to cross that pasture and the timer was already started.
"Gunner left!" Vance screamed.
Everything was happening almost too quickly to follow, but somehow he made sense of it. 
The infantry sergeant leaped off the tank and dove for a ditch as his troopers scattered for cover.
Cutthroat Three sat idle as the tank's commander ducked inside, slamming the hatch closed behind himself.
The missile waggled side to side drunkenly as it tracked an invisible infrared guide-beam to its target, Vance's tank. 
The crew of the BMP leapt to their feet, rushing aboard their BMP, seeking cover or escape, Vance wasn't sure which and he wasn't going to wait to find out.
Acting on instinct, he seized the grips of the .50 caliber machine gun attached to his cupola and swiveled it toward the enemy. He fired without thinking, heavy rounds scything through the exposed Russians. 
The American infantry likewise opened fire on the Soviets, their rifles cracking.
The Soviet captain took a hit to his back that snapped him over like a dropkick from God. The others jerked when hit and fell flat like puppets with their strings cut. Blood and viscera painted the rear doors of their BMP as Vance walked gunfire back and forth over them.
Clint Eastwood's turret swung to bear even as Vance gunned down the Russians, his ears ringing with the report of his machine gun. An optically-tracked missile required line of sight, like a high-tech game of chicken that prevented the firer from "blinking." The enemy gunner would have to keep eyes on his target until the missile hit, meaning he was a stationary target.
But there was no time. The missile was as large as a bumblebee in Vance's vision and growing larger. He ducked inside the turret at the last moment and felt the impact of the missile a half second later.
The missile smashed into the side of the turret, ringing the armor like a bell. Debris soared in all directions and fell harmlessly to the ground. The missile hadn't exploded. It was a dud warhead.
Waxman stopped the turret rotation, the muzzle of their main gun now lined up with the enemy. He didn't wait for the command to fire.
The M60's 105 millimeter main gun roared. The shot rocked the vehicle sideways and with equal and opposite force sent a small explosive projectile arcing gracefully through the air. The shell only traveled for an instant before it struck the cold metal flank of the lurking enemy armored vehicle where it exploded with lethal intensity. Scraps of metal were thrown up into the air in strange spinning patterns before raining down onto the pasture below.
Vance slowly stood again, his heart pounding, and surveyed the scene. A thin, silvery coil of wire fell behind where the missile had traveled, draping itself over the front of Vance's tank. The remains of the missile were scattered all around them. A smoldering rocket motor lay in the roadway sputtering with smoke and flame. Vance gawked at this tangible reminder of how close they'd come to death. It was just dumb luck that it hadn't detonated. They'd been saved by a glitch, a stroke of luck, or just poor quality control.
Around them, the National Guardsmen were getting back to their feet tentatively, weapons at the ready.
"Nice work, Waxman," Vance said, not hearing his own voice over the ringing of his ears.
Cutthroat Three finally got itself into action, rolling off the road and into the shelter of a roadside ditch, scanning the area for more lurking hostiles.
"Holy shit" Dalton, the tank's loader said. "Did they hit us? Guys, did they hit us?"
Vance could only faintly hear him through his headphones but didn't answer, instead, he looked to the captured BMP and its slaughtered crew—men he'd killed. Each was still, silent, and dead. Somehow, seeing the blood and their motionless forms made it that much more real than the men Waxman had just blown up. He turned away from it, not wanting to look anymore.
"You alright, sir?" Waxman asked.
"Yeah," Vance said, pushing aside the wave of nausea that surged up within him. He didn't want to be sick in front of his crew. He couldn't. Swallowing his nerves, Vance pushed aside any latent feelings. He still had a job to do, and it didn't include mourning the enemy dead. "Let's roll out."
***
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The two modern, welded steel bridges that crossed the Rhine at Karlsruhe were filled with withdrawing Soviet vehicles and men. A thin stream of foliage-covered, olive drab armored vehicles and their similarly dressed crew moved from one bank of the Rhine to the other like a grim parody of a May Day parade.
Lieutenant General Pyotr Strelnikov scowled at this display. The troops were crossing in the wrong direction now, driving the opposite way from how they first crossed  this bridge just a few days earlier. They'd captured the bridges with speed and grace, a victory which belonged just as much to their comrades in the air force and air-defense batteries who'd kept the bridge both intact and functioning. It was a bitter victory now. He watched this somber procession from the upper floor of a neighboring apartment building, surrounded by an anxious cadre of soldiers and aides on guard. They didn't like their general wandering from the perceived safety of his command vehicle for any reason, let alone one so trivial as to wallow in his failure. "Who are these?" Strelnikov asked, gesturing.
"This is the NBC protection company of the 121st Division." The answer was instantaneous, delivered by Strelnikov's new chief of staff, Chunakov, a dour, frumpy officer who was a far cry from the energetic and talented Colonel Mishkin who had been his former chief of staff before Strelnikov's meteoric promotion to take control of this army. The loss of Mishkin the day prior did nothing to improve the general's sour mood. 
Strelnikov made a noise in his throat. The 121st Guards Motor Rifle division had earned the name "Zagreb" in honor of their success in Yugoslavia. It had been his unit before assuming command of the 10th Army after his superior's death. It was especially bitter to see them in such sorry condition. "A waste of fuel and men," Strelnikov said.
"Comrade general?" Chunakov said, apparently convinced he had misheard his commander.
"How many millions of rubles have been wasted on such formations do you think? Nuclear, biological, and chemical decontamination gear and detection equipment. Very handy if we feel the need to poison all of the soil we aim to take."
The staff officer was momentarily at a loss, unused to Strelnikov's bluntness. "It is an unfortunate necessity, comrade general," he said at last. "To operate without such formations would be dangerous given battlefield realities."
Strelnikov had no illusions about the use of chemical or nuclear weapons. Already his men were considered expendable. Companies and platoons were eaten whole trying to seize objectives, battalions torn to shreds to capture a few kilometers of ground. In a nuclear wasteland they would die simply for existing. It was a nightmare he was happy to avoid. Regardless of what party doctrine said about the survivability of nuclear war, it wasn't the Politburo's sons who would die choking on toxic air as poorly-maintained ventilation equipment failed. That kind of conflict wasn't war, it was suicide.
It was Strelnikov's opinion that men killed one another in far more civilized ways without the superfluous addition of such "barbaric" weapons. That particular Pandora's Box was better left unopened.
"This is the tail of the 121st?" Strelnikov confirmed.
"Yes, comrade general."
"Then we should have confirmation from our rear guard soon enough. Have General Dmitriyev fan his division out and assume defensive posture at this position. The 121st and 88th will move to the rear and regroup."
Dmitriyev's 111th Division was truthfully in not much better shape than the battered 121st and the 88th had been virtually annihilated, but it was all he had. It was scant comfort that NATO didn't have anything able to come after them quite yet. Both sides had beaten one another to exhaustion.
"Should we blow the bridges, general?" Chunakov asked. "I have a battalion of engineers standing by to wire them."
Strelnikov studied the workmanship of the bridges for a while, appreciating their design and construction. Their destruction would be a drop in the bucket compared to the vast toll the advancing Red Army had wrought on Germany.
"No, leave them. We'll need them when we are ordered to counterattack." His tone made it clear just how much confidence he had in the success of such an attack. They'd tried once already to force a second breakthrough here and paid the price. "If they are to be destroyed, let the Germans do it themselves." Strelnikov rolled this decision around in his mind before nodding, satisfied. "If all I can do is hurt their pride, then I will do it."
"Yes, general."
Strelnikov turned away and started down the apartment building's stairwell. His guards preceded him, carbines at the ready. A decade of anonymity in the mid ranks of the massive Soviet Army had culminated in a flash of glory at Zagreb and a stab for immortality in a daring strike for the English Channel, a blow aimed to end the war and NATO. It was a blow which would have seen him enshrined among Russia's greatest generals of all time. It was a dream that had been trod on and crushed beneath endless tires and treads and left burning in the farmland outside of Metz, a lost chance at a swift victory. For a moment Strelnikov had felt it though, he had almost tasted the warm salt breeze of the English Channel, and almost thought he could hear the waves lapping the coast. For a fleeting moment he could see NATO split in two, their defensive bulwark shattered beyond repair beneath an adamantine hammer blow from the Soviet army. It would have been a fracture which could never be mended. The West would have fallen, Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam—all would have been theirs. Victory. Total, absolute. An end to the war.
The party emerged into the sunlight at the base of the building. Here, in the parking lot, was his command company. Their armored vehicles were arrayed in a rough circle which was itself encircled by anti-air batteries. NATO's air force had thus far been quiet, perhaps tied up in defending themselves or—more likely—involved in the counterattacks taking place further north near Bremen.
Strelnikov's sour mood soured further. For all the speed and momentum of the initial attack, everything had ground to a halt. There were shortages of everything. Food, fuel, ammunition, spare parts, reinforcements, and vehicles, medicine—all of it was in the process of being laboriously shipped from depots, stockpiles, warehouses, and barracks in the Soviet Union to the front here in Germany. Regaining momentum was the key to victory, and it would be the most difficult aspect of that victory. As it was often said: amateurs study tactics and professionals study logistics. To Strelnikov's professional eye the logistical situation was a nightmare.
Crossing the parking lot, Strelnikov made for his command vehicle. Crewmen were already in the process of dismantling and packing up the tent structure deployed around them to provide more room to work than a cramped APC could provide. With the army drawing back across the Rhine, his command post would be forced to withdraw as well.
"Have the other divisions been accounted for?" he asked, not looking at the officer as he clambered into the BTR.
Chunakov followed as nimbly as he could. "All have confirmed successfully withdrawn over the Rhine."
"We can expect local counter attacks. NATO doctrine will be to press us wherever and however they can. The French and Germans will be especially keen to regain ground. Sacred soil is worth its weight in blood, after all."
"Yes, general," Chunakov agreed.
Strelnikov sat and mused the situation, his mind working for solutions, ways to shift from a defeat to a victory. The fascist Mussolini had once said that blood moved the wheels of history, and Strelnikov's men had bled enough for a generation. A lightning victory hadn't materialized as it had in Yugoslavia. Strelnikov was starting to wonder if his success at Zagreb had been a fluke. It wasn't a possibility he wanted to dwell on. It had taken the Soviet Union of his parents' generation four years to expel the Nazis from their homes in the Great Patriotic War. Strelnikov didn't want to imagine what four years of modern war would look like, let alone one.
The diesel engine of the BTR roared to life a minute later, the driver put it in gear, and the command battalion returned to the road, driving east, Strelnikov's thoughts following closely in pursuit.
***
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Pristine blue-white tiles fronted the support pillars that lined the metro station, marred only by a light coating of dirt in the grout on the lower tiles. Even a station as fastidiously maintained as those in Stockholm couldn't remain spotless forever in the face of endless waves of foot traffic. Ingrid Karlsdotter took off her headphones once the train began its rapid deceleration, cutting off the tinny strains of pop music. The second the doors of the metrocar opened she rose and stepped out, being one of the first out and onto the platform. After the long ride she was grateful to be back on her feet. 
The station bustled with activity all around her as commuters boarded and deboarded. The public address system buzzed to life with pre-recorded messages, directing and informing travelers. All of this was in the background of Karlsdotter's thoughts as she crossed the platform, weaving effortlessly through the crowd. She was well used to life in the city and her mind was elsewhere. Taking the stairs up two at a time, Kalrsdotter emerged onto a shady side street in the outskirts of Stockholm. The neighboring street was blocked to vehicle traffic by rows of silver bollards allowing bicycles and pedestrians to cross freely beneath the boughs of the trees that lined the sidewalk. Everytime she made the trip from her apartment out here for coffee, she told herself she'd get a bike; but then every time she saw a hapless metro passenger trying to stow their bike in a crowd, she changed her mind. It was a constant, back-and-forth struggle of convenience.
Though it was a clear, sunny day, the air still held a chill. The first hints of fall were beginning to peek through the veil of summer. Little had changed here in the city, aside from a slight lessening of traffic as more people stayed home or traveled abroad when they could. 
As Karlsdotter walked she watched young people commuting to work or school, elderly couples walking arm in arm, savoring the day, and fleets of window shoppers drifting through the city streets in search of a sale or simply a distraction. Life in Stockholm went on as it always had.
It was easy to forget about the turmoil in Germany, right at Sweden's doorstep. Easy for most people anyway. Karlsdotter's connection to the war was more intimate than most Swedes.
The front of the coffeeshop was carefree and vibrant, full of people of all walks of life in search of a drink and a bite to eat. Business professionals tried to unwind during their short respite from work while couples sat shoulder to shoulder at window-side tables, relatively untroubled by the war going on across the narrow Baltic Sea. Karlsdotter was met with the delicious smell of brewing coffee and baking confectionaries as she entered the small store. It was busy—though perhaps less so than usual—but away from the throngs of pedestrians outside it felt positively peaceful. Small knots of people lingered by the counter waiting for their orders while others read books, newspapers, and magazines by the windows. One magazine headline caught Karlsdotter's eye.
GERMANY IN FLAMES! 
Karlsdotter suppressed a shudder, though she couldn't take her eyes from the image on the cover, a city burning, its buildings cast in silhouette against towering flames in the night.
"Ingrid!"
Waiting at a small window-side table was Karlsdotter's mother, smiling at her daughter in a way that made her feel like a child again.
Distracted from the morbid headline, Karlsdotter grinned back and crossed to join her.
"You're early," Karlsdotter said, taking a seat opposite her mother, noting a warm cup of coffee already waiting for her.
"A little," she confessed. "I took a few days off work so I have time on my hands. Business is slower than it has been any way. How is school? Still on track for your degree?"
It was a running joke between the two of them. Karlsdotter had always been a diligent student and never needed much encouragement to do her best in school.
"Yes, mama," Karlsdotter said with mock patience. "We just had our midterms."
"And you did well, I assume?"
Karlsdotter couldn't help grinning. "Yes." She took the waiting coffee cup, savoring the aroma before sipping it. Normally she found these coffee visits a relaxing distraction from her university work, but lately she preferred to have her mind occupied. 
"And your friends? They are doing well also?"
"Some yes. Others have been pulled from class." Kalrsdotter's smile faded somewhat.
More seriously, she added, "the classes are more empty lately."
"The mobilization?" her mother asked. It was a dirty word. Sweden's young men were being rapidly called to arms. While their nation was neutral—famously so—it was very much an armed neutrality. The Swedes had no misgivings about their precarious position, geographically speaking. They were separated from the warring nations by only a strait, a narrow sea, or—in Norway's case—nothing but a border. With the rapid fall of Denmark, an unexpected flood of war refugees had shown up on Sweden's southern coast, forming a humanitarian crisis in the making.
Karlsdotter had seen the massive, impromptu seaborne evacuation on the news. A flotilla of civilian ships shuttled as many people as they could carry from collapsing Denmark and into safety. The whole situation left her uneasy. This wasn't even mentioning the small groups of prisoners of war that were accumulating in Sweden. As a neutral country, they were required to take prisoner of any foreign combatants that ended up in their territory until the completion of the war. This included downed airmen, shipwrecked sailors, and even rogue patrols from Norway inadvertently crossing the border.
"Yes," Karlsdotter said, "the mobilization." She sipped her coffee again but tasted only bitterness and heat. It was typical of her mother to plow ,bullheaded, into a sensitive topic like this. Karlsdotter would rather discuss anything else. 
"What about Johan?" 
The question stung. Karlsdotter felt a hollow pang of fear in her chest. Unable to answer right away, her mother frowned sympathetically before reaching across the table to take her daughter's hand. "Oh darling."
"He knew what the dangers were when he enlisted," Karlsdotter said, trying to put on a brave face. "We both did."
"You don't really think they'll activate the Home Guard, do you?" Her mother asked.
"For some training, yes." Karlsdotter had never really seen her membership in Sweden's Home Guard as anything other than a form of extracurricular activity. She'd always favored the outdoors. Jogging, wilderness hiking, canoeing, swimming, she loved it all, the wilderness had always called to her. The Home Guard simply gave her the perfect excuse for her leisure activities as well as a modest paycheck on the side.
"This war is nasty business," her mother said with a sad shake of her head. "It seems like everyone is leaving the city now. They're afraid of the Russians or the Bomb or … God knows! Your papa has been talking about us going out to our cabin. It might be a good idea for it."
"To the cabin?" It seemed ludicrous. Karlsdotter knew that things were uncertain, but running to the hills? "Mama, things are not so bad yet. There is no sense in panicking. Everything is well in hand."
"Still," her mother said. "We ought to be safe, yes?"
Karlsdotter put her coffee down and shrugged. "If they will give you both the time off work, there is no harm."
"When is your training?"
"I find out after my classes today. There will be a message sent. Johan got his call up yesterday."
"Where has he been sent?"
"The coast," Karlsdotter said. "South." She preferred not to think about the potential danger her boyfriend was in. She didn't like being separated from him at the best of times, but circumstances like this made it almost intolerable.
"Your grandfather was called up during the war, you know" her mother said, "When the Russians were attacking the Finns. It was before I was born, of course, but he spoke well of it afterward. Lots of playing in the snow." She tried to smile confidently.
"I hope that is all it turns out to be," Karlsdotter said, recalling the specifics of her training. The Home Guard was designed to supplement the national military, acting not only as auxiliaries, but as dedicated rear area troops, constructing fighting positions, guarding bridges, and being watchful for enemy infiltrators. It had been academic before. Now she shuddered when she imagined carrying out those duties in war time. "I hope the Soviets and the others can find a way to peace."
***
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As the Soviet foreign minister, Andrei Gradenko sat as a king at the head of a court made up of bureaucrats and ambassadors. Since the end of the Second World War, the world had become increasingly divided into two camps, Communist and Capitalist. East and West. As the world polarized, the power of the Soviet diplomatic arm increased. Gradenko was—in essence—the steward of the myriad relationships the Soviet Union cultivated. At face value, these Soviet-aligned nations were brothers in socialism, but in reality many, if not most, were simply allies of convenience. Realpolitik in action. This sort of pragmatism was why backward military dictatorships like the Iraqi Republic fell into the Soviet bloc and the communist People's Republic of China did not.
Gradenko had always recognized the necessity of this system, after all ideological purity could only carry a nation so far. However, now it was that same cold-hearted pragmatism that was sending the Soviet bloc spiraling deeper into war.
"You cannot be serious." 
Gradenko had anticipated a cool reception to the news he bore from General Secretary Karamazov and the Politburo, but he had not expected outright protest. He kept his gaze fixed coldly on the deputy minister who'd spoken. Gradenko's eyes were tired, his eyelids heavy with fatigue. He'd fought against this war every step of the way, but he was tired of fighting.
"I am not in the habit of issuing declarations of war lightly, comrade," Gradenko replied.
The deputy minister was left speechless, looking helplessly at his associates in the Scandinavian branch. The office quickly fell silent as clerks and typists nearby attuned to the mounting tension. Work forgotten, office chatter and the clatter of word processors stopped.
Gradenko took a moment to close the office door, isolating him with the deputy minister and his staff in the deputy minister's private office. The windows behind them looked out across the Moscow cityscape and a clear, cool day. Gradenko took a breath—just enough time for the others to look at one another uncertainly.
"You have your orders," Gradenko said. "I did not ask for comment. I did not ask for argument. A declaration of war is to be issued against Sweden by midnight tonight."
The Scandinavian branch staff deferred to the deputy minister, the only one in the room who might possibly challenge Gradenko's authority.
"Comrade Gradenko," the deputy began, struggling for words. "Relations with Sweden have always been cordial. We use them as a neutral party for many politically sensitive tasks. Trade deals are—"
"I understand the importance of Sweden," Gradenko snarled, patience shattered. He paced across the room, letting the frustration of the past few weeks play out against his hapless compatriots. "I am quite aware of the role it serves our nation and I am quite aware of the current state of relations. I know exactly how this will harm international trade and our international image. I don't ask such things of you without purpose."
"Comrade, for what purpose?" The deputy minister asked. "What could this serve?"
Truthfully, Sweden was a loose end. They were in the way and they were politically unreliable. It was as cold and simple as that. Despite the misgivings of his staff, Gradenko knew this declaration of war carried little weight. Yes, it would upend the lives of millions of people in Sweden and beyond, but what broader significance would it carry? The Soviets were already at war with the Americans and their NATO allies—virtually the entire western world. This latest declaration would be like a blank check that could never be cashed, a debt which would never come due. What was one more war? What were yet more bodies for the heap?
"The Committee for State Security has reason to believe that the Swedish government was complacent in the NATO sneak attack on Kaliningrad naval base and is currently harboring NATO combat forces." The words came easily to Gradenko, repeating the lie first fed to him by Alexei Karamazov—arguably the most powerful man in the Soviet Union. Gradenko wondered when and where the lies might finally stop.
"The KGB?" The deputy minister wrinkled his nose as if he smelled something foul. "Comrade, we—"
Gradenko slammed his hands on the desk between them, startling the deputy to silence. "Yes!" he said. "The KGB." He stared at his deputy minister, fuming. "I will give you the choice, comrade. You may issue the declaration as I have instructed, or you may take your concerns directly to the KGB offices." Gradenko drew himself short of asking them to visit his son while they were there. 
Vladimir. The thought of his son locked away in a KGB dungeon threatened to send Gradenko spiraling back into the abyss of despair he teetered on the edge of. Gradenko knew that ultimately it was his fault his son was languishing there. It was a nearly impossible thing for a parent to live with, and yet he still had work here to  do. He had no time for misery and regret.
The deputy minister's concern was replaced with terror, the color drained from his face, and he was left gaping.
A pregnant silence lay in the wake of Gradenko's outburst. After the passing of his rage came shame, bitter shame at his absolute inability to deal with the unfolding nightmare around him. He hung his head, staring down at the polished wooden desktop he leaned on. "Comrades," he said. "We are in a precarious position. We are under great pressure to act correctly. We face challenges not seen since the Great Patriotic War. Challenges with unprecedented consequences. This is a pivotal moment for the Soviet Union. Our people are counting on us. The weight of history is on our shoulders." He forced himself to look up to meet the eyes of the deputy minister and his staff. "We make difficult decisions. We make decisions that affect millions of lives. I understand your hesitancy. But we simply do not have the luxury of choice." 
No one spoke.
Gradenko forced a grim smile onto his face. "If it brings you peace of mind, you may do your duty knowing that I offer you no other choice but to comply." He looked to the deputy minister again. "Write the war declaration and issue it to the Swedish Embassy at midnight. After the declaration is issued, evacuate all personnel from our Stockholm embassy."
There was a beat of silence. For a moment, Gradenko worried that no one would speak.
"We will issue the declaration." The deputy minister spoke with no real conviction, his will broken.
Gradenko nodded, turned, and walked out of the office, oblivious to the stares of the office staff outside the door. All the power that the foreign ministry wielded was useless in the face of the callous brutality of the KGB. As much as Gradenko wanted to resist Karamazov's twisted designs, he simply didn't have the power. Perhaps with army backing—
He shook his head. No. An armed coup would be a disaster and could very well spell an end to the Soviet's ability to win this war outright. If victory—and therefore peace—could be secured, then it would be a moot point.
Just as his subordinates had no choice but to obey him, so he too had no choice but to obey the KGB. For his part in all this, all that was required of him was to place his signature on a scrap of paper. The consequences for the people on the ground though—soldiers and civilians, both enemy and allied—would be beyond imagining.
***
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NATO's satellite imagery of the advancing Soviet war machine came too late to warn the Swedish government. With many of their precious orbital reconnaissance satellites having fallen victim to the Soviet Sky Sweeper attack, they kept what few electronic eyes they had left aimed at Germany.
Given their limitations, they'd failed to monitor supposedly neutral Finland. Over the past days of near-total intelligence blackout on the West, the Soviets and their Eastern Bloc allies had moved swiftly. Finland was not among the Soviet's puppets, but it was also geographically isolated from the West. The remote North European nation was all too aware that its continued existence owed more to Soviet ambivalence than Western protection. With the right diplomatic pressures, they'd had no choice but to admit Russian forces. It was either that or become the next battleground in the war. If given a choice, the stalwart people of Finland would have likely chosen to see their own country thrown to the fires of war than to submit even partially. For better or for worse, the situation was out of their hands. The "Finnish Cession" was an agreement signed in secret between the Soviets and high levels of the Finnish government. Unwilling to see their nation subsumed, they'd chosen under threat of violence to instead allow the Soviets military access through their sparsely populated north.
With their roads and airspace at Soviet disposal, the path to attack Sweden had been fully opened. The Baltic Sea was already a Soviet lake, secured in total by the joint capture of Denmark and the German Baltic coast.
Two armies set out from northern Finland and Murmansk into Norway's northernmost regions. 
The Norwegians and their NATO allies had long expected an attack on the narrow border. Norway's position—holding the flank of the sea approaches to the GIUK Gap—was too valuable for the Soviets to simply ignore. They knew that there would be an attack on the only NATO nation which shared a direct border with the Soviet Union itself. They also knew that any such Soviet attack would be a massacre. The border region was dominated by wide waterways, inhospitable, mountainous terrain, and poor infrastructure. It was a defender's dream.
They had not counted on Finland being compromised. 
Brigades deployed in depth against an anticipated Soviet thrust suddenly found the enemy threatening to cut them off completely, bypassing their strengths and driving for the coast. Fighting was heavy as these elite NATO forces fought back with all they had. They fared well against these second-tier Soviet forces, knocking out tanks and IFVs in a fighting withdrawal. All the same, it was an ultimately futile defense. They'd been out maneuvered.
Likewise, the frontier between Sweden and Finland was compromised. With few major roads and a thinly spread population, the going was slow but they advanced all the same. With every kilometer they moved into Sweden, they bypassed any defense of Norway's narrow length even more, threatening to open an indefensible front like a razor opening a vein. Northern Norway was as good as lost and it would be a struggle to save the rest of the region.
On the opposite end of Scandinavia, off the coast of the southern tip of Sweden, an armada had assembled in the dark. The Soviet Red Banner Baltic Fleet combined with the meager naval forces of Poland and East Germany sailed north as one, collectively ushering a herd of landing craft for the coast near Malmo.
***
Captain Nilson could scarcely believe what he was seeing, though there was no mistaking it. He'd played through this exact scenario in enough wargames and training exercises to recognize it right away.
The radar scope of his outpost reported a mass of contacts approaching Malmo, Soviet attack craft and cruise missiles closing in with clockwork regularity on the position of known Swedish anti-air and anti-ship missile batteries which dotted the coast. It was a crushing first strike intended to leave the southern Baltic coast open and exposed. 
Nilson had watched helplessly via radar some days before as Soviet helicopter troops stormed the Danish island of Bornholm. It had been chilling to see how quickly the island had been subdued and integrated into the Soviet war machine with the installation of radar posts and anti-air batteries. Now it was his nation's turn, it seemed.
The attack was executed with almost textbook-precision. Missile strikes and bombing runs boomed out into the night. 
Nilson of course was able to observe them in safety because the Swedes had redeployed these defenses in order to prevent this exact type of killing blow.
From the command trailer of his missile battery, he heard the low whine and howl of jet engines echo over the countryside. Were he outside, he would see the flash on the horizon of precision strikes on empty positions and decoys.
He took some small satisfaction in having participated in a maneuver which outfoxed the Soviets, but overwhelmingly he was shaken. As he watched the attacking aircraft recede, returning to bases in Poland and Germany, he took note of the distant but approaching surface radar contacts moving from the South—the exact course they'd predicted the first wave of Soviet naval landing troops would take in a general invasion of Sweden.
There was no other explanation. In peacetime the procedure would be to inform civilian traffic control, challenge the approach, and order the approaching ships into a different course. The trouble was this wasn't peacetime. There was no room for leeway or forgiveness. The security of Nilson's home country was on the line.
His first order was clear to him. He'd given it before, but never outside of training exercises. The gravity of the moment gave him pause, but only for a moment.
"Transmit this data to all batteries," Nilson instructed a waiting sergeant. "We'll fire when they enter optimal range."
The soldier pulled on his headset to relay the command to the waiting anti-ship missile batteries that dotted the coast of Skåne County along Sweden's southern tip. These coastal defense batteries were intended to be Sweden's first line of defense against naval invasion. It seemed that they would finally be put to use. They'd survived the Soviet first strike and now it was their turn to hit back.
Nilson didn't have time to dwell on what he'd just committed to. His hands were trembling so badly that he kept them balled into fists tighter than the knot in his gut. He tapped another radio operator in his cramped command shed. "Relay this to high command. They need to launch everything they have and they need to do it now."
"Yes, sir!"
Nilson knew it wouldn't be enough. Even in the most optimistic projections of invasion, the Soviets made significant headway, capturing population centers like Malmo fairly quickly. Innocent people were going to suffer no matter what he did. He had no control over how high command responded to his urgent request for aid, but he did have control over what he did here. He was going to do everything he could to stop the Soviets, even if it ultimately wasn't going to be enough.
Minutes later the Swedes fired their first salvo. Early morning darkness broke with the flare of missiles boosting from launch tubes into the purple sky where they raced for targets out of sight over the horizon.
The Soviet Baltic Fleet had blundered into perfect firing range for Nilon's launchers. Whether it was incompetence, a lack of imagination, or simply a natural consequence of the logistical hurdles of commanding a multi-nation task force was ultimately academic. What mattered were the results.
The range was short, and so was the warning time. Klaxons blared on the Soviet-made ships as they executed defensive maneuvers. Escort ships accelerated and pulled away from the landing craft and transports, firing counter measures like flares and metallic chaff once the missiles entered detection range. The ships left white wakes on the black surface of the water as they maneuvered.
The software onboard the Swedish weapons targeted the ships dispassionately. With the air so choked with countermeasures, they struggled to sort out the real targets from the decoys.  
On their terminal approach,  computer-controlled close-in-weapons systems targeted and fired at the missiles like electronic skeet shooters. The purpose of these automated rotary cannons was to cut down and destroy enemy missiles just before impact, denying them a chance to hit their target and detonate.
Some of the missiles went after decoys, exploding mid-air or plunging into the cold Baltic waters. Others were scythed from the sky by incredibly rapid gunfire, lighting the sea aflame with clouds of burning rocket fuel, but some got through.
The first of these struck the bow of an East German frigate and detonated. The front half of the ship disappeared in a catastrophic explosion that rippled the water for a hundred meters in all directions. Shrapnel peppered down into the waves around the impact site as the surviving crew of the ship struggled to save her, trying to reverse screws. They weren't fast enough. The ship's own forward momentum forced water into its shattered hull, worsening the damage to the vessel and flooding enough lower decks that she was no longer on top of the buoyancy equation. The ship was dead the moment the missile hit, destined for the bottom of the Baltic.
Another Swedish missile plunged like a lance into the flank of a Soviet destroyer, where it smashed through the kitchen and into the mess hall, killing anyone unlucky enough to be in its path. The warhead—damaged by impact—failed to detonate. Instead, the missile only spread burning rocket fuel throughout the interior of the ship, turning once clean air into a searing toxic fog. Power flickered and died on the destroyer, forcing the crew to conduct emergency damage control in the dark.
These hits were the lesser problems the fleet faced. More seriously, two missiles passed by the escorts to strike the vulnerable transport ships. A lander took a hit directly to its ammunition stores and blew sky high. The explosion lit the night like a fresh sun, as the entire ship was vaporized in an instant along with the two hundred souls on board.
Another transport was hit obliquely, the missile striking its superstructure and detonating. The command crew was killed instantly. The rest of the ship was intact but directionless, floating aimlessly amid the chaos.
Despite the carnage wrought on them, the Warsaw Pact fleet wasn't defenseless. Already the firing positions had been traced, missile data fed in, and a salvo of return fire put into the air. A volley of cruise missiles and radar-seeking anti-radiation missiles was unleashed.
Nilson and the crew of his missile battery were drilled on how to deal with counter-battery fire. Targeting radars were powered down as ground teams hurriedly prepped the launchers to re-deploy to new positions. Nilson knew it was a struggle against inevitability. They were racing the clock every time they fired and sooner or later they were going to lose. 
"Sir," the radar operator said.. "Our search radar marks ten aircraft closing from the south."
Soviet attack craft coming to finish the job. The Soviets had them marked now, it was only a matter of time before more retribution came. There would be no time for a second salvo.
Nilson nodded. He had done what he could to slow the Soviets. He wasn't going to throw his men's lives away. Finally, he could give in to that screaming voice in his head. "Give the order to reposition all launchers. Move to secondary launch sites." 
Nilson watched his radar arrays packed up and driven off at breakneck speed knowing that his batteries were likewise redeploying. He only hoped they could all get clear before the Soviet bombers showed up.
Nibbles had been taken out of the Soviets, but it wasn't enough to stop them. The port of Trelleborg wasn't far from here, itself just twenty five short kilometers from the city of Malmo. The soviets would be landing in force within an hour, and once they set foot in Sweden Nilson wasn't sure they could throw them back out.
***
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Karlsdotter couldn't shake the surrealness of the situation that seemed to cling to her. It had begun with the early morning phone call which mobilized her Home Guard unit and continued well into her hurried assembly at a military depot where she traded her civilian clothes for a mottled green uniform. 
Conversations were short and nervous. No one knew exactly how to behave and it showed. Everyone was tired and everyone was afraid. They'd left the assembly area behind and with it the panic that had engulfed the city.
The word which began as a boogeyman had become a reality. Invasion. 
The fighting was too far from Stockholm to be obvious from the street, but out at the assembly depot Karlsdotter could see the flash of anti-aircraft fire arcing into the night sky from the west. 
The deployment process was a terrifying blur to her, the threat of combat was no longer hypothetical but—in her mind—just a matter of time. Somehow that didn't make it any easier to swallow.
"Karlsdotter, you alright?" Larsson asked. 
Karlsdotter spared her fellow soldier a glance in the back of the APC they rode in. "Fine," she said. A lie. What else could she say?
Larsson, like her, was a university student. He was studying engineering at the same college she attended. They were something like work friends, though she knew relatively little about him personally. Normally she would spend training exercises joking and talking with the rest of her squad, but it was clear to her that Larsson and the others were just as afraid as she was.
Shortly after assembling at the depot, the Home Guard had mobilized into platoons and deployed, fanning out into the countryside. While it was the job of the Army to fight and win battles, it was the job of the Home Guard to delay and harass the enemy. As such, they found themselves cramped into the back of this boxy metal vehicle hurrying toward the enemy landing zone. Their task was to set up blocking points across the countryside to deny enemy paratroopers clear routes of advance. Their mission was to effectively act as living, breathing speed bumps.
Karlsdotter handled the stress the way she usually did: with methodical categorization. Listing.  In her head, she went over her kit item by item, starting with her battle rifle. It was a heavy, matte black AK-4—a Swedish copy of the German G3. Along with the rifle she carried a handful of spare magazines, each fully loaded, heavy with rounds. From there she detailed her fatigues, combat boots, webbing, helmet, all the way down to the smaller items of her kit. Bedroll, waterproof poncho, meal rations, water canteen, flashlight—
The APC shook as it turned off the road and onto rougher ground, to the dismay of the other guardsmen.
The entire Swedish military was mobilizing. Men like her boyfriend were being called to arms across the country, rushing to link up with their units to deploy in time to face the invaders. Likewise, NATO had promised support for the formerly neutral nation. Infantry and armor were en route from neighboring Norway and the nearby United Kingdom. This sort of massive mobilization took time and it was up to the Home Guard to buy that time. She only hoped she could shoulder the cost.
The APC shuddered to a halt.
Sergeant Hellström rose to his feet as much as the low ceiling of the APC would let him. Hellström's beard was tied into a short braid, both of his forearms covered in swirling tattoos. "Let's go!" He shouted to the others as the  rear ramp opened.
Karlsdotter piled out with her squad, her boots thumping down the metal ramp until they found soft earth and damp grass. Once out of the APC, the squad sprinted into the darkness and raced for the nearest cover on instinct.  She spotted a toppled tree at the edge of the road and ducked into place behind it, breathing deeply of the cool night air to steady her nerves. "Just like training," she whispered to herself. If she treated this like just another training exercise she would be okay.
Larsson dropped into cover beside her and adjusted his helmet which had slid down over his eyes. Bergman fell into place behind him. Bergman was a stocky young man who rarely spoke much. He carried a cluster of heavy plastic and metal tubes on straps looped over his body—disposable anti-tank rocket launchers. Karlsdotter hoped they would not need them.
A beat of silence passed as the squad surveyed their surroundings. They were parked just off the road beside a small road bridge that crossed a deep stream. On either side of them were thick woods, cloaked in the darkness of night, but the ground around the road was open, forming a natural choke point for anyone approaching the bridge.
It was the sort of infrastructure the enemy would want to control, and the sort the Swedish Army would want to hold to enable armored counter attacks on these airborne beachheads.
On the opposite side of the road another squad was deploying, fanning out to take shelter facing westward where they deployed a heavy, belt-fed machine gun overlooking the roadway.
"Bergman," Sergeant Hellström dropped into cover behind them, "Give one of those launchers to Karlsdotter. Larsson, I want you to cover everyone. If the enemy comes, we hold fire until they get close. Strike any vehicles. Understand?"
"Understood," Bergman said. 
Karlsdotter just nodded.
Sergeant Hellström clapped her shoulder with a hand and moved further down the line, leaving this small rifle section to nestle in.
The tense journey in the uncomfortable APC gave way to the peaceful sounds of the night, chirping insects and the rustle of the chill breeze. It was getting just too cold for rough camping, but a journey up to a cabin sounded perfect for this weather. The far off thump of heavy guns dashed that fantasy and spoiled the tranquility of the scene.
"Here," Bergman unslung one of his anti-tank launchers and handed it to Karlsdotter. "I'll shoot first when the time comes." His voice was stabilizing, firm and level.
"Alright," Karlsdotter said. She took the tube and leaned it against the side of the log she sheltered behind. She'd been trained on their use and fired one from time to time, but never against other people. The thought that she might soon have to do just that left her feeling uneasy.
"Look at that!" Larsson said, pointing up.
The three of them looked up to see a low-flying flight of transport planes roar overhead, nearly a dozen large, prop-driven aircraft roared by in sequence, their navigation lights all off. 
"Second wave paratroopers," Karlsdotter said.
"There are so many!" Larsson added, he sounded more awestruck than afraid.
No one argued with him.
Each passed by with a bass rumble of engines, a procession of deadly intent. As Karlsdotter and the others watched, none of them spoke. Within seconds the planes were gone. In the stillness that followed, the sounds of battle could be heard. The rattle and pop of small arms and the booming of explosions.
Karlsdotter wondered if her parents would still try to escape the city now that fighting had broken out. It would be difficult with at least one of the main highways out of Stockholm already severed by landings. As nervous as she was about her parents traveling during the fighting, she favored their chances in the vacation cabin in the woods better than if they remained in Stockholm. She'd seen the video of burning cities—Bremen, Nuremberg, Hamburg, Hanover. They'd been caved in by the ceaseless battering of artillery and rocket barrages, set ablaze and then cleared out building by building by relentless Soviet infantry attacks.
She hoped her parents would try to get out while there was at least a chance, while there was still a city to escape from.
Her boyfriend Johan was also in her thoughts. He was deployed to the coastline—exactly where she did not know, but she knew that airborne landings would be closely followed with amphibious operations. The beaches were soon to be hotly contested and she didn't have many reservations that the Swedish army would be able to fend off the Soviets and their allies. Wherever Johan was, he was no safer than she was.
"Hear that?" Bergman asked, drawing her from her idle worrying.
Karlsdotter perked up. At first she heard only the distant rumble of combat and the sounds of night insects chirping, then she made out the low roar of a diesel engine. Lifting herself up on her elbows she peered from her cover to the west, down the highway. Squinting into the murky darkness she could just barely make out a boxy shape coming this way down the forest-lined road. Her heart started beating faster.
"That's them," Larsson said with certainty, sighting his rifle and wiggling down into cover.
Karlsdotter prepped her launcher as Bergman did the same. Each of them shouldered the clumsy things to aim down the sights in the dark.
All around them, the other Swedes nestled deeper into cover, readying their weapons.
Whatever was driving this way was a tracked vehicle. Karlsdotter could hear the rattle of treads and the squeak of road wheels joining the growing rumble of its diesel engine as it came closer. Gradually, it revealed itself in the dim moonlight—an armored vehicle of some kind, looking like an abortive tank. It was probably an airborne infantry fighting vehicle like a BMD.
"Wait," Bergman whispered, adjusting his own aim carefully.
As it came closer, Karlsdotter saw trucks in line behind it, it looked like a whole company approaching, inching along the road in the dark.
Bergman's rocket launcher belched flame and a projectile streaked out to strike the BMD square in the front with a flash of light and smoke.
The BMD ground to a halt and its crew began scrambling out as paratroopers leaped from their trucks to fire back.
The peaceful night was split with the sounds of close range fighting. Muzzle flashes from both sides lit the dark and the shadowy forms of the enemy paratroopers were occasionally glimpsed dashing forward.
Beside Karlsdotter, Larsson plinked off single shots with mechanical speed though it was too dark to be sure the bullets found their mark. In the moment, all that mattered was the weight of fire.
Someone fired a flare skyward to light the night a surreal, flickering red. The advancing airborne troops were pinned in the open by light and swept over with machine gun fire from the Swedish positions. Many of the invaders fell to the ground writhing and screaming when they were hit, others dropped without a sound.
A second BMD pulled into view, maneuvering off the road to bring its weapons to bear on the Home Guard. Its turret swung to the side, lining its muzzle up with the Swedish defenders.
"Karlsdotter!" Larsson called, struggling to change the magazine on his rifle.
Karlsdotter clicked the firing stud and felt the hot backwash of the rocket rush over her as it leapt from the launch tube. The AT missile screamed out and hit the BMD on the side of the turret where it exploded. The light of the fire joined the dying flare's false daylight, helping to illuminate the battle scene in fiery tones.
A rocket propelled grenade from the Poles burned from the nearby woods and exploded on the opposite side of the road near the second Home Guard squad. When the noise of the blast faded away, Karlsdotter heard mournful wailing coming from one of the platoon's machine gun positions.
Tossing the empty tube, Karlsdotter shouldered her own rifle to join Larsson and Bergman cracking away at the Poles. They kept themselves from switching to full automatic through a mixture of discipline, training, and the punishing recoil of the rifles.
All too quickly she found her magazine had run dry. "Reloading!" Karlsdotter swiftly ejected the magazine and slapped a fresh one into place. By the time she was back in firing position, the sounds of combat were fading. The enemy airborne were falling back, leaving a handful of burning vehicles and dead bodies scattered over the roadside to mark their attempt.
"Hold fire!" Sergeant Hellström called. "Hold fire!"
Almost reluctantly, the Home Guard stopped their relentless barrage of gunfire into the woods ahead of them. The only sound was the crackle and pop of the burning BMDs.
"Reload your magazines and tend to the wounded," Hellström said. He was moving down the line checking his soldiers. "They'll be back."
Bergman prepped his third and final anti-tank rocket and took a moment to survey the carnage. "They'll have to try harder than that."
"It was just an advanced party," Larsson countered. "Next time they'll come at us with fire support."
"Still," Bergman said, "We did it, right? You okay, Karlsdotter?"
Karlsdotter nodded. She marveled that she was unharmed and checked her rifle with shaking hands. She wouldn't make it through this any other way than one battle at a time. This was the first. She would handle the next.
***
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Major Ken "Voodoo" Morris kept his F-15 Eagle flying steady at the front of the squadron. They didn't communicate, staying in formation only by visual acquisition in the low light of early dawn, formation lights dim but just visible. The sun was just beginning to rise off their port wingtips as they hurried south through the Kattegat—the thin sea that separated Sweden from Denmark. The Soviets would need to control this narrow slip of water if they were to have an easy time bringing reinforcements and supplies into southern Sweden, and as such, it was necessary that NATO deny them that control.
His squadron, Wyvern—or what was left of it—had fought tenaciously across Denmark and the Baltic coast in the opening days of the war before a rapid Soviet airborne and amphibious attack brought Denmark under the communist boot. Now it looked like the same fate was threatening to befall formerly neutral Sweden. The fate of a nation was too large a scope for a single man to keep in frame, more than a lone fighter pilot could manage. Instead he focused on his current mission: interception of Warsaw Pact air assets over the Kattegat.
With slight adjustments to his pedals and flight stick he kept his fighter on course via the data being fed to him by NATO air control. While the Soviets and their Warsaw Pact allies had a substantial advantage in raw numbers of aircraft, NATO firmly held the technological edge. That said, it would only be with the help of NATO's extensive detection and control network that Morris and his pilots would have a chance of overcoming the enemy.
Morris toggled his radio to one of his veterans, "Wyvern Two, let's flash radar and see what we see."
"Affirmative, Wyvern Lead," Grinder replied.
The two of them carefully gained altitude, raising their Eagles above the rest of the squadron where they had a better vantage point and toggled on targeting radars. The data they received was fed back to the rest of Wyvern squadron.
Right away their scopes lit up with the blips of radar targets—big, fat transport planes fleeing south after having dumped their cargo of paratroopers over Sweden. They were trying to make for home and possibly pick up more airborne troops. Morris wasn't going to let that happen.
"Grinder, go dark."
"Affirm."
They each switched off their radars again. 
Wyvern squadron had been evacuated to Norway where they'd replenished some losses but these new pilots were fresh from the States. As of yet they had no combat experience under their belt. It was hard not to be dismissive of them even though only a short while ago Morris had been in the same situation.
Morris toggled the squadron channel. "Wyverns, fangs out. We've got bandits ahead, looks like Cubs," he used the NATO designation for the propeller-driven An-12 transport. "We've gotten burned on bad radar designation before," he added, thinking about his previous ill-fated encounter with decoy air transports. "We'll close to fifteen kilometers before engaging." That was at the edge of range for their heatseekers, and close enough to burn through any radar jamming or spoofing.
"That's going to put us awfully close to the enemy, sir," one of his new pilots said.
"Get used to it," Morris replied. "You'll be seeing a lot of them. Stay sharp and let's go live."
Close to a dozen targeting radars snapped on as one, painting the flat-footed Soviet transport craft in invisible radar waves. The distance ticked slowly down as they approached visual range when a new group of signals blipped onto their screens. Enemy radar signals were detected, parsed and returned, this time tied to a name.
"We've got a squadron of Floggers moving on intercept," Morris said. The Flogger—MiG-23—was an older design, but just as capable of being deadly as any modern fighter in the right circumstances. At present heading it would be impossible to avoid the Floggers, but they would also reach combat range with Morris and his men before the Wyverns reached their targets. The Flogger was fast, but it was also a poor dogfighter with a bad turn radius. 
"Let's go afterburners," Morris said, mindful of fuel expenditure. "We'll be able to engage those Cubs before the Floggers get to us."
Wyvern Squadron engaged their afterburners, accelerating to max speed.
Morris’s Eagle vibrated and rattled as the craft pushed past mach one. An F-15 breaking the sound barrier had a certain feel to it. Changes in sounds, vibrations, and handling made themselves known bit by bit as he pushed closer to twice the speed of sound as the range to their targets ticked down swiftly. The Eagle creaked and rattled as it raced through the sky.
"Visual!" Grinder said, "I make ten Cubs at one o'clock low, bearing 225."
The lumbering planes were just ahead, only visible as distant specs on the horizon, but it was enough for Morris. Satisfied they weren’t chasing decoys, he gave the order. "Wyverns, take targets and engage." A second later, he had his shot. "Wyvern leader, fox one!" Morris depressed the firing stud and glanced over in time to see the small sparrow missile detach from his wing pylon and ignite its own rocket motor, streaking away toward the Cubs.
The Cubs were breaking and diving to try to evade, but they were too fat and too slow to have any chance of escaping and so they died in droves. Missile impacts tore their wings off and ruptured their bloated cargo holds, blowing the planes open and turning them into scattered debris to rain down on the sea below. The slaughter was over in moments leaving burning Cubs falling out of the sky.
"Good kills, Wyverns," Morris said, "Let's take these escorts and get back to base."
They turned to face the oncoming MiG-23s, spreading out for maneuver room and acquiring radar locks. 
Western electronics and guidance systems were superior to their Soviet cousins by an order of magnitude, consequently Morris and his pilots were armed with a superior breed of weapon, the AIM-120 Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile, better known as the AMRAAM, freshly delivered from the States. As an active-radar missile it was capable of locking and tracking targets independently of what the parent craft's radar could see. Effectively it could be fired and forgotten.
Conversely, Soviet radar-seeking warheads were slaved to the nose-cone radars of their planes, forced to keep an enemy target nose on in order to maintain radar lock. Typically this resulted in a deadly game of chicken. Each flight would "push" toward the other and the first to blink would lose their radar lock. The AMRAAM changed the rules of that game.
"Wyvern One, fox three," Morris fired one of his two AMRAAM's, feeling the weight drop off of his fighter. The missile ignited and climbed away, streaking toward the enemy. The AMRAAM grossly outranged most of what the Soviets had in their arsenal and as such, Wyvern squadron was able to engage with impunity.
The MiGs went defensive, diving for the ground and scattering, desperate to bleed off the American missiles before they could close to kill range. While the AMRAAM's were unlikely to find their targets like this, it also meant the Soviets weren't able to fire back, allowing the Americans to close range and maintain altitude.
At shorter range, the Americans broke by pairs to finish off the Soviets with heat-seeking and radar-guided missiles. The way the Soviet pilots they faced spooked at the incoming missiles outed them as rookies. They tried to evade this fresh batch even though they were already at low altitude. With a more maneuverable airframe they might have done it. With the aging MiG-23 they didn't have a chance. Ill-equipped, flatfooted, and inexperienced, the Russian pilots were easy pickings for Morris and his men.
Two MiGs were hit and went down, trailing smoking corkscrews toward the sea below.  A third took serious damage from a near miss and peeled away, limping back for an airfield in Denmark. Two more ruptured in balls of flame as fuel stores caught fire and stored ammo detonated.
In the span of a heartbeat, the planes were among one another, maneuvering at close range and jockeying for advantageous position, seeking clean kills with guns.
Morris grit his teeth and exhaled hard as he hauled his stick back to follow a Flogger on a tight loop. Each jet went totally vertical, the sun flashing by, before they cleared the top and dove back down. Morris's vision grayed and faded at the edges as blood raced from his head toward his feet despite his careful breathing exercises. All the same, he held the loop tighter than the enemy pilot and came out above him. Morris squeezed his trigger, setting his vulcan cannon blazing, and poking the enemy variable-wing fighter full of holes until its fuel tank ruptured and fire consumed the plane, splitting it apart.
That made seven confirmed.
Morris flattened out and glanced around for his squadron and saw more victories all around. Working in teams, his pilots aided one another, so even in individual cases where the MiGs found positional advantage, it didn't last.
Morris watched a MiG pilot trigger his ejector seat as his fighter disintegrated around him. A billowing canopy deployed above the pilot and he drifted down toward an uncertain fate in the water below. 
As the squadron regrouped, Morris's heart sank when he saw he was short two planes. In the chaos of the dogfight he hadn't heard their losses called out. Maybe no one else had noticed. It was a bitter pill to swallow, but what other choice did he have? He was down two of his brand new rookies, they would be far from the last ones lost if this war kept up.
"Outstanding work," Morris said, putting the downed pilots out of mind. "Come to bearing 340, we're headed home."
A chorus of affirmatives returned, but he still noticed the absence of his two lost pilots. Even nearly total victory was bittersweet.
***
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From his narrow view from the bobbing BTR that waded ponderously toward the coast, Private Antonin Koval saw that the entire town was on fire. Really, it was no surprise given the volume of firepower the Red Navy had unleashed on it prior to his battalion putting ashore, but Koval had never seen so much fire in one place. The coastline ahead was a horizon of flame in the hazy dawn that rocked up and down in the surf before the BTR's tires dug into the sandy shore and hauled the vehicle onto land.
Koval and the others rocked about as their APC struggled onto the beach.
"We've made it, comrades," their sergeant said, brimming with something like pride.
Koval's queasy stomach was grateful, but he knew their hardship was only just beginning. It had been over a year since he'd finished his military service and been rotated to reserve duty. He'd worked as a machine tool operator in the intervening time before being called back to service, a story that was repeating across the Soviet Union as it mobilized for protracted war. There had been no time for refresher training, he and the other reservists had been issued old gear at a depot and sent forward.
"Steady," the oldest among them, a man named Zhuk said, looking back from his firing port on the opposite side of the BTR. "A big fat metal coffin like this makes a nice target on an open beach."
Koval swallowed, though his mouth was dry. He fished a hand into his tunic to find his silver Orthodox cross necklace, gripping the ornament tight. As glad as he was to be off the crowded ships that had shuttled them here from the Baltic coast, he was still undeniably terrified.
While officially allowed, religion was still frowned upon in the atheist and materialist Soviet Union, which is why Koval made sure to keep the charm hidden from view as often as he could. Still, it was a gift from his mother and one he would not do without. 
Now that the gentle seaborne rocking of the APC had ceased, he could see clearly from his own vision block and kept a tight grip on his rifle which was locked into a firing port protruding from the APCs flank. The polymer grip of his Kalashnikov was slick with sweat, despite his best efforts to keep it dry.
"Not long now," the sergeant added, more subdued this time. "Stay alert." It was clear to all here that the sergeant was just aping off of Zhuk's example. Zhuk had put in the most years of service out of everyone present. By comparison, the sergeant—and by extension all NCOs in the Soviet army—was merely a fresh inductee who scored high on technical and aptitude tests. He held the rank of sergeant, but not the respect typically associated with such a position. In Western armies, the NCOs were meant to have experience that new recruits lacked and so commanded by virtue of that experience. In the Soviet model, however, an NCO was meant to carry detailed technical knowledge absent in most conscripts.
Rifle fire clanged off the right side of the BTR making Koval flinch away automatically.
"Give them fire, comrades!" the sergeant cried.
The BTR's roof-mounted machine gun turret swiveled and opened fire, belting off long bursts of rounds in the direction of the shooter. Koval and the two others on this side fired back through their gun ports. Erratic sweeps of poorly-aimed automatic fire scythed across the flaming buildings they rolled past. The cacophony of gunfire was deafening in the cabin and hot shell casings sprayed from Koval's neighbor's rifle to pelt his uniform. One struck his cheek and fell into the collar of his tunic, burning his neck, though he didn't stop firing until his rifle ran dry.
The lessons of his basic training were rusty, dulled by time, and Koval fumbled for the magazine release switch twice before it came clear and he rasped a fresh one into place and racked the tight bolt to chamber a round.
"Open that hatch!" the sergeant indicated the top hatch, "Deploy!"
A tall soldier in the middle of the APC stood and forced open the door and climbed on the top of the APC. A second man followed after him before grunting and dropping back inside the BTR. The fallen man tried to sit up and blood seeped from his chest.  The soldier's eyes went wide with alarm before going glassy and unfocused. He fell onto his back a moment later and stared blankly at the ceiling.
Koval froze and gawked at the clearly dead man who lay before him.
"No hesitation, comrade!" the sergeant said, his own face a mask of fear, sweat sheening his pale skin. "Forward!"
With herculean effort, Koval stepped over the body and pulled himself up through the narrow hatch, struggling against the awkward bulk of his kit. The butt of his rifle struck the lip of the hatch as he pulled through. Fighting against panic, Koval willed himself upward, not allowing himself to consider any alternative. Once on the top of the vehicle, he rolled clumsily off. He banged his knee on a protruding metal handle before collapsing onto the ground. Spitting out a mouthful of sand, Koval crawled into the cover of a sandy embankment at the edge of the beach. 
The early morning air was thick with the acrid smell of smoke from the burning town. This place had probably been beautiful once. Now all Koval could see was the burning front of the town and the blackened ruin of several armored vehicles on the beach.
More rifle fire snapped his way and he realized now it came from a housing complex situated to the right of their landing site. Thick black smoke poured from the apartment building's many windows and it was marred by a blackened missile impact point about midway up. Despite the apparent fire within, it was still stubbornly occupied by defenders. That position granted the Swedish troops within perfect enfilading fire on the beach.
Rising to a knee, Koval shouldered his rifle and rattled off a half a magazine in the direction of the gunfire. The action was aped by the others of his squad as another wave of BTRs waded ashore behind them.
Zhuk dropped into position beside Koval and swatted the barrel of his rifle down. "Short bursts, comrade! Short! Save your ammo for the enemy."
"How can I shoot them if I cannot see them?!" Koval retorted, equal parts afraid and frustrated.
Zhuk didn't answer directly and instead waved at another squad member. "You, Arkadiy! Come!" Zhuk looked back to Koval, "Are you a good shot?"
"I am as good as anyone!" Koval replied.
Zhuk eyed him, apparently unimpressed with the answer. "You will have to draw fire."
Arkadiy crouched beside them, careful to keep his RPG from getting wet or sandy. Zhuk took the launcher from the young private without a word. 
"You—," he indicated Koval. "Start shooting. I will finish them off."
Koval found himself looking around for the sergeant.
Zhuk noted Koval's hesitation and grabbed a fistful of his tunic, pulling Koval close. "That fool will get you killed," he snapped. "You do as I say!" 
Koval and Arkadiy exchanged nervous glances before he steeled himself to action. Zhuk released him and Koval rose back to his feet, firing a series of short bursts across the housing complex, peppering any open window he saw.
Return fire came back quickly, falling short and throwing sand up in his face. Koval fell into cover. "Mother of God!" he cried in fright.
Zhuk had already stood and shouldered the RPG. He didn't bother to check the back blast area behind him before firing.
The rocket raced drunkenly through the air, following a sloppy corkscrew pattern before striking the side of the apartment block with a flat bang, throwing a cloud of smoke.
Zhuk dropped back into cover and thrust the empty RPG launcher into Arkadiy's hands. "That is how it is done."
Sure enough, no more sniper fire came from the apartments on their flank. Fully deployed, the squad formed with the rest of their platoon and moved inland even as more vehicles landed on the beach behind them. They fanned out into a broad line and moved ahead of the trundling BTRs.
The platoon moved steadily uphill away from the shore, skirting the edge of the burning town. Koval looked back over his shoulder and saw fresh waves of vehicles and troops hitting the beach, wading in from the ships offshore. From the town, gaggles of Swedish soldiers were emerging with their hands up. Sooty and exhausted, they were gathered up by Soviet infantry and taken to collection points nearby.
"Private! Come," Koval's sergeant called.
Koval hurried to join the platoon and continued to advance inland.
A flight of boxy helicopters passed over them, racing ahead, heavy with missiles.
Koval picked his way through a line of hedges before coming into an open area, a graveyard that sat in front of a church. The headstones were in Swedish, indecipherable aside from names and dates. Koval paid them no attention, he was only worried about the living right now. He kept both his hands on his rifle as he strode forward, barrel sweeping side to side, scanning for targets. Only light opposition was expected, but as he saw it only took a single sniper's bullet to end a life.
"Relax," Zhuk said. He moved parallel to Koval a few paces away, not taking his eyes off his front. "You are so jumpy you will shoot yourself or one of us before the enemy."
"I cannot help being afraid," Koval replied. "What makes you more certain of what you are doing than our officers?"
Zhuk snorted. "I guarded idiots like him in Ethiopia during the Somali invasion."
Koval was stunned; he had no idea Zhuk had real combat experience under his belt. "You fought there?"
"Sure," Zhuk said, carefully picking his way around a large above ground tomb. "I was not on vacation." He glanced at Koval. "Another piece of advice, comrade. If you want to survive this, then listen to me. Not our 'glorious' sergeant."
"I will follow my orders," Koval returned.
"Oh sure. Follow your orders, yes, of course," Zhuk nodded, "But be sure that you are careful in interpreting those commands correctly, understand? A fool like him—," he jerked his head back toward the center of the line where the sergeant walked, "will throw your life away on a mistake."
Koval looked at the sergeant and back at Zhuk. "I will … be careful."
Zhuk chuckled. "That is for the best, comrade."
A short burst of machine gun fire made them both duck reflexively. 
"Forward, comrades!" the sergeant cried, holding his rifle high over his head like an old war movie hero. "Forward!"
Zhuk and Koval exchanged glances. "Stick close," Zhuk said. "Let's go."
***
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General Strelnikov stepped back from the edge of the muddy rut that acted as a road and watched a heavy truck rumble past. Laden with crates of ammunition, it spewed noxious exhaust as it rolled by. This truck was one of dozens, all part of his army's dedicated logistics battalion which was currently in the process of re-supplying his troops. They were starved for all the materials of war: men, ammunition, food, water, spare parts, and above all else, fuel. It was a long, precarious road from the rail depot at Heilbronn to his army's supply depot. The road was littered with obstacles, some deliberate and others incidental. On route they could expect to encounter stalled and abandoned cars, felled trees, crude anti-tank hedgehogs, blown bridges, landmines, guerilla fighters, and scattered NATO soldiers who'd chosen to fight on from behind enemy lines rather than surrender. That wasn't even mentioning the incessant NATO airstrikes hounding his men. 
The biggest problem with marching armies around was logistics. Every truck and driver it took to keep a tank supplied would also need to be supplied themselves. It took fuel to move fuel, ammo to protect ammo, and spare parts to deliver spare parts. Sometimes Strelnikov felt like the snake was eating its own tail. Complicating matters was the Soviet army's reliance on rail networks for supply delivery. With rail gauge differences between the Soviet Union and the rest of Europe it meant precious time had to be spent re-gauging rail lines or transferring cargo loads. A good adage for logistics is that small armies are defeated but big armies starve. The Soviet armed forces in Germany were a big big army, and they were starting to starve.
These were all problems that had been recognized in peacetime of course. They'd had decades to plan for this war. One of America's generals in the Second World War had once said that while plans were useless, planning was indispensable. Strelnikov had to begrudgingly agree.
While the Soviet army had entire brigades dedicated solely to constructing fuel pipelines and repairing, regauging or building rail lines, it wasn't enough to maintain the fury of their initial advance. No matter how hard they worked to feed supplies to troops on the front, they found their strength whittled and bled away bit by bit. Death by a thousand cuts.
"Not quite," Strelnikov said to himself. He mentally chided himself for such defeatism. It wasn't over yet, not by a long shot.
Here, well behind the lines and the fighting, Strelnikov watched the Soviet military's heart beating. 
Trucks came and went with clockwork regularity. Teams of soldiers hurriedly unloaded fresh material and loaded spent material, dead, wounded, damaged vehicles and weapons forming a  grim carousel.
For a man like Strelnikov it was unsafe to be here. As loath as he was to admit it, he was too important to risk his life on such a trivial task as observing his supply troops in action. Despite the abundance of anti-air defenses that littered this area, there was another relevant quote from a Western strategist of the past: "The bomber always gets through."
Turning away from this logistical ballet, Strelnikov marched through the mud back toward the edge of the depot where a collection of camo nets covered a small command post. Water beaded and dripped from the tarps strung above the electronics and the men operating them, droplets glittering in the sun. The recent rain storms had been a mixed blessing. While they'd helped to slow NATO's relentless air campaign against his withdrawing men, they'd also turned many of the fields his men were operating out of into marshes.
By the time he reached the command post his boots were heavy with thick, black mud, the cuffs of his trousers stained with earth.
A small group of officers stood at attention, eyeing Strelnikov nervously, awaiting his judgment. He didn't leave them hanging.
"Your activities here seem in order," Strelnikov said, addressing the major commanding the depot. "You've ensured proper spacing with the ammo dumps?"
"Yes, comrade general." The major was young, younger than he should have been by pre-war standards. His uniform was singed and dirty. Dark rings of soot still circled his eyes, a lasting trophy from the night before when he had directed his men fighting the fires that consumed the depot. The fire in the depot had been severe enough that they'd had to conscript local German fire companies at gunpoint to finish the task. 
The major's former superior—the previous commander of this depot—had been killed by the same  NATO airstrike that had set the ammo dump ablaze. As far as Strelnikov could tell and was concerned, the ammo dump had been incompetently sited, under-protected, and spaced too closely so that fire spread from section to section. Wasted work. Wasted time. Wasted lives. Wasted ammo.
"You’ve done well, major. However, I want you to begin re-siting the depot. This position is untenable."
The young major tried—and failed—-to hide his dismay. "Re-site? Comrade general, with respect, this is the only sufficient area outside of the city."
"Outside of the city," Strelnikov agreed. "Yes. Move it closer."
"Closer?" the major asked.
"Major, no matter what you do, how hard you try, and how closely you coordinate with air defenses, the enemy will hit this facility again. It’s unavoidable. The only way to prevent that is by preventing them from trying at all."
Strelnikov turned and looked back over the steadily growing supply dump. "Move it all to the outskirts of Heilbronn. Put your ammo dump right against the city edge, or inside it if you can." Strelnikov thought for a moment and then nodded, satisfied. "They won’t risk blowing it up again if it would destroy the city. Don’t you agree?"
"I—" the major stammered. "I think—"
Strelnikov furrowed his brow at the young man. "Comrade major, I won't allow a repeat of last night." Another catastrophic depot hit like that and Strelnikov might lose what few tactical options he had left for his army. They had local ammo stockpiles, enough for defensive action and minor counter attacks, but if they were to lose their fuel reserves, they would be frozen in place or worse, forced to abandon vehicles. Nothing would turn his army into a rabble faster than eliminating their ability to maneuver.
The major clearly saw the logic in the plan, even if he also saw the obvious ethical problems. "Yes, comrade general."
Strelnikov looked around at the others in this command post. Like their major, they were tired, dirty, and ragged. They'd gotten no sleep the night before and likely wouldn't get much more going forward. He laid his hand on the major's shoulder. "You and your men have done good work here. Everything you do serves the Soviet Union. Soon enough we'll grapple with these fascists and pay them back for Kaliningrad, for Vladivostok, for everything they've done here and for everyone we've lost."
The words found purchase. The major gave a tentative smile, layers of exhaustion peeled away, making him look even younger than he initially appeared. "Yes, comrade general."
Satisfied, Strelnikov left back for the waiting armored car he'd come in. Ducking in through the metal hatch, he sat and buckled in as the driver put the vehicle in gear. Here, his chief of staff looked at him disapprovingly.
"I'll remind you again, comrade general, that you have couriers for these sorts of tasks. Staff officers," Chunakov said.
"What are the odds that NATO blows up the same supply depot two days in a row?" Strelnikov said, giving Chunakov a wry smile. The grim joke didn't connect with the officer who only stared back sullenly. Strelnikov tried a more direct approach. "There are some things that are best handled in person. Things I need to see for myself. Besides, it does men good to see their commanding officer out here with them."
"It might be worth noting that Comrade General Gurov likely felt the same way," Chunakov replied coolly.
Poor Gurov. Strelnikov couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy for his old commanding officer, the one whose boots he was currently filling. Gurov had been killed by a NATO airstrike while directing troops near the front, a fate there was no guarantee Strelnikov wouldn't share. 
It was a consequence of all the unforeseen difficulties and uncertainties of war. Drawing lines on a map did no justice to the chaos—the fog of war. By interceding directly, Strelnikov—and Gurov before him—hoped to bypass some of the friction associated with command.
Seeing that his commander had nothing to say to that,  Chunakov returned to business at hand. "While you were out, a message was relayed from Comrade General Turgenev's HQ."
Colonel General Turgenev was Strelnikov's new commanding officer now that he was filling Gurov's shoes. In fact, it was almost certainly Turgenev himself who'd pressured Gurov to the desperation that ultimately resulted in his death.
"You've been ordered to report directly to him in person," Chunakov said, speaking up to be heard over the roar of the engine. "The command bunker at Verrenberg."
The words were like acid to Strelnikov. A command bunker. A bunker itself—one heavily defended and deeply dug enough to be considered somewhat safe from NATO air attack—was a monument to the Warsaw Pact's failure here. Wars of maneuver could not be fought from within reinforced bunkers and static wars didn't lead to victory. The Soviet way of war was very clear on this matter, if you weren't attacking, then you were losing. Strelnikov was quiet for a moment before answering. "Things have been peaceful enough. I will take a BTR to avoid attention. No staff cars."
Chunakov hesitated. "Comrade general, will that be safe?"
"Which do you think NATO would rather target? A lone BTR or a command vehicle?"
Chunakov took the point. "I can have one prepared once we reach our headquarters.
True to his word, with only a few short minutes later, after they'd arrived, a BTR was called up from the motor pool. The angular, wheeled APC was typical of its type. Its eight offroad wheels were heavily worn and a complement of riflemen rode on its armored top.
Strelnikov climbed aboard the BTR like a young rifleman might, ignoring the offered hand of a soldier already riding on the roof. "Let me climb," Strelnikov said. "It reminds me of being a boy again." He was hardly old, just edging his forties, but compared to the gawky teenage conscripts that filled out the army he was a geezer.
The troopers assigned to the APC laughed and relaxed at their general's informality. The vehicle pulled onto the road in a cloud of exhaust, hurrying east for Verrenberg. Aside from the BTR's driver and gunner, all its occupants rode on the roof. They—like so many other soldiers in wartime—had learned to distrust the perceived safety of the APC's armored hull. A metal box intended to provide safety could quickly prove an inescapable deathtrap when breached. It was better to be thrown clear or leap from a burning vehicle than suffocate on smoke or roast alive inside—or so the thinking went. Eight men rode exposed on top, clinging to hand rails and smoking as they watched the countryside pass by. 
Strelnikov kept to himself and let the soldiers do the same, passing the time until they reached the outer perimeter of the command bunker. His identity was checked and confirmed by guards before they were admitted.
Security at the bunker was tight and Strelnikov passed through a second series of checks as he descended the rough steps into the bowels of the construction. The bunker was built from prefabricated cement blocks assembled in a dugout cut from the ground. It was undoubtedly crude, built quickly and with no care for quality. Strelnikov doubted it would be of any use against a determined NATO strike. He'd seen reports of dozens of command and control bunkers in Ethiopia destroyed by the Americans in Operation Crescent Storm.
Despite his well-justified concerns, any fear of NATO attack vanished from Strelnikov's mind the moment he entered the main control room. It was set up to monitor the activity of an entire front. Tables were stacked with radio transmitters and receivers as well as maps and paper reports. Currently the stations were all empty and only Colonel General Turgenev was there. The look on his face chilled Strelnikov.
"Comrade General," Strelnikov said, giving a smart salute and clicking his heels together.
"I've received word that your entire army has finished withdrawing across the Rhine river. Is that correct?" Turgenev said. There was no mercy in his eyes or in that tone, nor was there a return salute.
"Correct," Strelnikov replied, voice neutral. "With a careful screening of NATO pursuit forces I was able to withdraw most of the army and I am in the process of re-arming."
"Most," Turgenev said. "Most are across. But not the 88th."
"After General Mamedov's death his division went to pieces," Strelnikov said. "I salvaged what I could but the French and Americans—"
"Annihilated them," Turgenev finished. "Yes. I've seen the reports. You sent them to their graves."
Strelnikov bristled. "I reacted to the data I had on hand, general. I did order Mamedov to attack, but I was expecting air support, reconnaissance, and fire support from our artillery. General Mamedov did not—"
"Spare me the excuses," Turgenev said. "The division was destroyed. And who authorized your retreat across the Rhine?"
"Authorized?" Strelnikov blurted.
"Yes," Turgenev replied sharply. "Authorized. You and your forces seized a foothold on the opposite side of that river and then squandered it on useless attacks and an unauthorized retreat."
"With respect, comrade," Strelnikov said, trying to maintain composure, "I had no choice. If we had stayed the entire army could have been trapped or destroyed. There was no time for authorization of a plan. I acted to save my men."
"You acted on impulse," Turgenev said. "Instinct. Fear."
Strelnikov felt his face flush with anger. While he was doing his damndest to secure victory, what was Turgenev doing but hiding in his bunker and ordering other men to their deaths?
Turgenev continued. "Dereliction of duty. Cowardice in the face of the enemy. Violation of orders. You understand what these charges mean, yes?"
Strelnikov could contain himself no more. "You're blaming me for this disaster? You think this was my choice? I did what had to be done. There was nothing else."
"Your actions may have cost us everything," Turgenev shot back. "It isn't you who has to deliver this news to Comrade General Tarasov and the Stavka."
"We over played our hand," Strelnikov said. "There's nothing more to it. Once my army is re-supplied there will be other opportunity to—"
"Your army?" Turgenev asked.
Strelnikov came up short.
"I'm afraid it isn't your army any more," Turgenev said. "I've seen what you do with command and I am not impressed. You wasted our chances, you cost us our victory. You're being removed from command of the 10th Army, effectively immediately."
Strelnikov could only stand and fume silently. Raging against a monolith like Turgenev would do no good. 
Turgenev was silent, apparently allowing Strelnikov a moment to further doom himself with an outburst. When none came he shrugged. "You'll return to your old division. For what I think about your qualities as a leader, there are still political considerations." Turgenev sneered. "This war won't be won by voluntarist action. I have no use for officers who choose to obey their own whims rather than the needs of the army at large."
You mean officers who think for themselves, Strelnikov thought bitterly.
"Nothing further," Turgenev said by way of dismissing him, turning away.
"Who will take command of the 10th Army?" Strelnikov asked, ignoring his dismissal.
The general turned back, lip curled in distaste. "That's no concern of yours any longer. When you need to know you will be informed. Dismissed."
Hot, gut-wrenching shame and anger mixed in equal parts within him, but Strelnikov had decorum enough to salute Turgenev again before turning on heel and marching back out.
***
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"Sorry, everyone," President Jerry Bayern entered the Roosevelt Room at a brisk walk.
A Secret Service agent closed the doors behind him, isolating the gathered meeting attendees from the bustle of the rest of the West Wing. 
"My talk with the Italians ran over." Bayern had yet to completely adjust to his recent ascension to the presidency. He'd been unexpectedly thrust into this role when a Serbian missile had taken President Simmon's life outside Sarajevo, throwing the entire American governmental apparatus into chaos. Bayern knew he wasn't the only one adjusting to change, but he was certainly the most visible.
"No trouble," Walt Harrison said. Harrison was the chief of staff under the former president, a role he'd kept when Bayern had the job thrust to him. A soft-spoken New England conservative, Harrison made for a good rock to anchor Bayern's sometimes tumultuous cabinet. "We were looking at some numbers for foreign aid."
Bayern took his seat at the middle of the table and eyed the documents arrayed before him. "What did we figure out?"
"We don't have final head counts from Europe," Blascowiz, the secretary of state said, "but we know that there are huge groups of displaced people in West Germany moving into France, not to mention whoever made it out of Denmark before it fell. Millions easily."
"Add Sweden to that list now," Bayern said with a grimace.
"Food production is good," his secretary of agriculture said. "We've got a two million ton aid package that we're going to divert to Europe. Add to that the food surplus that we've been buying up to ship."
"Stockpiles are going to be assembled in major cities and any other potential hotspots that NATO can identify. We're trying to get in before things get worse," Blascowiz said.
Worse. Bayern could imagine just how much worse it could get. Famine. Starvation. Skeletal children and dead bodies. He didn't want to even consider it.
"Great," Bayern said. "Whatever we can do."
"The bottleneck is ships," Harrison said with a second of hesitation. "All merchant marine traffic is dedicated to military use. We've got warehouses filling up on the coast waiting to ship this stuff."
"We don't have enough?" Bayern asked.
"No, sir," Blascowiz replied. "In terms of raw numbers the tonnage is there, it's just all commercial."
"Can we do an executive action on this?" Harrison asked. "Requisition some civilian traffic?"
"Too many ships fly under foreign flags. It will be tough nationalizing even the ones we can prove come from the US," Blascowiz said.
"The House has a bill in the works to do just that," Harrison added. "It will nationalize all US-based commercial shipping for the duration of the conflict plus ninety days."
Bayern shook his head, "No. I don't like that. We start with cargo ships and where does it stop? Requisitioning smells like tyranny. Give the cargo companies a whiff of that and we'll be hemorrhaging capital and material. We need to get them on our side, not get them scrambling out of the country."
"Shipping incentives?" one of the cabinet members suggested. "We can offer pay at a higher rate as well as insure any cargo and crew that participate in the convoys."
"We'll have to dip into the war fund," Blascowiz said.
"See if we can," Bayern said, then turned to Harrison. "And can we get someone in the Senate to put forward a bill for it? I don't want to ride on war powers forever."
Notes were taken and plans put into action. "We'll get the suggestion made by tomorrow morning," Harrison said.
"What about arms production? Food is great but NATO is crying for weapons and ammo and—like I said—it's just going to get worse with Sweden," Bayern said.
Secretary of defense Barry Gilis cleared his throat, "We've re-activated our standby plants for ammo production and put out big contracts with major domestic weapons manufacturers." He then looked at the secretary of commerce.
She hesitated before replying. "It's going to take time to re-tool for military production, at least if we want to hit the sort of quality we need. Rifles and bullets we can make quick enough. Tanks and jet fighters are going to be a challenge."
"Where's the hold up this time?" Bayern asked.
"You name it," the secretary responded, spreading her hands. "Manufacturing space, tool quality and quality control, raw materials. Everything is in short supply. This isn't the old days where we could get a Ford plant to stop making trucks and start making tanks, it's all more complex now. An M1 Abrams is built by a small team of expert specialists. You can forget 'Rosie the Riveter'. We need circuit boards, microchips, infrared lenses, and tempered composite armor."
"I need that knot untangled," Bayern said. "We're supposed to be the industrial powerhouse of the free world."
"It's easier," she replied bitterly, "when all your factories are used to producing heavy industry already. The Soviets get off on making factories to make more factories. We make toaster ovens and AC units, not steel plate and metal piping."
"What about reserve stockpiles? Old gear?" Bayern asked.
"That's all going to our national guard and reserve units," Gilis said. "Nearly all of it anyway."
Bayern fought back his frustration. It was beyond ludicrous to think fighting a war should be simple, but it felt as if nothing was going right. He called to mind a piece of advice Harrison had given him early after taking the presidency. He wasn't going to make a decision that would win the war. His role was as a figurehead. A symbol to the American people. His job was to maintain the appearance of control. To present an illusion of a single guiding hand shaping everything even though no one man could conceivably wield such control. He had to project the illusion all the same.
"We've got to make a showing for our allies. Get them something even if it means some of our guys have to wait. We can't win this thing all by ourselves. Earmark at least a division's worth of gear to Oslo for the Scandinavians. If they feel abandoned then they'll fold up twice as quickly."
Notes were taken and responsibilities determined before the meeting progressed to other matters, focusing on the business of governing a nation as large and varied as the United States of America. When it was all over, Bayern and Harrison retired to the oval office.
"Sweden, huh?" Harrison asked.
"Sweden," Bayern confirmed. "It's bad news."
"I'll bet."
"Gilis says it ties down where all the anticipated Soviet reserves went," Bayern said, circling the desk to sit behind it. "We're still trying to get tabs on everything they have going on after they nearly wiped out our spy birds."
"That does sound bad," Harrison agreed.
"Tell me about it. Ivan is moving enough military gear around to make your head spin." Bayern sighed. "Alright, enough of that. You wanted to talk about November, didn't you?"
"Rain, or snow, or sleet, or civil war," Harrison said, "this country always turns out in November to vote on who gets to sit in that chair," he indicated the seat Bayern occupied. "I want to make sure it's you."
Bayern spun his chair around to look out the rear windows looking over the carefully manicured rose garden. He wondered—not for the first time—if he was the right man for this job.
It was only yesterday that he'd met here with a group of teenagers, school kids who'd earned a trip to the White House and a meeting with him personally. He'd told them to maintain their course, do their very best academically and morally, and the future lay wide open to them. Sometimes it was difficult to reconcile that worldview with current events. "I'd hate to switch horses midstream, but that's not my call to make," Bayern said.
Harrison sighed as he took a seat in one of the plush chairs opposite the president. "If I may, Mister President, you've got to fight for this. The Jerry I knew last year was ready for a hell of a fight in this election."
Bayern was used to Harrison's candid critiques of his actions as president and while it was initially an irritation, he'd come to find it helpful. "I was hardly the guy people were fighting for," Bayern said.
"Your name was on the ballot right below Rick's. You're our guy whether you like it or not."
Bayern took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Okay. Alright. So what's our plan? Have you talked to the re-election campaign staff?" He didn't feel right calling it "his" re-election campaign since it had begun with Simpson in mind.
"TV ads are going out."
Bayern winced. "Ads?"
"Tasteful," Harrison assured him. "All stuff about your platform; we're mostly focusing on domestic issues, economy, and secondarily on defense."
Bayern wasn't surprised they were downplaying the war angle. "We can't just not talk about the elephant in the room," Bayern said.
"Of course not," Harrison agreed, "but we aren't going to play it up either. There's enough war coverage on the TV. We're hoping that the situation speaks for itself. If we paint you as 'the domestic candidate,' it will let Americans know that you see a future for this country outside of a war."
Just the other day Harrison had accused Bayern of longing to be on the front, captaining a frigate again and clearing the shipping lanes, doing something, anything active to assist the victory. That feeling of "sitting back" when others were fighting and dying pained him deeply. That pain only worsened knowing that the men who were fighting and dying right now might soon be doing so with old gear given America's manufacturing shortcomings.
"Jerry," Harrison said, voice soft, "we've been through stuff like this before. Lincoln, FDR, this country has survived calamity and threat. We'll survive this too."
Wise words. Optimistic words. The words of a fatalist. But Bayern didn't believe in fate, he knew everything was still up in the air. "I hope you're right, Walt. I really do."
***
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Minister Gradenko reviewed the paper report in his hands and frowned. Visa requests from the eastern bloc nations were up substantially. Young men from East Germany, Hungary, Poland, and others seeking better economic opportunities in the Soviet Union, or maybe just wanting to put distance between themselves and the conflagration on the front line.
After a cursory examination of the text, ensuring that it didn't tread on the toes of the ministry of labor, he scratched his signature onto the bottom and moved the file to the "out" tray on his desk for a clerk to collect in time.
The next report was another request from his opposite number in the Iraqi government, a plea for yet more weapons and economic aid.
Gradenko removed his reading glasses and rubbed tired eyes. He'd been at this work from sunrise to sunset, and sometimes beyond, for days now. Working himself numb in the day and drinking himself blind at night. It was unsustainable. Some part of himself knew that. He'd seen men self destruct before and he knew that he was treading the same path. But what choice did he have? As a diplomat he'd failed in his mission of keeping the peace and as a father and husband he'd failed in the mission of keeping his family safe.
With a sigh, Gradenko appended a note for clarification onto the Iraqi request and added it to his outgoing tray. A glance at the steadily ticking clock fixed to the wall left Gradenko surprised that it was edging into the late afternoon already. He stood, ignoring the protest of his aching back and stepped out of his office.
The offices of the Soviet foreign ministry were filled with the chatter of keyboards and the quiet murmur of hushed conversations. It was the exact type of background noise that Gradenko had come to expect over his career. The sounds of diplomacy in action had once been musical to him. Where other men found the churn of bureaucracy tedious, he had found it invigorating. Every scrap of red tape was a logic puzzle waiting to be solved, a knot waiting to be untangled. Now he only felt tired.
As Gradenko passed through the rows of cubicles and offices, he saw his ministry hard at work. Few dared to stop their work long enough to acknowledge him. Diplomacy didn't cease just because of a war, after all. The foreign ministry still had crumbling China to deal with, arrangements with their allies and neighbors, dealings with the Arab states, arms and petroleum sales to India, imports of food grain, meat, and leather from Argentina, fruit and tobacco from Cuba and so on. With NATO choking the North Atlantic, much of this overseas trade was tailing off, but it wasn't curtailed entirely, not so long as neutral India and China were willing to act as middlemen.
During Kavinsky's time as general secretary, the foreign ministry had wielded great power. It was more than just a diplomatic corps. The foreign ministry was the face of communism to the world and so received a lion's share of the government's budget when compared to its Western counterparts. The foreign ministry wasn't a slave to the party, but a pillar of power in and of itself. The foreign ministry not only conducted trade deals, treaties, and alliances, but it also handled innumerable propaganda projects and domestic initiatives aimed to show the world the might of communism. As such, Gradenko had traditionally enjoyed a great amount of leeway in the control of his ministry.
That had of course changed since Karamazov had secured a stranglehold on the threads of power in the Soviet Union. Now the foreign ministry—like the rest of the governmental apparatus—was a mouthpiece for Karamazov.
"Good afternoon, comrade minister." A senior staffer fell into step with Gradenko, oblivious or wilfully ignorant to his superior's sour mood. The staffer held a sheaf of papers in hand. "We've received a telex from the ID."
The ID, or more formally the International Department of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, was the diplomatic arm of the Communist Party and the closest thing the foreign ministry had to a rival in the government. The ID was responsible for relationships with communist parties, fronts, and movements around the world, from the most far removed African revolutionaries to the most privileged American college students, to every communist government from Cuba to Vietnam and everything in between. 
"The ID? What this time?" Gradenko asked.
The staffer smirked, "They're demanding we issue a communique declaring solidarity with the Chinese Communist Party."
Gradenko stopped his march to his office to turn on the staffer. "The Chinese? Because of the unrest there?"
"Yes, comrade."
"They must be joking," Gradenko said, knowing full well that wasn't the case. Just a few years ago the Chinese were considered something of an ideological enemy. While not quite as threatening either socially or militarily as the West, there was certainly no "solidarity" with China during the handful of border skirmishes that broke out in the 1960s and 1970s. 
Gradenko sighed. By its very nature, the ID appealed to idealists. Men and women who fervently believed in a unified cause, international communism. As such, they were best suited only to deal with other idealists. The foreign ministry however dealt with realists. "And if we announce support for the Chinese Communist Party, then every neighboring Asian nation with a bone to pick with China will see us as an enemy." The Vietnamese in particular were very sensitive to any favorable treatment of the People's Republic of China.
"That is my estimation as well," the staffer said.
Gradenko also knew he couldn't simply ignore China's plight. Yes, political unrest was increasing at an alarming rate. Military coherency was breaking down along nationalistic lines. The Chinese had done this to themselves. Their constant flirting with Western ideals had opened the floodgates, and unlike the Soviet Union, they hadn't had the heart to crush the dissenters early. While the Soviets had dictated their own path to modernity, the Chinese had stumbled face first into the world of the West.
That said, they were invaluable to the Soviet Union. With little accessible coastline to speak of, the Soviet Union was effectively landlocked and as such needed the Chinese as a trading partner. With looming shortages across the board for any number of civilian goods, China represented a lifeline in the dark. Imports of wheat, barley, soybeans, corn, pork, and fish were vital to the Soviet Union's ability to maintain war footing. Not to mention a weak, socialist China was preferable to a Western meddling in the region. If the PRC were allowed to collapse, who knew what would replace it.
"We can't risk offending the Chinese, nor can we reveal our hand in that region," Gradenko said. "It's simply too important." In the recent past, the Chinese Communist Party had sat at the head of their own bloc of aligned nations, just as the Soviet Union did. With China on the decline, nations like Cambodia and Albania might be ripe to be swayed back to the Soviet banner, back to traditional Marxist-Leninist communism and away from Maoist thinking. That was a problem for the International Department. Gradenko only worried about maintaining friendly relations with as many nations as possible.
"There's no reason to antagonize the ID more than we must. Issue a statement condemning the civil unrest and expressing support for maintaining the rule of law. 'Legitimacy does not come from violence.' Something to that effect."
The staffer scribbled a note in the margin of a paper. "Thank you, comrade, I'll relay this to the East Asian department for final approval."
"See that it gets issued before the ID has a chance to request oversight on the wording of our statement."
"Yes, comrade!"
Gradenko continued on his circuit of the office, passing by a small black and white television tuned to Programme One, currently showing footage from Sweden. Bold, brave, photogenic Soviet infantry hoisted the red banner off of the roof of Malmo's historic, neoclassical city hall. The flag snapped proudly in the breeze as the camera crew panned across the occupied city. 
"Comrade minister," a soft-spoken staffer stepped forward to grab Gradenko's attention. "Apologies, but you have a message from Chairman Dragomirov."
"Dragomirov?" Gradenko was in no mood, but kept his anger in check.
The staffer extended a letter in a sealed envelope. The sword and shield emblem of the KGB was prominent on the front. Gradenko took the sealed letter and the staffer scurried off. He tore it open and read quickly.
Comrade Minister Gradenko, this is a formal invitation to attend a meeting regarding your son's detainment. 
The curt message was followed by a time, date, and location, the KGB headquarters in Moscow. Gradenko was again nearly overwhelmed by a flood of emotions. Fear, rage, and most insidious: hope. A meeting implied a discussion, and a discussion implied an undecided outcome.
The meeting was scheduled for tomorrow, an eternity to agonize over possibilities.
Gradenko slid the letter into his coat pocket and continued on his loop of the office. He still needed to tell his wife about their son's current fate, whatever possibilities the meeting with Dragomirov held. It was a task he'd put off for too long, far too long.
***
Gradenko poured himself another glass of vodka, barely setting the bottle back down before he swallowed the glass's contents. His throat was already numb and he hardly felt the sting of the alcohol. The dining room of his apartment was dark; the only light came from street lights outside. Muted, golden light spilled through an open curtain to cast watery reflections which played off the vodka bottle and danced across the table before him. He'd been unable to muster up the courage to call Katya after work, and now edging into the night he still felt trepidation and fear. More than the KGB, surely Katya would blame him for what had happened.
What good is that power if it cannot be used? His son Vladimir's words surfaced mockingly in his mind. 
Gradenko had accepted the devil's deal presented to him by the KGB ghost Karamazov in equal parts to protect his family and safeguard his country. He'd failed at both of those things. In the foolishness of youth, Gradenko had held illusions that he could help shape the Soviet Union into the promise of his childhood. He'd thought he could steer the course of the nation—even if to some small degree—away from militant isolation and toward shared prosperity. Now it seemed he was destined to aspire only to fade away into obscurity and be forgotten as a sad, broken man like Kruschev or Kavinsky.
He pushed the half-empty bottle away from himself and stood on shaky legs to walk to the living room window to stare down on the quiet side-streets of Moscow. He'd met his wife not far from here. They'd raised their children in this apartment. He'd seen Vladimir and Ivana grow to positions of importance: Vladimir as a mid-level bureaucrat in the Foreign Ministry, Ivana as a promising agricultural scientist. Collectively, they'd worked to build this state to what it was now. Now it was that same state that stole his son.
He should have escaped to Finland when he'd had the chance, not that it would have mattered anymore. He'd felt rage when Karamazov had confronted him with the truth, the truth that he knew about Gradenko's underhanded attempt to start peace talks with the West. It was a plan he'd foolishly involved his son in. Now though, he was too exhausted to be angry. He could accuse Karamazov and his KGB goons all he wanted, but at the end of the day no one was responsible for his sorry fate but himself.
They would not kill Vladimir, they may not even harm him. Instead, he was certain his son would languish in captivity for as long as his father remained useful to the true power behind the throne, Alexei Karamazov.
Gradenko swore aloud, words for no one but himself
He'd tried to move on Karamazov, to unseat him from power, but it was too late and too clumsy. His days were undoubtedly numbered. Scooping up the phone receiver so hard that the bells inside chimed sympathetically, Gradenko dialed the number of his summer Dacha near Leningrad before he could change his mind.
It rang twice when his wife answered. "Hello?"
The knowledge that the KGB were doubtlessly listening to this call haunted him. "Katya."
A pause. "Andrei? Is that you?"
"Yes."
Another pause. "Have you been drinking?"
Gradenko wiped his face, his stomach rebelling against him. He had to be strong for his wife, for his son. "Katya … Vladimir is …." Gradenko hated himself for his weakness. He was falling to pieces. He sucked in a breath of air to steady his nerves. "Vladimir has been accused of treason."
The silence hit Gradenko like a fist to the gut. He hadn't drunk nearly enough to take the silence of a mother threatened with losing her son.
"He's been arrested and is being held for questioning."
He waited for her to blame him. When she didn't, it only hurt worse.
"Treason?" The word was distant, weak, faded by the shock of a woman who knew full well what the penalty for disobedience was in this country. Katya had lived in the Soviet Union all her life, she was almost as familiar with the functioning of its government as Gradenko was. She was accustomed to hardship, accustomed to the safety of silence. But she also felt a mother's love for her child, and that part of her wouldn't be silent.
"It cannot be true. It's a lie," she said. "Vladimir would never."
Gradenko wanted to promise her he would get their son back. He wanted to tell her he was sorry, to tell her that everything would be alright. He said none of these things. 
"Andrei, what will happen to him?"
"I have a meeting about it soon," he said.
"A meeting? With who?"
"Powerful people," Gradenko replied. "Don't fret about it. Please." An impossible request. 
"You'll take care of things?"
Gradenko did the most difficult thing he could in this moment. He lied. "I will take care of this."
"How has this happened?" she said. "We have always been loyal to the party. We have always done the right thing. Was it corruption? Are they making an example of him?"
"No," Gradenko said. "No, nothing like that. Do you think Vladimir is that type?"
"I don't know what to think," she said. "How can this be happening?"
"It's the war," Gradenko replied. "It's making a mess of everything. I will get our son back and clear this confusion up." The lie came easier the second time.
"This is a nightmare," Katya said, more to herself than anyone. "Andrei, you have to get him back."
"I will."
Again that terrible silence. 
"Andrei, I want to come back home. I don't like being here alone."
It no longer made sense for Katya to remain in the Dacha. She was no safer there than she would be in Moscow. If Karamazov wanted to use her as a bargaining chip he would. It would be better if she were here. He longed for her touch, to hold her tight, to return her son safely to her.
"I will make arrangements," Gradenko said. "The trains are diverted for military duty but I can get you a permit to travel."
"Please," Katya said, her voice wavering in a way that broke Gradenko's heart.
"I have to see to matters," Andrei said. "Goodbye my love."
"Goodbye, Andrei."
The Foreign Minister returned the phone to its cradle, sat on the couch and wept.
***
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Years of hiking as a hobby were paying off for Karlsdotter. Despite the armored personnel carriers her platoon possessed, so much of what they did was on foot.
Karlsdotter had built up a tolerance to long treks even before joining the Home Guard. She'd kept her boots laced as tight as was comfortable to support her ankles. She'd taken every opportunity to change her socks to keep her feet dry. She took sips from her canteen from time to time, just enough to stave off dehydration. She did all of this as she did everything: meticulously. It was comforting to follow routines. It also kept her mind off the hell around her.
Karlsdotter walked parallel to Larsson, each of them on opposite sides of the road they traveled. They kept their rifles at the ready and kept their heads moving, eyes scanning the woods ahead. Complacency and lack of attention got people killed. Their steady footfalls and the crunch of grit on the asphalt road made a metronomic beat that was underscored by the distant rumble of their APC's diesel engine.
The APCs crawled up the road behind them, following her and the rest of her squad at a walking pace. While they offered mobility and a degree of protection, they lacked good visibility. It was much easier to ambush a vehicle than it was footsoldiers.
No one spoke, it wasn't safe. They were moving through terrain that the enemy had already passed through. Although they hadn't seen them in the flesh since their initial engagement in the night, they'd seen plenty of evidence of them. 
Silk parachute canopies fluttered in open fields. Ration wrappers marked in Polish littered the ground at resting points. Tire tracks and tank treads marked their passage. 
Though they were relatively ill-equipped and poorly led, the Polish were accomplishing their mission of sowing chaos behind Swedish lines. This was how the Soviets wanted to fight, bypassing resistance where possible and running rampant over Sweden. While the army had to worry about stopping Soviet armored columns coming from both north and south as well as more landings along Sweden's long Baltic coast, dealing with paratroopers fell to the Home Guard.
Karlsdotter shrugged, trying to get her rucksack to sit better on her shoulders. It was a bad sign if things were already getting uncomfortable for her when there was no telling how much longer she would be required to carry this load.
Ahead of her, walking straight down the middle of the road was Sergeant Hellström. His head pivoted side to side as he searched for threats or signs of the enemy. After initial pushes against their position by the Poles, the enemy had been more aloof, seeking easier prey, aiming to sever the road corridor between Oslo and Stockholm. It meant the Home Guard had to remain mobile and vigilant.
It was an overcast, gloomy day though Karlsdotter was just as glad not to have the sun beating down on her. Were it not for the distant sounds of battle, Karlsdotter might have been able to convince herself that this was just another pre-war exercise. She took note of a cluster of buildings approaching, visible through a thin line of trees. It looked like a farmhouse.
Hellström held up a fist and everyone went to a knee. It wasn't conscious, it was reflex, an artifact of training. Karlsdotter shouldered her rifle and watched her side of the road, staring out into the silent, green woods. Wind tousled the branches, tossing shadow and light into dappled patterns across the leaf-strewn ground.
Hellström looked back over his shoulder. "Karlsdotter, Larsson." He swept a hand toward the building. "Check it."
Karlsdotter understood the logic. Better to lose two soldiers to an ambush than the whole platoon. That didn't mean she liked it. She buried her fear and rose to her feet, moving swiftly and carefully through the vegetation lining the road, her eyes locked on the farmhouse. She was only distantly aware of Larsson moving to catch up with her.
It was just as likely that this house was empty. They’d come across plenty of abandoned homes already. She probably had nothing to fear. But that didn't stop her palms from sweating.
The house was silent. Karlsdotter crouched at the edge of the stretch of trees and listened. The front door hung halfway open in a way that made her uneasy. It wasn't natural. 
Larsson stopped in cover beside her, taking aim at the building.
For a moment neither spoke, then Larsson broke the silence. "If you cover me, I'll—"
Karlsdotter didn't allow him to finish. She could only handle her fear by dealing with it head on. She rose again and advanced on the building, rifle pointing the way. Each step was an eternity, every moment in the open was hell. Finally she arrived, pressing her body tight against the door frame. She listened another moment to the silence. Surely the enemy wouldn't be so quiet.
There was one way to find out.
Karlsdotter pushed the front door open the rest of the way and swept the hall with the muzzle of her rifle.
A man lay in a pool of thick, dark blood in the entryway. He didn't wear the mottled green of Poland or Sweden, but rather had on civilian clothes—blue jeans and a button-up flannel shirt. It was obvious straight away that he was dead. His body lay at an uncomfortable angle, his face pressed into the cold floor.
Karlsdotter's blood rushed in her ears, her heart hammered. She'd seen the bodies of the paratroopers they'd killed, but not up close, she'd kept her distance. Karlsdotter tore her eyes from the body and stepped over him, leaving bootprints in his blood. She checked each room swiftly, not allowing herself to think about what she'd seen. The kitchen was ransacked, cabinets emptied, the fridge hung open. A shattered milk bottle lay on the floor here.
The next room was a living room. The furniture had been toppled as if in a struggle. The TV was shattered. Another body lay here. A woman.
Karlsdotter stared down at her.
Like the man she'd clearly been shot several times. The floor was sticky with her blood. Her pants were tangled around her ankles.
"Karlsdotter."
Karlsdotter jumped and gasped.
Larsson grabbed her shoulder and steered her away from the grizzly sight. "What happened?"
At once Karlsdotter's horror was overcome with revulsion and shame. She was a soldier. This was war. There was no time for her personal weakness. She turned away.
Larsson looked back into the room, taking in the scene. "Oh my God …"
Karlsdotter felt dizzy. She pushed past Larsson, making for the entryway. A moment later she heard Larsson throwing up behind her. 
Outside, the air was shockingly cold on her clammy skin. She gave the all clear signal to Hellström who nodded and set the platoon to moving again. Karlsdotter took a moment to lean against the door frame and try to steady her breathing, sucking in deep breaths of cool air. Nausea threatened to overwhelm her as it had Larsson. Her stomach churned and seemed to surge to her throat. She felt lost, adrift in an ocean of horror and fear. All that buoyed her was hate. A burgeoning spark of anger welling up within her. Hate for the enemy. Hate for the invader. Hate for the killers and hate for the rapists. Hate for everyone who'd shattered the calm of her life and so many others. She wasn't facing men in uniform, she was facing monsters.
Karlsdotter unbuckled her helmet and took it off. Swallowing back sickness she wiped her face dry with a hand. She wasn't going to be sick, she refused to throw up. She was a soldier. She was a soldier and she had to be strong.
A moment later, Larsson returned looking ghastly pale. "Sorry," he said. "Sorry, I … Karlsdotter are you alright?"
"Fine," she said again. "Let's go."
"Should we—"
"No," Karlsdotter said. 
"But—"
"We can bury the dead after we put the bastards in the ground," she said, her voice hard as steel. "Let's see about paying them back." She put her helmet back on and started off after Hellström and the others. A moment later, Larsson followed.
***
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Gradenko stopped before the broad, collonaded face of the Lubyanka building and stared up at its Imperial-era charm. If one was unaware of the dark secrets held within, then it might be easy to mistake this ornate building for a hotel or museum. Lubyanka's stonework facade was a dull yellow-orange, marked with blocks of windows. The building's perfect symmetry was marred only by a haphazard collection of window air conditioning units mounted across it. What street traffic there was buzzed and rumbled by, heedless of the building's sinister purpose. 
As he looked up Gradenko wondered how many idle thoughts had passed through his mind that—if they were known—would have landed him a spot in the infamous prison located in the basement of this building, a prison that even now his son might be languishing in.
Gradenko had once heard his son joke that Lubyanka was the tallest building in the Soviet Union, because you can see Siberia from the basement. The joke felt sour to him now.
He passed through the guarded double doors and into the building's opulent lobby. Beautifully laid wood mosaics paneled the floors. The walls were painted a striking pale-green and galleried walkways looked down on the main lobby.
The relationship between the KGB and the people of the Soviet Union was a complicated one. The KGB existed ostensibly to protect the Soviet Union, a noble task as far as Gradenko was concerned. The problem arose when the KGB felt the need to protect the Soviet Union from its own citizens. His nation was one born of revolution in the truest sense, an overthrow of the old order and the establishment of a radical new one. As such, in many ways the revolution never really ended, there was always a risk of reactionism and decline back to the old ways. The KGB were meant to be watchful for all such threats, foreign and domestic.
Gradenko approached the central desk to announce himself. "Andrei Gradenko."
The clerk checked her computer terminal, "Comrade minister, the chairman is expecting your visit." She gestured back toward a bank of elevators opposite a security station, "Third floor, follow the signs."
Gradenko nodded and crossed the lobby, his heels clicking on the floor. It never failed to register with him the irony of the Soviet government relying on buildings from the height of the Tsar's decadence to house their government. Some edifices were simply too deeply entrenched to uproot, he supposed.
After a brief security check where Gradenko was thoroughly swept for weapons, he was allowed onto the elevators and up to the executive offices. It was still hard to fathom that he was here in the heart of the most dangerous and secretive branch of the Soviet government. All around him were the cogs of the KGB, bureaucratic supports for the spies and killers of the security committee. Alongside them were armed guards, enough to form an entire battalion—truly a power all their own.
The signs led Gradenko to an unremarkable wooden door. Only the placard on it hinted at its importance. Chairman Dragomirov.
Gradenko knocked softly and it opened.
"Comrade minister, come in." Dragomirov was outwardly unassuming. He was relatively young, though his dark, curly hair was going prematurely gray. Round glasses framed cool eyes. He was a full head shorter than Gradenko.
Gradenko entered and Dragomirov closed the door behind him, leaving the two of them alone in a nearly featureless office.
While Lubyanka's exterior was a faded umber, the interior of this office was an off-yellow that matched tan floor tiles, wood paneling and wood furniture. It was hideously ugly even to Gradenko's untrained eye, though it didn't seem to bother Dragomirov.
A lone desk sat beside an empty fireplace with a bust of Lenin upon it. The chairs were simple, wooden, with no cushioning. In the whole room there was no hint of luxury anywhere.
Dragomirov made his way to the desk and sat, beckoning Gradenko to sit opposite him. The two men had never met and were only aware of one another by title. Dragomirov had been the deputy chairman of the KGB for some time, functioning as Karamazov's right hand in all aspects before now assuming Karamazov’s old role.
"I know this is a sensitive matter," Dragomirov said, his face betraying neither sympathy nor smug gloating, it was a face of impartiality. "And I am sure it is troubling for you."
"Yes," Gradenko said.
"Forgive me, I would offer you a drink," Dragomirov said, "but I do not drink."
"I would not be able to accept it anyway," Gradenko said, "I am on official duty."
Dragomirov smiled, a tight, coiled thing. "Comrade minister, you might be the first Russian in history to refuse a drink in favor of duty."
Gradenko was unable to smile back.
Dragomirov didn't notice in any case. He slid open a drawer on his desk and produced a thick folder, which he laid down before himself with care. Light flashed off his glasses as he opened the folder and flipped delicately through its contents. "The accusations against your son are quite serious," he said, "and given both his importance and yours, we would like to get them resolved as quickly as possible, I am sure you understand."
"I do."
The chairman stopped his flipping and examined a typed document. "It seems that your son was reportedly discovered attempting to deliver a document to the government of Italy. A proposal for peace talks. Something wholly unauthorized by the Politburo or the Central Committee." 
He made a point, Gradenko noted, of not asking why he was on such a mission or who created such a document. Instead, he slid a photocopy of the letter that Gradenko had typed up over to him.
"It is … not directly treasonous, but certainly presumptuous to attempt to make peace without authorization."
Gradenko looked at the letter for what he felt was an appropriate amount of time, at least making a token effort to examine it.
"You know, in the old days we might simply have sent your son to the West. Exile him to a neutral country to avoid the scandal. This is more difficult given our current circumstances."
"Vladimir will resign his post in the foreign office," Gradenko said, reciting his carefully planned offer, "issue a formal letter in support of the war, and travel to Kazakh SSR to join his sister in the agriculture school."
Dragomirov shook his head. "I am sure your son wants to make this right, but we cannot be hasty. I have no doubts that he meant well and simply acted rashly."
Gradenko was put off balance. The chairman felt that his son … wasn't in the wrong? Was he working to exonerate him?
"I'd prefer not to belabor the issue," Dragomirov said. "Officially we are 'interviewing' your son to verify certain information. There is no formal arrest and there are no charges."
Gradenko felt the stirring ghost of relief within himself.
"Oh." Dragomirov reached back into his desk drawer and produced a crisp, white envelope before offering it to Gradenko, "A letter. From your son."
Gradenko took the envelope like it might dissolve in his hands.
"I wanted you to see that your son is not being treated unkindly here. I have taken a personal interest in his case and I will see that he gets the treatment befitting his service to our nation."
"That is," Gradenko said, "very kind of you, comrade chairman."
"Forgive me, but I am only acting in the interest of the security of the Soviet Union," Dragomirov said. "I have seen radicals, criminals, and counter-revolutionaries. I don't think your son is any of these things. Just …," he searched for a word, "misguided." Dragomirov nodded to the letter in Gradenko's hands. "I have read it. It is quite personal but it is my duty. I suggest that you read it in privacy, but it will show you what I have said is true. Vladimir is alive and well. I aim to review his case fully and, when I am satisfied of his innocence, I will authorize his release."
It was almost too good to be true. Gradenko struggled to keep his own emotions in check. The writing on the envelope was clearly Vladimir's shaky, block-letter handwriting. "Thank you, comrade chairman."
"I serve the Soviet Union," Dragomirov responded flatly, "but I am happy to do right by you." He returned the folder to his desk and rose, signaling an end to the meeting. "Thank you, comrade minister, for stopping by. If you do write a letter for your son, please let my office know. I will see that he gets it."
Gradenko nodded, still unable to accept that all of this was truly happening.
"Chaotic times we live in," Dragomirov said, leading Gradenko back to the door. "But the people who put your son in my custody likely won't be in power forever, will they?"
Gradenko didn't know how he was supposed to respond to that.
Dragomirov opened the door, letting the minister back into the hallway. "Until we meet again, comrade minister."
"Until then," Gradenko managed as the door was closed. He stood only a moment before checking that he still had the letter and started back for the elevators. Surely he'd misunderstood the chairman. He couldn't possibly have been implying that Karamazov would one day fall from power? No, it was madness. Why would Karamazov's right hand want to see him undone? And why would he say so to such an obvious rival for Karamazov's position? Unless …
Gradenko pushed it from his mind. He would worry about it later. For now, he had a letter to read.
***
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Artillery fire flying low overhead sounded like a fleet of speeding freight trains passing by. This sound mingled with the banshee wail of rocket fire coming down to blot out any other noise. The hellish cacophony drowned out all other sounds and left Koval stunned by its unearthly ferocity.
Even the report of Koval's rifle was only felt as a distant tapping while he—together with the rest of his company—dashed forward, advancing in a thin line toward the distant treeline that was the recipient of the hellacious bombardment.
Each concussive blast shook dust and leaves free to join billowing clouds of smoke and dirt flung into the air, blanketing the enemy position.
Despite all the furious firepower the Soviet army was calling down on that treeline, somehow the Swedes managed to fight back. Rifle fire cracked by, panging off the armor plate of the BTR behind him or whipping into the dirt before him. Another BTR was struck by an explosive round and burst into flames.
At the pre-attack platoon briefing, Koval and the others had been told they were a part of a great thrust north, an attack to tear a hole in the Swedish line. Koval knew the gears of war turned about him, a staggeringly huge military machine had been set in motion by the Soviet government, yet for all the weight of metal and firepower he had access to, he also knew that he was only a single tooth on a tiny cogwheel. 
His platoon's goal was minor, a village, a crossroads, an enemy position, but it was a microcosm of the overall Soviet battleplan. They were driving inexorably north, racing like a lance up the Scandinavian peninsula, aiming to cut Stockholm from Oslo and—ideally—trap the bulk of the Swedish army against the Baltic coast and force a surrender.
Koval briefly slowed his advance, struggling to load a fresh magazine into his AK as he moved. He'd never felt so small in his life. His contribution to this battle was miniscule, a single popping rifle in a bombardment heavy enough to uproot a forest. Still he carried on, his movement maintained by drilled discipline and his own momentum. Standard procedure during an attack was for infantry—dismounted or otherwise—to suppress the target with gunfire. In this case, it meant walking fire, a steady stream of shots from the hip. Whether or not this actually helped was unclear to Koval, but firing the weapon at least felt like he was doing something, like he had some miniscule amount of control over his own life.
He lept into a shallow crater in the field and scrambled up the opposite side, careful to keep his rifle free of the loose dirt. This was the "high water mark" of the previous ill-fated attempt to push the Swedes clear. The extent of the advance was marked by a row of burning Soviet vehicles and scattered bodies.
"God," Koval said to himself, stepping awkwardly over a fallen soldier, careful not to tread on the dead man, and noting as he did that this soldier was missing his head.
Ahead, the bombardment was slackening, shells falling less and less often. 
Koval ran on, his lungs and legs burning as sound returned to him. He fired half a magazine from the hip in short bursts, sweeping the jumping muzzle across the treeline ahead.
In the final stretch, the dismounted company was spurred ahead by the shouts and commands of its officers. Forward!
Koval's nose and throat burned from the smoke he inhaled, but he did as he was told, pressing on into the shadowy depths of the smoke cloud that enveloped the woodline. Now the bombardment had stopped completely as they crossed the final hundred meters. He was closer than that when he saw the first sign of the enemy: a foxhole just at the edge of the woods burst open by a direct hit. It had been shielded by a few felled logs and tree boughs that were now scattered about and smoldering. Inside were the remains of at least two Swedish soldiers—though it was impossible to pick out individual features in the morass of meat and shredded clothes.
Koval's stomach knotted at the sight but he forged onward. He told himself that it was just another obstacle to be cleared. He shouldered his rifle and continued on as he peered into the dark.
Little remained of the woods, mostly the charred skeletons of evergreen trees centered on a low hill. Fresh, dark earth churned up by the barrage mixed with the carpet of fallen pine needles and tree branches to cover the ground.
Nearby there was a burst of gunfire, the characteristic dry bark of a Kalashnikov.
Koval ducked all the same and glanced left, where it had come from.
"Eyes ahead," Zhuk said, stepping past him, "Their problem is their own. This is ours."
"But—," Koval began.
Zhuk spared him a glance, "You can die worrying about your neighbor or live watching out for yourself." Without waiting for a response, he ducked under a low branch and pressed deeper into the woods. 
Koval followed behind and the two of them passed more evidence of struggle. An overturned 4x4 lay by a trio of bodies. Dead Swedish guardsmen lay where they'd fallen, their bodies broken by the barrage. A knocked out Swedish S-tank was here as well, half-hidden in the brush. Koval stopped to stare at it in wonder. The S-tank was unusual in that it was a tank designed with no turret, just a gun barrel protruding straight out of a gently sloped armored hull.
"Forward, private," a sergeant barked at Koval as he passed. "There will be plenty more enemy dead to see. Keep moving!'
"Yes, sergeant," Koval said.
A sudden flurry of gunfire and screaming ahead was all the warning of an ambush.
Koval and the others threw themselves into cover, crawling through the ashen pine needles to shelter in any natural depression they could find as gunfire whickered through the trees overhead. Koval crawled forward to the crest of the hill and risked a peek over. This narrow stretch of woods—now just charred timbers—ended just a dozen meters ahead and gave way to a road, a cornfield, and a town opposite that.
"The enemy!" Arkadiy shouted.
Then he saw it. A few dozen paths were being cut through the cornfield moving north, infantry and vehicles withdrawing north to the village.
"Open fire!" the sergeant shouted.
Koval didn't hesitate and bracketed one of the distant stirrings in the corn with his sights, squeezing off a short burst of rounds and then another.
Return gunfire flashed from the village, a hundred meters distant, and bullets snapped through the trees around them.
"AT teams!" the sergeant shouted back. "Enemy armor!"
A lone S-tank reversed across the cornfield, plowing a great furrow in the crops. It halted and fired, a plume of smoke bursting from its muzzle a fraction of a second before an explosive round detonated in the woods nearby, making Koval duck.
While the sergeant called for anti-tank missiles, an enterprising infantryman took a shot with an RPG. The weapon corkscrewed over the low vehicle to explode uselessly in the corn. The soldier who fired was at once pinned down by heavy machine gun fire from the Swedish lines.
Terrified, Koval raised his rifle above the lip of the hill and fired back blindly, the rifle jumping in his hands like a wild animal.
A second Soviet rose to his knees and drew a bead on the S-tank, popping off another RPG at it. This time the shot was true, exploding on the hull of the tank with a bang. Fire from the two RPGs now spread to the cornfield, creating a thick blanket of smoke that separated the two forces.
The broken, forested Swedish countryside made for poor terrain in which to use long-range missiles, but it also meant shorter-ranged, shoulder-launched weapons like the RPG-7 could truly shine.
Koval knocked his empty magazine loose and loaded another spare, alarmed to see he only had two more left. He would need to be more careful with his ammo usage if it was going to last.
"Excellent work," a lieutenant moved down the line, patting Koval on his shoulder as he ducked by. "We have the enemy cornered," the lieutenant continued. "Keep up the work, comrades!"
"Does he think we've beaten them?" Zhuk asked when the lieutenant was out of earshot.
"Watch your mouth, private!" the sergeant shouted back.
"Or what?" Zhuk asked. "You'll shoot me and save the Swedes a bullet?" 
The sergeant was taken aback at Zhuk's insolence. Since the sergeant had no real weight to his authority, and his bluff had been called, he pretended to be busy surveying enemy lines rather than confront the rebellious private.
"Be careful, comrade," Koval said, "they may do just that."
"Not here they won't," Zhuk said. "Not in a battle. Besides, if they start to execute men like me, then the war will truly be lost." He grinned confidently and checked his rifle.
Koval mirrored him, looking over his kit as a fresh wave of artillery fire began to come down on the village, turning houses into firewood. The weight of the awesome and terrible shellfire blanketed the town with dust and smoke until nothing was visible but a dark, churning cloud. Each explosion hit Koval's chest like a drumbeat, a steady rhythm. The rhythm of war.
"Soon enough now," Zhuk said, readying his rifle and adjusting the sling to sit more comfortably. "We push again after our comrades in the artillery do the hard work, just as before."
Koval nodded.
"We push them again like this and then a few more times and then—," Zhuk flashed Koval a grin, "we will be in Stockholm."
***
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The rainy weather of some days prior had lifted and with it had lifted Vance's spirits and that of his company. A bright, warm sun shone down on the American tanks as they wound their way across western Germany. The Soviets in this area had already largely withdrawn back across the Rhine, though here and there scattered elements fought on, striking against American armor as they fell back for the safety of the Rhine. As such, most of the actual fighting was being handled by forward cavalry scouts and French reconnaissance units. The distant boom of guns and the shriek of missiles could occasionally be heard echoing through the forested hills near Kaiserslautern, but of the enemy there was no sign.
Vance had seen the aftermath of the fierce and deadly fighting on the outskirts of Ramstein air base where Soviet infiltrators and special forces had struck at the airfields and hangars in conjunction with waves of Soviet rocket attacks. The towns surrounding the base were in ruins, smoldering with exhausted flames, but somehow, the Americans and Germans had held the base, though what condition the airfields were in he couldn't say. Based on the devastation of residential areas surrounding that facility, he felt like the price paid was too high.
Unlike their earlier broad distribution, Cutthroat company kept close formation, traveling in an extended column along a narrow German road, the tanks no more than thirty meters apart. The muzzles of their main guns angled to cover the woods. The tanks themselves hosted squads of infantry who rode on their armored hulls, weapons and eyes vigilant for danger.
Vance rode in the open with them. The hatch of his cupola hung open, exposing his head and shoulders to the crisp early autumn air. Tinny strains of rock music sounded from the tank just ahead of Vance, one of First Platoon’s vehicles. The infantry that rode on it were tuned into a local radio station with a small portable radio. Strictly speaking, it was against regulations but Vance didn't see the harm now. It wasn't as if they would hear anything over the roar of their engines or even manage to sneak up on anyone like this.
"Cutthroat Six, this is Hammermill Romeo. Copy? Over."
Vance adjusted his headphones and helmet mic before clicking it on to respond to the battalion command's radio operator. "Hammermill Romeo, Cutthroat Six actual, go ahead."
"What's your position, Cutthroat Six?"
Vance ducked back into his turret and checked his progress on a grid map. "Approaching Point Golf," he said. "Grid reference delta two, mike six, twelve, sixty seven."
"Copy, Cutthroat. Be advised, friendlies are holding at Point Golf."
Golf was the town of Wattenheim, a small roadside village on the way to the Rhine.
"Expect to encounter scout elements of callsign Snake Bravo, French army units. Rendezvous at Point Golf, make contact with Snake Bravo Three-Six and report back."
"Copy, Hammermill."
"Hammermill Romeo out."
Vance toggled radio frequencies to the company command channel. "Cutthroat Six to all units, we're expecting friendlies ahead at Point Golf. French army, watch your fire and double check targets." His platoon leaders sounded affirmatives, but Vance barely heard it; he was checking the map again. If the French were at Wattenheim, then it meant they'd already overrun any fleeing Russians in this sector. They were stopping twenty five kilometers from the Rhine, probably to organize the line and disentangle friendly forces from one another. The counterpush after the Seminole division had arrived was chaotic and allied forces had been swept along for the ride. What started as an orderly deployment had become anything but. If command felt confident enough in their position to reorder things, then Vance took it as a positive sign.
The convoy proceeded westward for another few minutes before Vance's lead elements contacted the French scouts. Wheeled French APCs lined the road here and there. Their crews and complements stood around them smoking and eating as they watched the American armored company roll by. They looked worn but not exhausted as far as Vance could tell. He suspected they were elements of the French army reserve that had joined them in their stand outside Metz and the counterattack to drive the Soviets back.
It seemed to be a full mechanized infantry regiment standing by in the dense woods just before the open Rhine river valley. They passed by self-propelled artillery and ATGM launch vehicles, all of them heavily camouflaged. French traffic controllers directed Vance's men through the tightly packed roads and into an open field just outside Wattenheim.
The northern perimeter of the town was demolished with dozens of homes now nothing but ashy rubble piles. Whatever fires had burned here had since been extinguished, though the cloying smell of acrid smoke still persisted.
Vance clicked onto the company channel and re-iterated orders to assume a holding position.
"I don't like sitting in the open like this, sir," Lieutenant Gentry of First Platoon said.
"I don't think we'll be here long," Vance replied. "Sit tight, stay cool, and rotate your crews, make sure we give as many guys a break as we can."
"Roger, Six," Gentry replied.
Vance checked his radio frequency reference sheet and adjusted to the channel the French should be using. "Snake Bravo Six, this is Hammermill-Cutthroat Six. Do you copy?" He released the transmit button and listened to the soft hiss of static a moment before repeating his request.
"Copy Hammermill-Cutthroat Six," a French-accented voice replied, "This is Snake Bravo Romeo. Snake Bravo Six is awaiting you at Point Golf."
"Face to face?" Vance asked.
"Affirmative."
He sighed. "Copy. I'll be there in five." He switched back to his own battalion channel and surveyed the area.
The village of Wattenheim sat adjacent to a major highway that ran east, ultimately crossing the Rhine into Soviet-controlled territory. To the east and west the town was flanked by wooded ridgelines, creating a small open valley of sorts. Somewhere to the north he could hear the boom of artillery pieces firing. It sounded close, probably the French or some other NATO allies.
Vance clicked on his company frequency. "Cutthroat Five, this is Six. Copy?"
First Lieutenant TJ Osterman's voice crackled back, "Five here. Go ahead, Six."
"I'm going to go to Point Golf to meet with Snake Bravo Six. I need you to get in touch with Snake Bravo's air defense assets, make sure they've got this area covered. We're sitting ducks for as long as they have us parked here."
"Can do," TJ said.
"And let our infantry stretch their legs."
"Good luck with the meeting."
"Right. Six out." Vance snapped off the transmitter and keyed the intercom to his driver, Kinney. "Alright, take us to the town. Try not to run over any fence posts."
"Affirmative."
The damage to the town grew more vivid in detail as they drew nearer. Most gruesome was the line of makeshift graves along the edge of the town, marked with simple wooden boards. Just inside the edge of Wattenheim, they drove past a Soviet armored car half-buried under a collapsed building and a half-dozen Soviet corpses lined beside it. Their faces were gray and slack, their dead eyes staring skyward. Vance recalled the sight of the BMP crew he'd machine gunned and turned away.
French troops patrolled the town and German civilians watched the soldiers with shocked apathy.
Kinney did his best to maneuver through this wreckage without making it worse but did at one point clip the edge of a parked car, knocking it up onto the sidewalk. No one seemed to care enough to even notice.
They ultimately arrived at a small church that sat on a street corner, the focal point of French military activity here.
"Keep her running," Vance told his crew. "I'll be right back." He climbed from the tank and dropped onto the pavement, approaching a French infantryman. "Captain Vance," he said, "I'm looking for your CO."
The soldier stammered something back in French.
"Snake Bravo Six?" Vance tried.
"The church," another soldier said in passing. "The colonel is there."
"Thanks." Vance wove his way around a stack of food ration pallets and into the church.
The wooden pews had all been cleared out, piled against the walls as makeshift protection and a command post was set up here. 
"Captain Vance?" the colonel's accent made Vance's rank three syllables instead of two.
Vance saluted the colonel. "Snake Bravo Six?"
"Colonel Charpentier." He returned the salute and then offered Vance a handshake which he took. "I preferred to do this in person to avoid our traffic being intercepted." 
"Understandable, sir," Vance said.
Charpentier continued. "We know the Russians are a step behind on signal intelligence. But what is it you say? A stopped clock is sometimes right?"
"Something like that."
"You may not know," Charpentier said, "but your division is drawing back."
"Drawing back?" Vance asked.
"Tomorrow," Charpentier said, "my men are replacing you on the line and you will take reserve positioning. Have you seen the bridging engineers?"
Vance shook his head.
Charpentier made a noise in the back of his throat. "It seems we plan on crossing the Rhine soon. You are tanks, yes? It will be you leading the way. Your own commanders will confirm this soon, I think."
The news was a surprise to Vance, and not a welcome one. He knew they were moving forward, but rolling up retreating enemies wasn't the same as going over to the offensive.
Charpentier continued. "For now though, my men will need screening." He led Vance to a map table and indicated the ridgeline to the east. "I would like to deploy your company along these hills here. Near the city of Worms in case of a Soviet counterattack."
Vance studied the ground. "Do you have men out that way?"
"Two platoons of infantry and an anti-tank unit."
Vance nodded, "We'll move in and supplement them. Looks like open ground past that."
"Yes, good killing ground if the Soviets are stupid enough to stick their necks out." Carpentier sounded almost eager.
Vance hoped the Soviets weren't so keen, for both their sakes. 
"The whole line is thinning," Charpentier said. "French divisions are assuming defense along the Rhine. Tomorrow morning we advance right to the bank." Charpentier looked at Vance. "I can give you an escort to lead your company to the position we've chosen."
"I'd appreciate that."
Charpentier gave an order in French and a group of waiting soldiers exited the church in a hurry. "They will show you the way."
"Thanks," Vance said. "We'll get in place." He left Colonel Charpentier's command post with no formal goodbye and mounted his tank. Using his vehicle intercom, Vance instructed his driver to follow the scout car that was pulling into the open now.
As the tank rolled out, Vance patched himself into battalion command. "Cutthroat is moving into fighting positions east of Point Golf. Contact has been made with Snake Bravo Six, over."
"Copy, Cutthroat," this time Major Esposito himself spoke. "After Snake Bravo deploys tomorrow morning, I want your company to head south to Neustadt to link up with the battalion. We'll have trucks waiting for you there to redeploy us. Intel says the Soviets aren't in shape to make any counterattacks. Make sure your people rest up."
"Yes, sir," Vance said.
"Hammermill Six out."
***
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If nothing else positive could be said about Strelnikov's unceremonious demotion, at least he'd been returned to the men he'd led in Yugoslavia, the ones he trusted. Mishkin's staff work was second to none as far as he was concerned. Mishkin had been more than happy to return command of the 121st to him. His chief of staff held no desire to command and was much more comfortable with administrative work, something Strelnikov was grateful for. He seemed just as relieved for Strelnikov to return to command his division as Strelnikov had been to reclaim it.
"Losses have been heavy," Mishkin continued as they walked through the dewy grass near their mobile headquarters. His tone was mournful, but he did not shy away from the hard truth. "Despite that, I would judge our forces combat capable. We're not ready for any major offensive action, but given another few days of preparation I imagine we could commit to local thrusts."
Strelnikov nodded. "Supply has been short with so much of it diverted to our comrades in Scandinavia. It will take some time to replenish losses completely. With NATO targeting our depots and logistical lines we've had to spread everything out. It hasn't been easy. But we'll make it work."
"I'm sure we will," Mishkin replied.
The two of them made their way toward the field hospital set up in the parking lot of Stuttgart General Hospital, near the division's headquarters.
Strelnikov sighed, allowing a moment of weakness in front of his trusted subordinate. "Things have not gone as I would have hoped. A quick victory was so close. We must be ready for when the opportunity again presents itself. I won't allow it to slip away again."
His trip from Turgenev's headquarters back to the 121st Division had been bittersweet. On the one hand, Strelnikov marveled at just how much ground the Soviet advance had covered, on the other hand he was left humbled by the scale of the losses here. Fleets of tanks lay in charred ruins across the countryside, innumerable buildings were nothing but heaps of timber and masonry. Highways were lined with jumbles of civilian cars, like plowed snowdrifts. They'd been crushed and bulldozed aside by the impetuous Soviet divisions who'd raced west with every ounce of their beings. There was no time for patience and no time for mercy. Those who didn't clear their vehicles died with them, smashed, crushed, and shoved callously aside. The human cost of war was staggering, but Strelnikov was hung up specifically on the fate of his vaunted 121st Zagreb Guards who had surged across this border and into the jaws of war.
The nearby civilian hospital was crowded. Cars and ambulances arrived regularly to deliver more and more wounded. They were mostly victims of indiscriminate Soviet shelling, but there would be losses inflicted by both sides, intentional or not. The sad truth was that wars did not take place in a vacuum. Battles were no longer fought on empty plains, they were fought through towns, cities, and into people's homes. There was no escape from the carnage. 
Seeing that the civilian hospital was just as busy as the military one was sobering. Strelnikov knew his men were putting their lives on the line, but it was for a noble cause, the defense of their homeland from Western aggression. These German civilians had made no such commitment.
Forcing his thoughts away from the toll on civilians, Strelnikov mused on his distant past as a young soldier. Nearly forty years old, he couldn't think of himself as an old man, and yet he felt it. A fatigue which wouldn't be sated lurked in the core of his being. He felt wounds which would never heal nagging at his soul. He'd seen unarmed workers scythed down by machine gun fire on the streets of Warsaw by his command. He'd seen the Soviet Union's own promising youth thrown into the fires of war outside of Zagreb, sacrifices on the altar to a better tomorrow. He'd seen nations brought down in flames. But in the past it could at least be called victory.
"Your thoughts, comrade general?"
Strelnikov glanced at Mishkin as they walked toward the field hospital. "My thoughts are my own, colonel."
"Is everything alright, comrade general?"
Whatever Mishkin's flaws, he was rarely cowed by his superior's rank. Some others might consider such familiarity to be contemptible. Strelnikov found it relieving in a way.
"Hardly," Strelnikov replied. He stopped and looked back at the intake of the hospital and field hospital. Trucks were unloading wounded men, a pathetic procession of walking wounded carried stretchers of their more grievously injured brethren. White bandages covered them like afflictions of the skin. They shuffled sadly forward. Strelnikov saw that many of them had burns, possibly tank crew who'd barely survived bailing out of their stricken vehicles. Each of them was waiting to be evaluated here before either being sent back to the Soviet Union, returned to the front, or treated here until they could be sent either home or to war.
"Comrade?" Mishkin said.
Strelnikov looked away from the procession of the damned. His heart wouldn't allow him to acknowledge the price of war. "We've been given a rare opportunity, Mishkin," Strelnikov said. "A second chance. For us and for the war."
"A chance for a quick victory you mean."
"Yes," Strelnikov said. "Should our friends the Americans keep their fingers off the nuclear trigger long enough for us to gather our strength."
Mishkin smiled uncertainly at his general's gallows humor.
"Colonel, you are from Pskov Oblast, is that right?"
Mishkin nodded. "Ostrov."
"What did your family do?"
Mishkin blinked. "Do?"
"Their occupations."
"They worked in the textile factory, comrade general."
"Factory workers?"
"Yes, general."
"And that was not the life for you?"
Mishkin was guarded for a moment, silent in thought. "I performed well academically," he said at last. "I had considered applying for engineering school, but I found myself drawn to military service."
"Duty? Honor?"
Mishkin laughed, looking embarrassed. "The excitement, comrade. And …"
"And?"
"Women love a man in uniform."
Strelnikov chuckled. "You fool. How has that worked for you? Hm?"
Mishkin could only grin. "Why is it you ask?"
Strelnikov waved a dismissive hand. "Consider it misplaced sentimentality."
"Sentimentality?"
Strelnikov nodded. "Thinking of home."
"Ukraine, yes?"
Strelnikov nodded again. "Donetsk Oblast." He suspected that Mishkin had either read his paperwork or picked up on his accent. He'd certainly never told him, but that sort of attention to detail is what Strelnikov appreciated about his adjutant. "My father was a collective farmer. My mother too in a way, though she never took to the lifestyle."
Mishkin said nothing, so Strelnikov continued.
"It's a monotonous life, comrade, to toil in the earth. You scrape the dirt to survive. You struggle each day." He paused a moment in thought. "There is always more to do and never enough time to do it all. There is not enough good help when you need it. Always shortages." He wondered how his parents were faring now. It had been years since he'd talked with them for any length of time.
"You miss it?"
"Miss it? No. The life of a soldier is a paradise by comparison. No. I do not miss it. But sometimes I think about what my life might have been if I never left. As a boy I spent my days working or studying. I spent my nights lost in a world of history."
"Old battles?"
"Powerful kings, great men. Wars which split the world. Nevsky, Zhukov, Suvarov, Skobelev." Strelnikov smiled to himself. "And Westerners as well. Napoleon. Wellington. Caesar. As a boy I longed for the touch of genius and—," Strelnikov paused again, smiling wider at the absurdity of it. "The challenge of battle."
This sentiment turned to ash as he and Mishkin entered the field hospital. The smell of death and suffering permeated the air, insufficiently concealed by the cloying scent of disinfectant. The chemical sting of disinfectant failed to completely mask the coppery scent of blood and left a lingering ominous sensation in Strelnikov's mind, the ever present threat of mortality.
Death and suffering were two things inextricably linked to war, though Strelnikov preferred not to dwell on them. In the face of the cost of war, things like glory, honor, and heroism seemed like utter lies when  compared with the monstrous toll that war took from people's lives. 
This was one place that Strelnikov felt fairly safe from NATO. For all their deadly air capabilities, their accuracy meant the chances of targeting a clearly marked field hospital were slimmer. Not impossible, but slimmer.
The field hospital was less crude than its name might otherwise suggest. The floors were made of thick, canvas-backed plastic sheeting along which gurneys wheeled and doctor's hurried. The wards—which were simply long tent structures—were packed with wounded men. Those that ended up in this hospital were typically those who were too seriously wounded to either send back to the front or treat onsite. The worst cases tended to accumulate here as they either stabilized enough to transfer out or died. 
As Strelnikov walked the length of the structure, he looked at the beds on either side. Men wrapped in blood-soaked gauze stared back. Some missing legs, arms, hands, feet. Others were scarcely conscious, hooked up to beeping, whirring, and wheezing machines. Some were horribly burned. Their slick, scorched flesh peeked from behind thick bandages. Nearly all of them were in a drug-induced stupor, kept sedated by chemical means.
It was a small blessing. When fresh wounded were hurried in, their frantic cries and shrill pleading made Strelnikov's skin crawl. How many of these men were ruined by his word? How many lives had not just been extinguished, but left sputtering?
As he walked, Strelnikov was tailed by Mishkin and his staff, moving like a somber funeral procession through the ranks of the wounded.
"What a terrible price," Strelnikov said. "And nothing to show for it."
"Terrible yes," Mishkin agreed. "But not without purpose. Great progress has been made."
"Progress," Strelnikov said bitterly, "but not victory." He still hadn't shaken off the moroseness that plagued him since his failure outside of Metz, a feeling only amplified by Turgenev's dressing down.
"Not yet," Mishkin said, concern evident in his voice. 
Strelnikov had enough presence of mind to know that he was slipping into pessimism. For all he harped on about morale he was failing to maintain his own. He stopped his relentless march and broke away to approach one of the soldiers lying in bed. Without his uniform and equipment, the illusion of him being a soldier failed. This man was only a boy. The left half of his face was wrapped in white and his torso was circled with heavy bandages. An IV drip fed clear liquid into his arm.
"What is your name?" Strelnikov asked.
"Vassily Cherdenko, general," the youth stammered. He looked paler now than he did a moment ago.
Strelnikov surveyed the young man's wounds like he might look over a losing battle. "How were you injured?"
"Enemy shelling," he replied. "They say that I am lucky to be alive."
"Aren't we all," Strelnikov replied. "You've done well, soldier. You have served the Soviet Union beyond what can be asked."
The soldier, clearly unsure how to respond, only nodded.
The sensation that Strelnikov himself had done this to this boy faded to be replaced by a different conviction. The enemy had done this to him. 
"Rest now. There's a medal in this for you I'm sure." He gave a tight smile.
The boy returned it. 
A medal wouldn't be much comfort to the crippled and maimed. Strelnikov wouldn't allow himself to think about it. The best way to end this suffering was to end this war as quickly as possible and as far as he was concerned there was only one acceptable way to do that. Victory.
On his round through the ward Strelnikov made a few more stops, speaking with the men, giving what words of comfort he could. Many of them men seemed pleased to see him, those that were lucid enough to speak. Others were too stunned to show much gratitude while others still seemed to resent him. It was hard to blame them, but Strelnikov didn't shield himself from it. This was his doing after all. This was the price to pay for victory and no matter how successful the battle, there was a price some would have to pay.
Anger burned in Strelnikov's heart, hatred for the price he'd had to pay and rage for the utter waste of it all. It haunted his mind as he and his staff exited the hospital again, making for the waiting armored cars.
He only had a moment to savor the fresh, cool air outside the hospital when he saw the delegation of civilians approaching under the watchful eye of Soviet sentries. "What now?" Strelnikov mused.
"Forgive the interruption, comrade general," a junior officer leading this group said. "They insisted on speaking with you."
"And who exactly are they?" he asked, eyeing their number. Two old men, one in a white doctor's coat. The third was a young man whose face was contorted in a grimace.
The young man spoke before the soldier could, answering in halting, thickly accented Russian.
"General, we represent the leadership and doctors of Stuttgart hospital. It is urgent we speak with you."
Strelnikov hid his surprise and eyed this young man more closely. His civilian attire made it impossible to be certain of his background, but his rudimentary Russian and lack of uniform made Strelnikov suspect this was a student of some kind.
"Urgent," Strelnikov, "This is a war. Everything is urgent. Lives are at stake, yes?"
"Yes," the student agreed. "That is what we are about. Lives. General, with the war many people are injured. Civilians, women and children."
Strelnikov hardened his face. "This is a war."
From the way the young man's eyes widened and nostrils flared, Strelnikov saw he'd struck a nerve.
"This hospital," he continued, "is short on medical supplies. Bandages, antiseptic, ah-" he struggled for the word. "Antibiotics. We beg for your help, general. Without these things, more people will die."
"We have nothing to share," Strelnikov said, answering automatically.
The young man glowered back at him before relaying the answer in German to the two men accompanying him, leading to a brief discussion.
"General," he said again. "Our people are dying—"
"My people are dying," Strelnikov shot back. "Teenagers. Boys. Men with wives and children. Perhaps if your army had not been so diligent about killing and maiming my men then we would have more medicine to share with you. As it is, I have none to spare."
The student's eyes were lit with fury as he relayed this answer to the older men with him.
"This is not a charity service" Strelnikov continued. "We are not here on a humanitarian mission. We are here to bring retribution for our people killed. If you want medicine, then I suggest you ask your own army."
The student didn't break eye contact with Strelnikov as he repeated the answer in German. Soon three sets of hate-filled eyes were locked on him.
Strelnikov didn't look away. "Hate me if you want. It will make no difference. My advice to you is to see that this war ends quickly. Tell your government—tell your soldiers: Surrender. There is no other choice that will see your lives spared. No greater choice to minimize the suffering."
None of them answered with words, but from their expressions, Strelnikov could see that surrender was the furthest thing from their minds.
Finally, the general looked away, turning to the junior officer who'd brought them here. "Take them away." He turned his back on the Germans and continued back toward his field headquarters, his staff trailing along.
Strelnikov mused over the bitter irony that being in command always meant deciding on people's lives beside his own. Turning away requests for medicine from civilians wasn't the glorious contest of wills he'd imagined when choosing to serve as an officer, but it was the reality. Ordinarily command meant ruining men's lives and signing death warrants, both for his soldiers and that of the enemy. It was so easy to become detached and to imagine it all as an abstract—a game of chess. The reality of orphaned children, widows, starvation, life-altering wounds, and shattered homes was all the more sobering. The only way a sane man could command in such bitter circumstances was to simply consider them as little as possible. Strelnikov didn't have time for a million personal tragedies unfolding around him. He only had time enough to worry about winning this war and getting as many of his men home as possible. The shortest path out was through, and he was going to see it through, no matter the cost.
***
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Karlsdotter startled awake with a strangled gasp. The details of the nightmare were gone, but the emotions remained. Terror, revulsion, and inescapably horrible fate. Fear gradually subsided to be replaced with reality. She lay curled in a sleeping bag on the rough, cold ground beneath a highway overpass along with the rest of her platoon. 
Karlsdotter focused on her breathing, steady breaths in and out. Her body was damp with sweat. Her recollection of the nightmare was fuzzy at best. She remembered screaming and screaming and screaming. She remembered begging for help and no one coming. She remembered her parents—
The image of the bodies she'd found in that farmhouse came unbidden to her mind. Man and woman shot to death. 
Karlsdotter's stomach turned at the thought and she tried to forget it, only the more she tried, the more intense the feeling became. Where were her parents? Where was her boyfriend? Safe? Dead? Dying? Crippled? If they were alive they were no doubt as worried for her as she was for them and that uncertainty hurt the most.
Sleep was out of the question. She pulled free of the tangled embrace of the bag and savored the chill of the air as she bundled the bag back up and pulled on her jacket from where she had been using it as a pillow. She laced her boots back up, pulling them tight and wincing at the pain in her feet. All around her other soldiers in her platoon slept fitfully. They had been able to hide their APCs beneath this overpass which would protect them from the roaming Soviet aircraft that sometimes passed overhead. A lone platoon of Home Guard wasn't likely a high priority target, but as the battlefield shifted and became more and more unstable, anything was possible. They'd been told there had been a major Soviet breakthrough in the south and that broken Swedish battalions were streaming north, following closely by pursuing Soviet forces. That opened the skies for the Russians who struck any targets of opportunity they could. Of course dying in combat was always a possibility for a soldier, but the thought of being killed in an air strike without a chance to fight back was somehow worse to her.
Karlsdotter tried to remember what the last thing she'd said to her boyfriend was. Had it been kind? Loving? Or had it been mundane? If he were dead, what would her last words to him be? She couldn't remember, no matter how hard she tried. The memories seemed to slip like sand through her fingers.
She had no more desire to be alone. She was still tired but wouldn't be able to sleep anymore with the remnants of a nightmare rattling around her mind. Instead she gathered her things, slung her rifle on her shoulder and made her way over to a small group of men sitting in a circle beside one of the APCs.
"Karlsdotter," Bergman said, clearing a space for her. "Come. Sit."
She did so, leaning her back against the cold flank of the APC. The men were eating field rations and talking amongst themselves.
"Karlsdotter, here," Larsson offered a small yellow pouch.
Karlsdotter took it and pulled it open, seeing a mixture of peanuts, raisins, and chocolate chips within. She smiled in spite of herself. "Thanks." It tasted good, reminding her of just how hungry she was.
"And what about you? Do you have anything you don't want?" Larsson prompted.
Karlsdotter blinked before opening her pack and rooting through it. "Maybe my cheese biscuits?"
"Yes," Larsson said, holding out an expectant hand, "I'll take them."
Bergman laughed. "They taste like salty bricks."
"You say that like it's bad," Larsson replied, pulling the pouch open and indulging. "Mmm. Yes. Good. Just what I needed."
Karlsdotter laughed, her nightmare all but forgotten, and dug into her newly acquired trail mix.
"You hear that we counter-attacked at Gothenburg?" Bergman asked.
"We did?" Larsson asked.
Bergman nodded. "Yes. I've heard we destroyed over one hundred Russian tanks there. A shooting gallery."
"How do you know?" Karlsdotter asked, skeptical. They hadn't even seen one hundred tanks since all this started. "You still get the newspaper delivered?"
Bergman chuckled. "Henrikson told me. He says he has a civilian radio. He listens when he can."
"Henrikson is full of shit," Larsson said, grinning, "You can't listen to what that clown says."
Bergman looked hurt, "He's not! I trust him."
"That says a lot about you," Larsson replied.
Karlsdotter looked back toward the rest of the sleeping platoon. She noted that Sergeant Hellström wasn't sleeping. He sat high on the cement embankment sipping coffee alone and looking out into the early morning dawn, ever watchful.
"I trust him." Bergman said. "He's got the radio, I've seen it."
"Well I don't know when he'd even have time to listen to it," Larsson said.
"When we're marching."
"Isn't that against regulations?" Karlsdotter asked.
Bergman blanched. "Well, maybe. I think he just listens with one ear, volume low. It's fine."
"Just don't tell Hellström," Larsson added.
"He also said that we're evacuating Stockholm," Bergman said.
Everyone lapsed into silence. They'd started this war fending off paratroopers outside of Stockholm and as the days had progressed, they'd steadily been moving westward, away from the capital. Their mission was now to keep a corridor open between Stockholm and Oslo, a task that seemed to become more arduous as Soviet forces advanced further north, moving by leaps and bounds.
To Karlsdotter and the others Stockholm was more than just a city, it was their home. 
"Henrikson is full of shit," Larsson said again, this time without any trace of humor.
"You think so?" Bergman asked, "It makes sense, doesn't it? We're fighting up and down this highway probably to keep it clear of the enemy so our soldiers can withdraw. Why do you think we're guarding the road to Oslo? You know the city  isn't safe there on the coast. Russia is just across the sea. Only a matter of time before they start bombing it."
The mood fell further. Karlsdotter imagined Soviet missiles and bombs raining down on her home, demolishing the city's boulevards and monuments, killing her friends, family and neighbors.
"We should have stayed and fought," she said bitterly. "We shouldn't be here. We should be there."
Larsson looked at her, momentarily surprised. "We're exactly where we need to be," he said. "Our job is important. A few more people in Stockholm would make no difference. We fight on."
"And leave our families to what happened to the people in that farmhouse?" Karlsdotter replied.
Larsson was visibly shocked, left speechless.
"Farmhouse?" Bergman asked. "What people?"
Karlsdotter regretted her words almost the moment she'd said them. "Nobody," she said, quickly adding:  "Larsson, you are right."
He nodded, but avoided her gaze.
"What people?" Bergman repeated, confused.
Sergeant Hellström arrived before Karlsdotter had to answer, startling all of them. "Karlsdotter, Bergman, start getting everyone up. Larsson, go up top and make sure the road is clear. We're moving out in ten minutes. We're going south to link up with the army."
"The army?" Karlsdotter asked, a hint of hope in her voice.
Hellström nodded. "The army is forming up and digging in nearby. It sounds like a counter attack in the works. We'll be handling rear area security and support. Get the platoon ready."
"Yes, sergeant."
Karlsdotter was grateful for an excuse to leave, even more so for something to do. As long as there was a mission in front of her she could keep moving forward, staying just one step ahead of her fears. After all, the enemy was waiting.
***
The rocking of the BTR armored transport, ordinarily sickening and disorienting, had become relaxing to Koval. The rumble of her engine and the creak of metal was the seductive siren song of sleep. Koval found his head bobbing lower than it should have with each gut-dropping dip in the road. He was no longer sure how many days he'd been in Sweden. Time was just a hazy smear to him, but he knew he'd seen several sunrises and sunsets. Fitful batches of sleep were snatched where he could take them. Meals were eaten on the go: cold soup, stale crackers, warm bits of fatty meat and sausage. Only enough to tease the gnawing hunger in his gut, but never enough to quell it.
Their regiment—and the rest of the division—were in hot pursuit of the enemy as the Swedes guarding the coast fell back in disarray. There was no time to stop, no moment for rest. If they were quick enough they could trap a large chunk of the Swedish army in Stockholm and annihilate it. For all the promise that goal held Koval felt his strength sapped mile after mile while enemy resistance only seemed to strengthen.
The others in his platoon were just as tired, numb to the world. There was no banter, no joking, no storytelling. Everyone was too tired for anything but barking orders or passively accepting them.
Even Zhuk wasn't immune to this creeping fatigue, though he had no problem bunching a cold weather jacket as a pillow beside his head and nestling into a crevice in the interior of the APC. The squad's sergeant was clearly too intimidated by the veteran private to challenge him. Instead others like Koval caught the flak.
"Look alive, private," the sergeant told Koval when he left his eyes closed for too long. "We are on combat deployment, there will be no sleeping."
"I'm very tired, comrade sergeant," Koval said meekly.
"Think of our comrades in Germany! They are many more times tired than you are." The sergeant gave a weak smile. "We must be alert for combat."
"Zhuk sleeps," Private Arkadiy complained. "Why don't you tell him off?"
A flicker of fear crossed the sergeant's face. He spared a glance at Zhuk while he struggled for an excuse. 
The APC bounced through a deep pothole, jostling all the passengers violently, sending up a chorus of swearing and half-apologies as men disentangled themselves from each other.
Koval twisted around halfway in his seat and peered through the small gunport in the side of the APC's hull.
At the vehicle's current speed he could only make out flashing green as the vehicle drove. The advance had certainly been swift though fierce. The Swedish army fought hard, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. The result was a rapid drive across the heart of the nation, pushing northwest, for the mountains of Norway and the distant fjords beyond that, a scything blow intended to cut the Scandinavians to pieces before NATO could fully intervene. So far it was working, despite the tenacious defense of the Scandinavians. The largest delays came not from large-scale battle, but from ambush and concealed blocking positions. 
The BTR rocked on its brakes at the same moment that its rooftop turret began to chatter fire at an unseen foe. They'd reached their destination.
"Unload! Unload, comrades!" the sergeant shouted.
Koval joined the mad scramble for the hatches with exhausted, weak limbs. He felt no enthusiasm for the fight, but he had seen whole platoons cooked alive when trapped inside stricken APCs.
A grave for ten brothers, Zhuk had said when they'd found one such macabre scene. 
Cold air met Koval's face a moment before hard, rocky ground met his boots. He dashed from the road top and into the relative safety of a nearby drainage ditch. Less than a hundred meters away a Swedish S-tank sat burning. The flames from the vehicle's latches licked at the sky and produced a tower of dark smoke visible for kilometers in all directions.
Rifle fire barked out from a small hamlet just beside the crossroads ahead.
"Comrades! Form up and advance!" the sergeant shouted, half-rising to gesture forward dramatically.
No one moved.
"We die if we stay in this ditch," Zhuk said, his voice only just loud enough to be heard.
The squad rose, fanning out as per their training and proceeding forward, firing from the hip.
Mind-blanking terror gripped Koval as he advanced at a half jog. Unseen artillery dropped shells on the town ahead. Some burst over the target and filled the air with clouds of white smoke to conceal their advance. He knew it would only take one misstep, one ounce of bad luck for him, to join the legions of dead around him.
Koval's boots struck something and he fell onto his face. Turning, he looked into the blank, bloody gaze of a dead Swede, sprawled in a hidden spot in the grass. Not hidden enough it seemed. Koval kicked free of the dead man's embrace and pulled back to his feet.
A quartet of artillery rounds crashed down right on the edge of the town, silencing most of the rifle fire as the platoon reached the safety of another ditch.
"Things are going well," Zhuk said as he changed magazines on his rifle.
"Well?" Koval squeaked.
The private nodded. "The Swedes are on the run. I think we will have this crossroads without too much more trouble."
Koval risked a look toward the burning town and caught fleeting glimpses of figures fleeing, some dragging wounded or dead.
"Enough of these forsaken little crossroads under our belt—," Zhuk said, racking the bolt on his rifle, "—and we will win this war and go home."
***
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"I don't give a damn what you say about the Seminoles," Sergeant Waxman said. "You didn't listen to the game last night. Georgia Tech never stood a chance."
"Six and one, man!" Dalton, the loader added from beside him.
"Yeah, cause they've got Jones!" The objection came over the tank's intercom system from Kinney in the driver’s pit.
"Goddam right! Dude is a beast!" Waxman said. "He's gonna get the Heisman for sure."
"My point is without Jones, what do they have?" Kinney returned.
Waxman snorted derisively, trading a look with Dalton who jerked his hand dismissively. 
Vance shook his head, trying to hide his smile. He opened the commander's hatch and let in a breath of fresh, crisp air. Poking his head out, he surveyed the countryside around them even as the debate raged in his headphones.
"That doesn't matter," Waxman returned, "Yeah, he's a beast, but I mean, he's on the team. If I lobotomize the Gators’ roster then say that means they suck, what the hell does that mean?"
"One good player is not a good team," Kinney said. "Yeah, I mean they're good. But we're only halfway through the season."
Vance's tank sat hull down in a protective scrape in the earth, in turn nestled in a wooded strip running parallel to a service road. The strip was sandwiched between the service road and the Rhine River, itself unseen on the other side of a wide, grassy hill. Cutthroat company was spread into fighting positions in the lee of this hill, out of sight of the opposite bank of the Rhine, enemy territory.
The crest of the hill held a pair of observation posts, dugout firing positions that French anti-tank teams had constructed. They sat nestled there now, barely visible as leafy clumps, their sights trained on the green waters of the Rhine and the farmland beyond.
"Jealousy," Waxman said, "Vance, you believe this crap? We're trapped in this can with a delusional reprobate."
"This is your fight, Waxman. Don't involve me in this," Vance said. 
Less than five kilometers to their left, the city of Worms sat smoldering. On their way here, they'd caught glimpses of the city as they passed through its outskirts. Smoke from uncontrolled fires rose from the city center. The city itself was virtually abandoned as it sat directly on the front lines of the Rhine. The Soviets had shelled the city off and on in the days prior, turning streets and thoroughfares into debris-clogged alleyways. With emergency services already stretched to the breaking point, there was simply no one available to put out the fires in an abandoned city, so they burned uncontested. Ruin not seen since the end of the Second World War was being visited on Germany's towns and cities, not to mention her people.
A pair of cement pylon bridges leading into the heart of the city once crossed the river here. One of them passed under and through a majestic medieval arched tower. Now both bridges were split and slumped into the river. German engineers had blown the bridge shortly after friendly units had finished withdrawing across it and Soviet artillery had smashed the handsome medieval tower so that it had caved in on itself.
To the south was the much larger city of Mannheim. Vance heard that it had become a sprawling graveyard of ruins. Street fighting consumed the city as Soviet and West German infantry fought a rat war through the urban maze.
"Coward," Waxman said.
"That's a court martial worthy offense," Vance said. "Disrespecting a superior officer."
"I can't respect the opinion of a coward," Waxman teased. "We're at war, pick a side."
"This is Seminole Division," Vance said, "I've already made my choice."
"So when do we string up Kinney?" Waxman asked.
"Not soon enough!" Dalton replied.
"The sad truth is that we need him," Vance said. "What do you say, Kinney? We'll tolerate your heretical love of the Gators if you keep driving us around."
"You guys won't let me out of this hole, so what choice do I have?"
Vance laughed. "Hey Kinney, how are you set for water?"
"I've got three piss bottles in here already, man. If I drink any more I'm gonna need a lifeguard."
For a tank to be running, someone always had to be physically present in the driver's position. The risk of a tank accidentally running amok without someone at the controls was too great otherwise. And unlike a car you forget to put in park, very little would ever stop a runaway tank. The result was that men like Kinney had to remain at their post without a break for as long as the vehicle was running.
"Chuck 'em out," Vance said, I'll get someone to get you something to drink as soon as we get some backup here, alright?"
"Copy," Kinney said.
"Speaking of, I've got to take a leak," Vance said. "Watch things here, Waxman?"
His gunner gave him a thumbs up and Vance climbed out of the top of the tank. He was tired, the unit had received virtually no rest since first arriving in Europe. He'd been able to fight through fatigue during their relentless advance after the fleeing Soviets, but now, sitting on a static line, it was catching up with him.
Out of the tank, Vance took a quick look around to ensure he had a modicum of privacy. The rest of the company was here, but each tank was deployed out of sight of the others. He undid his fly and relieved himself over the side of the tank. It was hardly dignified, but it was efficient.
The weather in Europe was a far cry from Florida. Cool, mild, dry, Vance found it agreeable. He wouldn't mind retiring somewhere like this someday. Someday, when this war was over, maybe.
The howl of incoming artillery registered in Vance's mind only a moment before the first shells burst across the hill before them.
"Shit!" Vance nearly lost his balance before scrabbling back into the tank and slamming the hatch shut above him. He toggled his radio to the company net. "Cutthroats, button up and check overpressure systems."
Vance checked his own tank's NBC protection as the rest of his company sounded affirmative. The Soviets hadn't thrown any chemical weapons at them yet, but he didn't have any burning desire to suffocate on his own blood. Only after that was done did he remember to zip his fly.
Shells fell sporadically around the area, splintering trees and churning the earth. They weren't carefully targeted and came down erratically. The Soviets either weren't exactly sure where they were, or they simply didn't have the weight of fire they needed to saturate this area.
Vance checked his periscopes and saw shellfire walking up the hill to ring the French observation posts on the hilltop. A direct hit obliterated one of them, casting showers of dirt and broken timber into the air.
"Shit," Vance said again.
The second post fired, unleashing a missile east, toward an unseen enemy.
"Cutthroat, this is Snake Four. Soviet infantry attacking in company strength. Be prepared to defend the river against amphibious attack." Snake Four's English was accented, but clear enough.
"Affirmative," Vance said. "We're moving into fighting positions."
"Copy."
More rounds exploded across the crest of the hill.
Vance toggled to his company frequency. "Cutthroats, advance into primary fighting positions. Take your targets and then withdraw, don't leave them something to shoot at. We've got tall silhouettes in these old girls, so don't linger."
The platoon leaders sounded affirmative and advanced from cover toward the positions they'd had marked out by the French earlier. This preparation paid off, allowing tanks to quickly move into clear vantage points, looking across the Rhine and down on the approaching enemy.
A dozen BMPs advanced in the open, their engines racing, smoke emitters going full tilt. If they reached the Rhine, they could easily wade across and deploy their infantry, making a bad situation much worse. However, they clearly hadn't counted on an American tank company waiting in reserve.
Cutthroat Company's tanks crested the hill and spotted targets with mechanical speed. Firing took less than a second and then they reversed, quickly backing down the way they came to deny the enemy an easy target.
A half dozen infantry vehicles went up in flames after being hit by anti-tank rounds. Whatever infantry they carried died with their tracks.
After firing, the American tanks repositioned, driving to secondary fighting positions to deliver a second salvo, denying a stationary target for the enemy to fix on.
Vance watched this deadly dance from the cover of the woodline. He couldn't see the oncoming Soviets, but he could see his tanks ascend, fire, and then reverse back down the hill, leaving only plumes of gun smoke where they'd fired. Occasionally a Soviet anti-tank missile would whizz through the air where a tank had been seconds earlier, but they scored no hits.
"Enemy withdrawing," Snake Four said. "I count ten APCs burning. Good shooting."
The engagement had lasted mere seconds, yet over a hundred men were dead as surely as if they'd killed themselves. 
"Copy," Vance said, trying to control his racing heart. "Nice work, Cutthroats. Draw back down to reserve positions and standby for orders."
The Soviets were probing the line. They thought they'd found a poorly guarded crossing and they'd paid the price. But now they knew Vance and his men were here. 
"Cutthroat Five?"
"Go ahead, Six," TJ said.
"Let's start marking new fighting positions. If the Russians were paying attention, then they know where those shots will come from next time and they'll get them pre-plotted."
"Copy," TJ said.
Vance didn't know if the Soviets would try again so soon after that ferocious beating, but if they did he wanted to be prepared. The smoking crater where Snake Three's observation post had been was all the reminder he needed of the deadly accuracy of Soviet guns.
***
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The moment the scent of cooking food hit Koval's nostrils, his stomach threatened to rebel. It took all his discipline to work his way peacefully through the line of soldiers waiting for food rather than pushing himself to the front. He watched hungrily as the tired-looking cook slopped a serving of potato soup beside a steaming sausage and hunk of dense bread.
Koval's squad, platoon, and it seemed his entire battalion had been marshaled back, recalled briefly from their endless headlong rush north. After long blurring days of driving, marching, and fighting, to simply sit still and rest felt like paradise. On top of that, this was the first hot meal they'd had since embarking their transport ships at Gdansk.
Finding a place. To sit among his platoon mates, Koval dug into his food with animalistic fervor. It was too hot and too salty, but he was too famished to care. All around him the others in the platoon ate, sitting by a stand of pine trees on the edge of a field, shaded from the early morning sun only now starting to peek above the horizon. A thin mist clung to the grass and creeped between the trees, seeming to shine a bright white under the climbing sun. 
As he sated the hunger in his belly, Koval spent a bit more time appreciating the natural beauty of this place. Although he'd seen enough of the Swedish countryside to last him a lifetime, he couldn't help but notice how idyllic it was. There was a part of him that wondered what he was doing here. Sweden was the last place he ever expected to be. Travel visas were virtually impossible for a Soviet citizen to acquire, especially someone as young and unimportant as him. It seemed a shame to bring war to such a pretty place.
Koval shook his head. No, that was wrong. The Swedes had brought this war to him. He'd seen as much on Programme One during the coverage of the attack on Vladivostok and Kaliningrad. As red flames licked dark clouds, the news anchor had explained it was the consequence of a cowardly Western surprise attack.
Later on, his battalions’ commissar had explained that it was the Swedes who had helped launch that very attack, basing American bombers and missiles to do it. Hiding behind a thin veil of neutrality, the Swedes were yet another obstacle in the path of Soviet progress.
Koval's spoon scraped metal and he realized he was finished. He used the bread to mop up the last bits of soup and savored every morsel before taking a blue and white pack of Laikas from his blouse pocket. Koval took a cigarette from the pack and put it to his lips before lighting it and sucking in a lungful of sweet smoke and blowing it out.
The platoon was likewise finishing its breakfast and breaking out into small knots of men talking, smoking, or relaxing.
Koval looked at Arkadiy who sat beside him and saw him doodling with a pen in a small notebook that was filled with similar doodles. "Arkadiy, is that Wolf?" he asked, astonished.
The other private looked up, surprise becoming embarrassment. "Yes," he said sheepishly. "Nu Pogodi."
Koval was of course familiar with the cartoon. It had been a childhood favorite of his, and Arkadiy's likeness of the infamous antagonist of the show was spot on. "That's good!" he said.
Arkadiy held out the small sketchbook and Koval eagerly flipped through it, marveling at faithful recreations of Soviet characters like Wolf and Hare, as well as Western icons like Tom, Jerry, Bugs Bunny, and what Koval could only assume were original characters. He turned the pages and studied each one carefully, grinning at the humorous captions and speech bubbles on some pages.
"You are really good," Koval said. "I never got past little stick people."
Arkadiy shrugged and took the sketchbook back.
"You are an artist?"
"No," Arkadiy said, the ghost of disappointment in his voice. "I worked in a steel mill. I'd like to become an animator for Soyuzmulutfilm, but it is difficult to get in."
"After this war I'm sure you will have a good shot," Koval said, flashing a confident smile. "You will have preferential hiring as a war veteran."
Arkadiy nodded, not looking totally convinced.
Activity drew Koval's eye and he saw the platoon lieutenant approaching at a brisk march. A private laid down an empty ammo crate and the lieutenant stepped up onto this ad hoc stage, surveying his men.
All eyes were on him, conversations falling silent.
The lieutenant wasn't any older than Koval was, at most he was in his late twenties. His youthful face was gaunt, tired, his eyes sunken and dark. He looked exhausted, but his eyes were sharp.
"I hope you have eaten your fill,," he said, addressing the platoon, his voice firm and clear. "Because today we have a great mission ahead of us."
Koval's stomach rolled anxiously at the thought.
The lieutenant took a folded piece of paper from his blouse pocket, unfolded it and began to read. "Comrades! Soldiers of the Soviet Union! Already your bravery and feats of courage are legendary at home. You have done much and advanced so far but there is yet one more obstacle before total victory. The enemy stands ahead of us, astride the highway between Oslo and Stockholm. This is the backbone of the enemy and we must break it!" The lieutenant paused a moment before continuing. "The enemy is digging in on this position, but he is digging his own grave! It is you who will bury him. Our battalion is part of a much larger operation to crush the enemy. A single massive thrust will shatter the enemy army, crush their will, and destroy any chance of resistance. Though battle lies before us, we will win it with one swift stroke. Smash the enemy, burn them, and bury them. Victory awaits." It was clear to Koval that the lieutenant struggled to muster the bloodthirsty enthusiasm that the pre-written address called for.
The officer shoved the letter back into his pocket and looked over the platoon again. "You are tired, I know. We are all tired. But the enemy is worse off still. They have driven just as far as we have, but they are losing and we are winning. Once we defeat the enemy, their cities will be ours, and the sooner we can rest."
This drew a ragged cheer from the platoon. Rest was worth fighting for.
"Finish eating and then mount up," he said. "Victory awaits."
***
The bridge Karlsdotter and her platoon stood guard over was now host to what seemed like an endless chain of tanks and APCs streaming by.
"This is them?" Larsson asked, sounding unimpressed.
Karlsdotter couldn't help but agree. If this was the Swedish army and not some reserve or home guard unit, it had seen better days. Rather than feeling secure in the knowledge that the army was traveling south to engage the enemy, she felt only trepidation. Was this the best they could muster?
A platoon of S-tanks cruised by, each one topped by camo netting, followed closely by a procession of trucks towing howitzers.
"Of course this is them," Bergman scoffed. "What were you expecting?"
"More," Karlsdotter said.
The soldiers looked ragged, worn down, like scarecrows in uniform. The vehicles were battered and some of them were openly damaged from what looked like shrapnel. Beyond that, there were just so few of them. Rather than legions of fresh men and vehicles they saw what looked like a straggling of companies and battalions.
"Yes," Larsson agreed. "More."
Bergman scoffed again. "You worry too much. They'll stop them."
If that were true, Karlsdotter wondered why they hadn't managed that so far. She wondered if her boyfriend's unit was just as run down, or if it was now on its way to the battle.
"Less talking," Sergeant Hellström interjected, "more digging."
"Yes, sergeant," they said, resuming the work of carving fighting positions out of the soil on the western bank of the narrow river this overpass bridged. At first digging had been a welcome change from walking, but now Karlsdotter was feeling it as a burning pain shooting through her lower back. Her muscles felt tight, unyielding. It was all she could do to keep going, trying to put aside the murderous pain.
Bergman scraped some stubborn clay free from the side of his growing foxhole and piled it into a growing embankment in front of him. "Don't know why they have us digging in here. Seems like a waste."
"In case the army comes running back this way," Larsson said.
"If they thought things were that bad then they would have sent us forward too," Bergman shot back.
"We don't have any heavy weapons," Karlsdotter countered. "We're not much use in a big fight." She dumped a shovelful of earth and rested a moment, looking back toward the road. Soldiers rode atop another platoon of passing tanks. At this range their faces were just small pale ovals beneath the brims of their helmets, but she couldn't help but imagine they looked afraid.
"Those Poles we took out would disagree, I think!" Bergman said.
"Lost and scared conscripts," Larsson said. "They could have just as easily surrendered. This is a real fight. A big fight."
Artillery rumbled like thunder and all three of them stopped, the entire platoon looking south. The boom of thunder was joined by the crash of tank guns. Battle was joined.
Karlsdotter listened to the orchestra of guns for a moment before returning to digging, this time more motivated than before.
***
Shells howled, wailed, and screamed as they fell on the village before them. Koval didn't have a map and so didn't know its name, but he knew it was one of their battalion's objectives. His platoon lay on their bellies in the damp grass nearly two kilometers off, watching the artillery throw great plumes of dust and smoke into the air as it walked to and fro over the small collection of houses like a petulant god. Each concussive shockwave washed over him and the others like a punch to the stomach.
Koval held his hands firmly over his ears and tried to control his breathing in the face of this awe-inspiring display of firepower.
After what felt like an eternity, the shelling tailed off, debris and dust settling back down to the ground. A moment later the roar of engines sounded from the woods to the east. Looking right, Koval saw a few platoons of ancient, dome-turreted T-55 main battle tanks pressing ahead, infantry riding on their hulls, weapons forward.
They were a part of a company of East German infantry and armor advancing on the village which was now just a smear or smoldering timber and craters. It had been pounded to dust by the artillery along with any defenders the village may have held.
Despite the apparent lack of life, the Germans raked the ruins with machine gun fire and the tanks put high explosive shells into any slumped building frames still standing.
Koval hoped no civilians had stayed behind in that village.
The sounds of fighting were more intense to the east, toward the city of Örebro, just under twenty kilometers away, which was a focal point of the enemy defense. Whatever struggle their comrades faced there, it wasn't Koval's concern. Like Zhuk had said, he needed only to worry about the enemy in front of him.
Koval's eyes went to their platoon leader. The lieutenant—just a stick-thin young man—scrunched his face in concentration and studied a laminated map square, apparently trying to make sense of it. At the rate they'd been driving forward into this sprawling, hostile country, it would be easy to lose track of direction and relative position. Koval didn't envy the officer's job.
After a minute, the platoon's lieutenant stood, scanning the way ahead with binoculars and then gestured for the BTRs to come forward from their hiding place behind the thin infantry line. As the heavy vehicles rumbled past, Koval and the others climbed up onto their armored hides, riding them forward. Koval kept the muzzle of his rifle braced and aimed forward. His body was pressed tightly against the vehicle's cold steel in a desperate bid to gain more protection from it.
The platoon, now mounted, advanced, swinging left and circling around the destroyed village that the East Germans were driving through.
As they drew nearer, Koval heard a high-pitched, shrill wailing coming from the ruins which took him a moment to identify as non-human. It was a car alarm, bleating in panic from beneath a shower of rubble. Aside from the alarm, nothing stirred and so they continued on.
Beside him, Zhuk nudged his shoulder. "That's how we ought to clear out these villages. Safer. Quicker."
Koval spared another glance at the rubble. He shuddered to imagine families obliterated along with their homes or worse—buried alive in basements and cellars as their houses caved in around them. 
The platoon formed into a column of vehicles and accelerated across rough ground and back onto the road before turning and continuing north, leaving the smoldering village behind them. After several minutes of driving along cramped, tree-lined roads, they emerged into a vast open area. On either side of the road, fallow fields stretched to the horizon, leaving Koval suddenly agoraphobic after becoming so accustomed to the close press of trees. Ahead, he could make out a line of structures—the edge of a town—its buildings silhouetted by rising columns of smoke. Gunfire echoed from ahead, the rattle of small arms and bang of cannons.
The vehicles of the platoon fanned out, spreading into the fields. Though the ride was less smooth they hardly slowed down for fear of ambush, forcing the infantry riding on their hulls to cling on for dear life. Koval didn't want to imagine what would happen if he were bucked off and run over.
The sounds of battle grew louder as they drew nearer, increasing in volume until they reached the city's outskirts and passed within. The sounds of gunfire echoed through the streets around them, leaving Koval and the others on edge. 
A scattering of bodies lined the parking lot of an apartment building, surrounding a large crater in the pavement where a shell or missile of some kind had struck. Koval noted with growing nausea that the dead were wearing civilian clothes, and they didn't all seem to be adults.
The BTR lurched and rounded a corner, accelerating down a narrow street toward a train yard on the edge of town. As reliant as the Soviet army was on rail transport, securing train yards like this was going to be vital to keep any large push moving forward.
Rifle fire lashed out and caught a trooper in the throat, fountaining vivid red blood down his blouse. 
Koval cried out in alarm as the dead man pitched off the side of the BTR and struck the pavement with a sickening thud.
As if a switch were flipped, the platoon opened fire on anything and everything. Koval sprayed gun fire up into the windows of the apartments peering down on them, shattering glass and shredding curtains.
"Move! Move! Come on!"
The soldiers of the platoon leaped from the BTRs and scrambled for cover wherever they could find it.
"Koval!" Arkadiy called. He was dragging the dead trooper by his belt toward cover.
After hesitating for a second, Koval slung his rifle and helped Arkadiy get the body to cover.
"Where is the medic!?" Arkadiy demanded.
"He's dead!" Koval shouted back, gesturing to the limp body. "There's nothing we can do for him!"
They ducked as more rifle fire cut the air around them with a deadly whine.
"Cover fire!" the platoon's lieutenant shouted, gesturing down the street they'd been moving along. "First squad, swing left through these shops and flank them!"
The sergeant of their squad nodded. "With me, comrades!" He hunched and stayed low, moving at a trot, Zhuk and the others following along behind. Using the butt of his rifle, the sergeant smashed the plate glass window of a Thai restaurant situated in the middle of a shopping center and stepped carefully inside.
Koval's boots crunched broken glass as he followed, weaving around tables and chairs in the deserted eatery before passing through the kitchen and out the back door. The sergeant led on, opening the rear door and checking the coast was clear before stepping into the sunlight again. The squad emerged onto a back street lined with small, suburban houses.
"Go!" he waved on and the troopers dashed ahead, staying low.
Sudden movement made Koval and the others draw short. Figures darted out of a house ahead, hurrying across the street.
Zhuk was the first to fire but Koval and the others joined him a moment later, spraying gunfire wildly. 
Two of the figures collapsed and a third spun with a hit, tumbling into a drainage ditch.
"Go, go!" the sergeant motioned them on again.
The squad advanced, more cautiously now, formed into two thin columns on either side of the road, hugging the fences and ditches that lined the road.
When they got closer, Koval saw that one of the dead was a woman. She wore jeans and a T-shirt. Another was a middle aged man.
"My God," Koval said, horrified.
The squad looked at the people they'd killed with a mix of anger and shame.
"Idiots," Zhuk said, nudging one of the bodies with his boot to ensure they were dead. "Sticking your ass out in a war is a good way to get it shot off."
More gunfire ahead drew the soldiers from their thoughts. 
"We still have a mission," the sergeant said. "Squad advance."
***
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Morris clambered up the ladder and into the cockpit of his Eagle as ground crew scrambled to ensure his plane was ready to sortie. His pre-flight check was a blur, but somehow he forced himself through every step. Sloppiness would get him killed.
"Wyvern Leader, all green," He said at last.
His squadron had been promised rest, but Morris hadn't expected it to be so short lived. Squadron. The word was laughable. With only five planes active right now, the squadron really only existed on paper. Between pilot fatigue, mechanical breakdown, and losses to the enemy, the squadron had been gutted from its peacetime height. 
One by one his pilots confirmed readiness over the radio and began taxing for the runway.
Grinder swore loudly over the radio, causing Morris to turn his head, looking over to the shelter where Grinder's Eagle was parked. "Port wing flap hydraulic failure. God damn it!"
Morris's heart sank. Mechanical failure wasn't unexpected. It meant his five planes had become four. There was no helping it, he just wished this time it had been one of the rookies instead. There was no time to pass condolences to Grinder. Morris's last glimpse of him was of his wingman spiking his helmet off the cement pad in a fit of anger.
"Wyvern Lead, you're clear for takeoff."
"Roger, control," Morris said, turning his F-15 onto the main runway, his nose between two rows of guidance lights. 
Morris shook his head again, desperate to clear his mental fog. He needed a nap—hell, he needed a week to sleep it off. But there just wasn't time. He was going to keep pushing until either he broke or his plane did. For a moment his thoughts wandered to home, to his son. At this rate he wondered if he would see him again.
Morris throttled up and the Eagle streaked down the runway and climbed into the sky. After linking up his orbiting squadron, they collectively turned east and accelerated to cruising speed. A quick check of his map showed him they were forty minutes out from the combat area. Forty minutes alone with their thoughts and fears. Morris spent it worrying about his men. They were down a number of pilots, and with Grinder grounded, they had one less old hand to call upon.
As they neared the combat zone, Morris radioed the nearby AWACS craft that orbited close by to coordinate forces.
"Grandslam, this is Wyvern. We're approaching grid reference four quebec-foxtrot juliet, zero niner, eight seven. What's the story?"
The answer came back immediately. "Dogfight developing over Swedish army units holding a crossroads. We have ground-attack on station, but the air is too hot for them."
"SAMs?" Morris asked.
"SAMs possible, however primary threat is Soviet aircraft. Be advised, Wyvern, this is no-man's land."
Morris grimaced behind his oxygen mask. Grandslam meant that he couldn't say for certain what was in the area in the way of threats. It was unforgivably dangerous by pre-war measurements. Now though, there simply wasn't time for proper reconnaissance before every sortie.
"Wyvern copies and affirms," Morris said before toggling to his squadron channel. "Order up, Wyverns. We're diverting to save the day. Check your weapons and let's go to angels thirty."
They weren't far from the target site. Morris looked over his instrument panel and verified his weapon loadout, testing each missile in turn.
All around them was a rolling forest. Morris had never seen so many trees before he started flying over Sweden. It was like a rough green carpet running as far as he could see beneath the white horizon of the sky. He'd always imagined Sweden as a snow-blanketed country; it was almost shocking just how green it was.
"Tally! Spike, twelve O'clock!" The warning came from Lancelot, one of Morris's new pilots. 
"Wyverns, go active, fangs out!"
The squadron lit its radars and warmed the targeting computers on its missiles.
Morris wasn't expecting to run into enemy contacts quite yet, they still hadn't reached the operational area. An unexpected radar lock meant an ambush. 
"I see them!" It was Mint, another one of the rooks. "Two o'clock low, angels ten."
Morris got sight of the faint metallic shapes rising out of a forested valley. He gently banked his plane to face the enemy and was rewarded with a radar lock of his own. "Nails." Morris counted six enemy aircraft. Depending on how good these guys were, this might be close. "Wyverns, pick targets, engage and break."
"Affirm, lead," Lancelot said, echoing the others. 
Keeping the enemy nose-on, Morris gunned his throttle, pressing closer to the enemy. Given the close range of this ambush, the Western edge in missile tech didn’t matter. Morris had to wonder if that was an accident or design of the enemy.
Distance decreased at a breakneck pace, the Swedish countryside rolling lazily by.
"Wyvern Lead, fox two. Breaking." Morris felt the slight vibration as the heat-seeking missile decoupled from his weapons rack at his command. A moment later it streaked for the enemy on a plume of smoke. After firing, he turned and dove for the ground and for denser air which would dramatically decrease the effective range of the enemy missiles.
"I see smoke in the air, going defensive!" Mint said.
The squadron scrambled and fanned out, going into low, sweeping turns to wear out any pursuing missiles before they might reach them. With no active radar warnings, the enemy were likely firing heat seekers as well.
Working the pedals, Morris banked gracefully down and screamed over a break in the trees and through a pillar of smoke from a burning vehicle. The black column was bisected where he passed and funneled into twin vortexes spiraling off from his wingtips. Morris triggered a spread of flares as he dove, hoping to sucker off any enemy missiles sent his way.
Despite this high-speed maneuver and the chaos around him, Morris kept his head pivoting, searching the sky above and behind him. High-tech detection gear would only go so far and couldn't replace good old-fashioned visual identification.
"Bandits at angels three and diving," one of the rookies, Wyvern Four said.
"You have eyes on, Wyvern Four?" Morris asked, but couldn't recall the new pilot's nickname.
"Shit! Negative, lead. Lost ’em in the trees." The rookie's voice was strained from the intense G-forces pressing his body from his tight turns. "Heading was south, five kilometers out."
Morris struggled through his own tight  turn and came out clean, no indication of any missiles coming after him. "Wyvern Lead, going hot." He worked the foot pedals and yawed his F-15 to sweep the nose, scanning the area ahead with radar, probing for the enemy. They'd gotten the jump on him once, he didn't need any other surprises.
As he searched, Morris toggled his radio back to the AWACS craft. "Grandslam, Wyvern Leader. We've got bandits pressing from the east, but I think we've got them well engaged. No idea if they have any other bandits in the area, but ground attack might not have a better shot at this."
"Copy, Wyvern, we'll pass the word to Vulture. Be advised, we have an inbound raid on our position. You're going to lose AWACS radar coverage in five mikes."
That was bad news for Morris. Without the "eye in the sky" he would be that much more blind. It was no saving grace that this news was likely worse news for Grandslam than for him. AWACS planes were meant to be far away from danger, but they were too inviting to pass up as targets. Turning off their radar and going cold was the only way they stood a chance of surviving enemy attacks.
"Copy, Grandslam. Good luck, stay safe. Wyvern Lead out." Morris killed the channel to focus on his flying. His squadron had lost all contact with the enemy after their initial joust. He suspected the Russians had gone low and were fleeing back the way they'd come. 
With a twitch of the stick, Morris sent his Eagle looping around a low hill to angle in on the Soviet attack vector. His path would hopefully bring him up behind them. "Lancelot? Are you with me?"
"I'm a hundred meters back," Lancelot said, "on your tail."
All considered, Morris would rather be flying with Grinder, but he was glad to have backup. A pilot without a wingman was a flying target in a field like this.
"Did we get splashes on that salvo?"
"I didn't see, I dove with you."
Before he could swear, Morris's forward radar lit up, a pair of pings dead ahead, but only for a moment before it was lost in ground clutter. Chewing his lip anxiously, he kept glancing down at the radar display, willing it to pick up the bandits again. A second later the blips flashed again. Two returns gave him speed and heading. These targets were moving exactly across his flight path, oblivious.
"I've got two hits," Morris said. "We'll go high and hit them with fox threes."
"I'm on your six, Lead."
Morris pulled the stick back and in so doing arced his craft high into the air, pulling up and away from the relative safety of the ground. Right away his radar lit up in response, pinning the two targets he'd spotted. "Floggers." MiG-23s.
"They're flying blind," Lancelot said, the derision clear in his voice. The MiG-23's technological shortcomings were well known to the Americans. It was a classic example of Soviet quantity over quality.
"Let's kill ’em quick." Morris adjusted his stick to center his nose on the craft, satisfied with the smooth tone of a positive radar lock. "Fox three!"
"Fox three," Lancelot repeated a second later.
The Soviet pilots reacted to the sudden radar lock from behind nearly instantly. They broke and dove for the ground, the American missiles screaming after them. It was over before they knew it. 
The first craft was struck and exploded with a flat bang, tumbling to pieces; the second had its wing torn clean away and went into a death spiral.
"Two splashes." Morris said.
"Spike!" Lancelot's warning of a radar lock came near simultaneously with the automated trilling from Morris's early warning system.
"Break!" Morris barely got the word out before rolling his craft and diving for the ground again. G-forces pressed his chest and forced blood through his body, making his ears roar. A missile trail flashed by, followed shortly by a green smear of the forest below. 
"Another lock!" Lancelot warned.
It was all they could do to keep twisting and turning, trying to throw off their as yet unseen attacker.
Whoever it was had been lying low and sprang on them when Lancelot and Morris took the bait of the fighter patrol. Likely another pair of Floggers from the same squadron.
As Morris came around in a tight loop he caught sight of the craft, trying desperately to get behind him and stay out of the F-15's forward cone. "Got ya, you bastard," Morris said, the words hissing through clenched teeth as he worked the F-15 around in a tighter turn radius than this old MiG could manage. 
"Wyvern Six, fox one!" Lancelot called out, firing on his own bandit. "Ah, gottem! Splash one!"
At the last minute, Morris's target reversed the turn and broke left, juking away and flying south. It was just what Morris had been waiting for. This maneuver killed enough of the Flogger's velocity that Morris was able to line him up perfectly. He fired a long burst from the F-15s rotary gun. The rounds were so fast as to be invisible to Morris except for the burning tracer rounds that danced around the MiG and through its wings.
"Splash!" Morris yelled, triumphantly a moment before Lancelot's F-15 exploded in a brilliant fireball behind him.
The first thing to go through Morris's mind was that there was no way Lancelot had survived that. The second was that there had been no warning before that missile hit. That meant it hadn't been radar guided.
Morris triggered countermeasures automatically, flares popping behind him as he craned his head around, desperately searching for another craft. He only just caught a glimpse of a missile exhaust trail, accelerating at him. Morris heeled his Eagle over, completing half of a rotation before the missile struck.
A violent shock ran through his craft, hard enough to bounce Morris' head off the frame of his canopy. He'd only been saved from cracking his skull by his helmet. The F-15 tumbled end over end, spinning sickeningly as it came apart. There was a shriek of metal and a roaring wind.
Alarms screamed. The world spun violently around him while Morris tried to make sense of what was happening. Through his canopy he saw only a colored blur flashing by. White. Green. White. Green. The green seemed to be drawing nearer. The stick was dead, the controls unresponsive, the ground approaching. 
In moments like this, conscious thought wasn't enough. There just wasn’t any time to think. This was where training came in and it was the only thing that saved Morris's life. In that moment, he acted, seizing and pulling the ejector switch—mockingly called the chicken handle.
What happened next was a blur of sound and sensation, exploding release bolts, the rush of wind, the scream of engines, a falling sensation. His parachute deployed and the sudden deceleration whipped him like a rag doll. Now he was simply drifting down, floating on the breeze in a parachute. Ahead, his ruined Eagle continued forward in a tumbling, ballistic trajectory before smashing into the hills and erupting in a fireball as its remaining fuel and weapons combusted.
For a moment, Morris was alone with the view. Sweden's green, rolling hills stretched in all directions, the blue sky overhead was intercut with a tangle of smoke trails as fighters dueled in the sky. It was strangely beautiful.
He had no more time to consider it. Tree branches snapped around him and pine needles rasped against his flight suit and helmet before the chute snagged and his fall was stopped with a sudden tug.
Morris's head was spinning, his heart hammering in his chest. Everything had happened so fast. A moment ago he was in control, in his element. Now … 
Morris looked around. He was hanging low from the tree canopy, just a couple meters off the ground in the middle of what seemed like an endless expanse of pine trees.
After checking that he was low enough to drop to the ground he unbuckled himself from the harness. He secured his survival kit from its pouch and dropped down to the forest floor. Morris landed hard and pulled off his helmet, dropping it to the matt of pine needles below. 
Not so far away more machine gun fire sounded, closer and sharper than the AA gunfire. This was small arms, the sound of ground war—a war Morris was now in the middle of.
He mentally ran through the survival and evasion training he'd had years earlier. There was no use hiding his chute and no point sticking around. Morris looked around, turning in a short circle in the suddenly very hostile woods, trying to get his bearings. He'd been headed east, chasing that MiG when he got hit. If he'd gone far enough then he would be beyond the Swedish guard perimeter. This would be enemy territory. 
"Shit."
Morris dug out his sidearm. He pulled back the slide and checked that it was loaded. Carefully easing the slide back into place, he holstered the weapon and took one last look up at the sky before turning and walking north.
***
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"Daddy, daddy!" Jack cried, "Fly me like an airplane!" The child held his hands up in the air, beckoning for his father to help him defy gravity. Jack was on the cusp of "little enough to want to play airplane" and "too large to play airplane." He fell exactly in what Bayern thought of as "backache valley."
"No airplane, champ," Bayern responded as he tried to finish his lunch without spilling any food on the gaudy carpet of the White House's bedroom apartment. It was a silly concern, all things considered. He was the most powerful man in the free world, why should he be afraid of a little stain? Even so, the garish color pattern defied him to ruin it.
"You flew Emily!" Jack protested, his good cheer turning sour.
"Emily is half your size, big guy," Bayern replied patiently.
"That's not fair!"
Bayern and his wife Pauline exchanged a glance, a knowing smirk. 
"Daddy!" Jack tried again, but louder.
Right now, Bayern was happy. Here in the presidential bedroom with his daughter in his lap watching cartoons and his wife sitting beside them while his son fought to be carried around, he could hold on to a sense of normalcy. He could feel like a husband and a father.
"Tonight, okay? I promise. One first-class airplane ride, okay?" Bayern tried.
"Promise?" Jack asked.
"Your daddy promised," Pauline said, her voice the model of patience. "A promise is a promise, now let him eat in peace."
Jack hardly let the words register before he was bounding across the room to practically dive into a collection of action figures which resumed their cataclysmic battle for galactic supremacy.
"Not hungry, sweetie?" Bayern asked Emily. Her plate was half untouched, her eyes fixed firmly to the television.
"No."
Where Jack was boisterous and loud, his younger sister was soft and timid. Jack was always eager to speak for her and loved to be the center of attention which always seemed to suit Emily fine. Still, Bayern worried that she would be overshadowed by her older brother.
"Well you need to eat a little more than that, okay? Don't you want to grow up to be big and strong?" Bayern asked.
"Mhmm." Emily made a half-hearted attempt and put a few pieces of carrot in her mouth before Pauline scooped her up and into her own lap. 
"I'll do that," she said, "you eat."
Bayern looked at his own plate and laughed, "Yes, ma'am." Even as he did his best to focus on his dinner, he was glancing back toward the smaller TV perched on the dresser by their bed. Television news made up a significant part of his life now, much more than before the war. The task of governing a country was already well beyond the realistic capacity of one man, and when the rigors of war were added, the bill only grew even more impossible to pay.
He couldn't make out the details, but he saw the rough picture. A large naval vessel sank  into the churning black ocean amid an expanding oil slick. Thick columns of smoke rose above on a green horizon while attack helicopters buzzed by. A West German city lay in ruin. Its roads were clogged with rubble as emergency teams, civilian volunteers, and soldiers struggled to dig survivors out of collapsed buildings even while more artillery fire fell sporadically around them.
It felt like the whole world was on fire.
Pauline waved a hand in front of his face. "Lunch. You promised."
Bayern felt a wash of guilt. He had promised a peaceful, work-free lunch. "Right, sorry." He shoveled another bite into his mouth, "That reminds me, what do they have you doing after this?"
"Hospital visit," she said.
"Oh." The side of war people tried not to think about, the human toll. For this war, the Third World War, it seemed like it was only getting started and already tens of thousands were dead, many more wounded, and countless men, women, and children were being marked with invisible mental and emotional scars that would last a lifetime.
"I'm turning over a pretty sizable donation of goods to the European Refugee Committee as well," Pauline continued. "A busy day."
"Being First Lady is more work than you expected, huh?" Bayern asked.
"I'll manage," she replied. "Don't worry too much abo—"
A light knock on the door interrupted her. A knock on their door could only mean that their brief respite together was up.
"Come in," Bayern said.
The door cracked and Walt poked his head in, "Mr. President, we've got news about Sweden. The Joint Chiefs are waiting in the Situation Room—so sorry Mrs. Bayern."
Pauline smiled politely back to Walt. "Duty calls."
"Don't forget airplane tonight, daddy!" Jack said, "and maybe Nintendo!"
"Airplane is the promise, champ," Bayern said, putting his plate down and rising from the couch to give his daughter and wife a smooch on the forehead each. "Bye."
"Bye," Pauline said.
"Bye, daddy," Emily added.
Bayern turned away before he couldn't and—brushing crumbs from his shirt—followed his chief of staff.
"I bought you what time I could," Walt said. "Things with Sweden couldn’t wait."
"I understand," Bayern said, "this is more important. It's alright."
Walt didn't try to argue the point.
Bayern saw from Walt's tense expression, that whatever the news was out of Sweden, it wasn't good. He decided to wait for the hammer to drop when he was in the meeting. Keeping a brisk pace, the simple joy of family life fell away behind him.
It felt lately like his life had been at a brisk pace since President Simpson had been killed in the downing of Air Force One. The world was full of fires to fight and the situation with Sweden was just another spark raging into an inferno. Bayern had been bounced from discussions around refitting mothballed naval vessels to a meeting about his upcoming election campaign's TV ads and talking points. It was all he could to find any time for his wife and kids. He often had to remind himself that he wasn't just a leader to the free world, but also a servant to the people.
The room he entered was dark, save only for dim lights mounted to the broad desk that took up the center of the room and the blue-gray glow from the bank of TV monitors that took up the far wall.
"Sorry for the delay, everyone," Bayern said on entering.
"No trouble, Mr. President," the chairman of the Joint Chiefs said, his tone betraying nothing but professional courtesy despite the fact that Bayern had left him sitting here for at least ten minutes. Officers didn't rise to this rank without some political skill though, and staying in good favor with your boss—the president—probably factored into that.
Bayern pulled a seat out and sat, sliding into the spot for him at the desk before looking over the spread of documents, binders, and folders laid out before him.
Seated across from him were the top military leaders of the United States—the Joint Chiefs of Staff—his narrow window into the war.
"Gentlemen," Bayern said, flipping open the main briefing folder to review the top sheet. "Let's get started."
At the touch of a button, the rear TV wall flashed and cycled before resolving to a single large map of Europe with military formations—friendly and enemy—marked across its length like ugly blemishes.
"Germany is largely stabilized. We gave the Soviets a pretty severe beating across the board and their expected follow-on echelons didn't materialize," the chairman said. "We've secured the Rhine river and a few toeholds on the left bank but they're tenuous."
It sounded like a relief, a break at long last. "Things have quieted down then?" Bayern asked.
"Only on the surface, Mr. President," the chairman's expression and tone were dark. "SIGINT has painted a picture of a follow-on force assembling behind the lines, though they haven't directly revealed themselves and we haven't identified their focal point. Current wisdom is that the Soviets will try to throw good money after bad. They had initial success with a breakthrough at Karlsruhe. I see no reason they won't regroup and try again. From what we know of their high command, they aren't risk takers."
"Won't they know we're expecting that?" Bayern asked.
The chairman grimaced. "To be frank, Mr. President, there's not a lot of room for fancy maneuvers there. Their chosen corridor is limited by logistical concerns, road networks, air cover, et cetera. Not to mention that the Soviets are battered. A breakthrough into France could turn the tide for them—let them hit open country and unleash their tank divisions. Somewhere like the Low Countries—even if they could break into them—won't afford them these same opportunities."
"What's our condition then to repel such an attack?"
"The French have assembled a sizable reserve force that we'll be using to plug any holes in the line. Our forces there are in rough shape but we hold good ground. We've got a handful of divisions parceled out to punch back at any breakthroughs, but we aim to maintain defense through a strong offense."
The possibility of turning things around through offensives roused a flame of hope within Bayern. He knew that no war could be won through a purely passive defense, but at the same time, the risks of going on the offensive were much higher.
"We're attacking?" he asked.
"Yes, sir, Mr. President. It was always the plan to beat the Russians back with local counter attacks but the scope, speed, and intensity of the Soviet attack made that far more difficult than we'd initially anticipated. We've managed to gather some strength—an armored division and a few divisions of French reserves. We're going to be crossing the Rhine soon with the aim of relieving pressure on Frankfurt and if possible driving a wedge between Soviet forces. We've identified a weak spot on their line, currently held by a second rate Czechoslovakian tank division. Originally we had planned to begin that offensive in two weeks, but we're looking to move the timetable forward."
"Sweden?" Bayern hazarded.
The chairman nodded gravely. "We've confirmed with Swedish high command that a major battle in the vicinity of Örebro hasn’t gone in their favor. They'd been trying to hold a line open between Stockholm and Oslo. That line broke as of this morning."
Bayern rocked back in his chair. "Broke?"
The tightening of the chairman's jaw answered that question even before he spoke.  "Yes, sir. Substantial territory has been lost in both Sweden and Norway. With Finland playing host to the Russian army, they've outflanked Norway's defensive lines in the far north, and with the Baltic coast entirely under Soviet control, they can land amphibious and airborne forces with impunity across the eastern Swedish coast. Because of that, both nations are stretched dangerously thin. Stockholm is being abandoned, the Swedish government and army are evacuating west. The Scandinavians are coordinating together to pull back into a stronger defensive position. Oslo to Bergen."
Bayern winced. That was going to sacrifice just about the entire peninsula, including the vital Norwegian north coast, leaving only a defended enclave on the southern end of the country. "I know there's a weapons convoy preparing to ship from Boston, is that right?"
"Yes, sir, Mr. President."
"Can we get some of our guys over there? Help stabilize things?"
The chiefs shuffled papers, comparing notes.
"We have a brigade of mountain infantry in New York. They're earmarked for Germany."
Bayern shook his head, "I think we're going to have to spare them. If Scandinavia falls apart then the Soviets can redeploy all those forces. We've got to keep them tied up. What do you guys think?"
"It's reasonable," the chairman said. "I'll have some options drawn up for you in … an hour?"
Bayern nodded.
"As for the counter attack in Germany, our hope is that it will take some of the pressure off the north. The Soviets have huge reservoirs of military gear and industry, but they're not bottomless, they can't keep two highly active fronts supplied. If we can get Germany moving again, we might be able to stop them dead in Scandinavia. We can advance our timetables to execute in the next few days if you agree, sir."
Asking Bayern his opinion on this was little more than a courtesy. Bayern was no field commander and wasn't well versed in the intricacies of land operations. If the chairman was asking his opinion of an operation, then it was purely for political considerations.
"Let's make it happen," Bayern said. "If we lose Scandinavia then we're going to have bigger problems."
"We'll get those divisions organized and ready to move, sir. Ideally we'll get rolling in time to take the heat off the Swedes."
***
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To Karlsdotter, it felt as if every day was a new failure. Every moment was a fresh, if reluctant, concession to the enemy, moving further and further west, further and further from Stockholm and home. Today was no different. The distant rattle of gunfire was as familiar to her now as the exhaustion that haunted her every movement. There was no other way to look at it: Her country was losing.
As the sounds of distant fighting faded down, it was replaced by a fresh stream of soldiers, this time flowing back across the bridge Karlsdotter and her platoon stood watch over. She recognized it for what it was: a retreat.
If the soldiers had looked scared before, they looked positively beaten now. The hope of this counter attack throwing the enemy back had died in the crib. The enemy was too numerous, too strong.
The sight of her country's army in defeat was bitter, rage-inducing. Karlsdotter wanted to leap in front of the tanks to force them to stop and force them back into the fight. She wanted to order them to make the invaders suffer for treading on her home. She wanted to make the enemy pay.
No matter how intensely she felt, she knew that was an emotional response. Their army was outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and outgunned. There was no sense in staying and dying without cause. If Sweden was going to win, then they were going to have to choose their battles.
Now, rather than digging fighting positions, she and her platoon mates stood beneath the bridge on the muddy bank of the river, working alongside a team of engineers in a hurry. 
She wished she was closer to the road, there was a chance that she might see Johnan, or learn some snippet about the fate of her boyfriend or his unit. Had they been in the battle at Örebro? All she could make out of the soldiers were mottled green figures riding on boxy armored vehicles.
Karlsdotter paused her work to look up at the blue sky overhead, tracing the twisting contrails of jet aircraft as they dueled high overhead.
"Pay attention!" one of the combat engineers snapped, shaking Karlsdotter from her daze. "Pass me those charges."
Shee did as she was told, ensuring her rifle was firmly slung before carefully carrying the bundle of plastic explosive down the rocky embankment beneath the bridge. At the edge of the cement retaining wall that held back the waters of the river, she leaned over to hand it to the engineer.
This latest operation was typical of Karlsdotter's experience in the war so far. The destruction of a bridge ahead of onrushing Soviet forces, a small act of defiance and one small part of a national effort to oppose the invaders. She wasn't sure if it would make any significant difference, but she was determined to do whatever necessary to throw the Soviets back.
Someone was shouting nearby, the words indistinct though clearly Swedish, their tone suggested hasty orders. 
Karlsdotter spared a glance to watch a group of Swedish soldiers—not Home Guard—redeploying, carrying a machine gun to a better vantage point overlooking the river. The nervous tension in the army units now occupying the fighting positions she and the others had dug told her that the Soviet pursuit forces were likely hot on their tails.
"Karlsdotter, here," Larsson handed her another sack of plastic explosive which she passed down the line to the engineers who clambered along on the underside of the bridge like monkeys. Some of them were stripped to the waist despite the cold weather.
"It hurts, don't you think?" Karlsdotter asked Larsson.
"What?"
"Blowing up a bridge like this. This is our bridge. I'd really rather be blowing up Soviet bridges."
"I know," Larsson replied, "it doesn't feel right."
"Less talking, more moving," the engineer said, reaching down for another charge. "If we don't get this bridge rigged—’"
They heard the scream of inbound mortars a moment before they started exploding. 
Karlsdotter threw herself flat. She pulled the bundle of explosives to her chest, shielding it with her body out of fear that the mortars would somehow set them off. 
Others around her did likewise, diving into cover and pulling tight to the pylons of the bridge. The first trio of shells was off the mark, exploding off to their right. The fourth was closer. The fifth exploded in the river, casting a freezing cold shower of water across nearby soldiers. The sixth struck the bridge itself, exploding with a bang and tossing chunks of asphalt about. Deadly splinters caught several Swedish soldiers in the open, sending them sprawling on the road, dead or wounded.
"Are they trying to take this bridge out themselves!?" Larsson exclaimed.
Another couple shells came in, exploding in the brush nearby.
When the dust settled Karlsdotter lifted her head, she could hear screaming from the direction of that last impact.
"Almost there," the engineer said, "Come on!"
Karlsdotter got back to her feet and handed him the satchel charge when a burst of machine gun fire cut through his back and sent him twisting into the river.
"Contact!" She cried, operating on instinct and adrenaline to dive away from his body as more gunfire cut the air around them.
Larsson fired back, bracing his rifle on the cement edge of the nearest pylon and rhythmically pulling the trigger.
Karlsdotter found cover beside him and joined her fire to his, pinning the distant brush in her sights and cranking off rounds. Hot brass ejected from her gun to bounce off the cement support beside her. She couldn't see the enemy, just the occasional muzzle flash or dashing dark shapes. Probably paratroopers, Karlsdotter thought to herself. They were lightly equipped enough to execute this sort of flanking attack through the dense woods that ran along the stream.
Another pair of mortar shells burst nearby, far enough away that Karlsdotter couldn't afford to worry about them. She paused her fire only to replace her magazine, meticulously tucking the empty one back into her kit to be reloaded later.
Nearby, the engineers didn't stop their work. They set and primed charges as fast as they could, while trying to avoid the sporadic gunfire lashing out at them. Occasionally an engineer would catch a bullet or fragment of a shell and collapse, dead or screaming. Their work was too important to stop, casualties be damned.
"Last charge! Get clear!" one of the engineers called.
"Go," Larsson said.
Karlsdotter didn't hesitate. She bolted from cover as Larsson laid down a base of fire on the approaching enemy. The other engineers and soldiers did likewise, leapfrogging backward, away from the bridge and toward cover. Some of them carried and dragged their wounded comrades. Bullets whined by, making Karlsdotter duck her head like she'd just avoided a passing bee as she ran up the bank to the woods.
Safety. She dove and rolled into the brush, crawling into a depression on the edge of the treeline, peeking her head over to watch the last few stragglers coming. 
A mortar shell ended Larsson with an invisible slap. His body was thrown by the concussion and rolled like a ragdoll before landing at the foot of the embankment.
Karlsdotter cried out—in pain as much as shock—reeling away from the sight and clapping a hand over the sharp sting on her face.
"I'm hit!" she said, the reality of the situation flooding to her at once. Her hand came away slick with blood, her right eye burned. A splinter from the mortar must have caught her in the face, her eye—"I'm hit!" she cried, fear gripping her as she pressed a hand tight against the pain.
"Let go. Let go!" Sergeant Hellström shouted at her before she'd realized he was here. He pulled her hands away from her face and she felt a fresh flow of blood run down her cheek. Her vision was a thick, red blur.
"M-my eye—"
"Fine," Hellström said, "It's fine  A graze on your forehead," he added. "Blood in your eye." A douse of water from his canteen flushed her eye and left her blinking away the pain. "Fine."
Relief mixed with shame. She was meant to be a soldier and here she was crying about a flesh wound when Larsson—Larsson!
Karlsdotter turned to look back, eyes searching for her friend. She spotted him where he lay still. Face down in the dirt, his arms limp at his side. His rifle sling was wrapped awkwardly around his arm, tangled, his rifle wedged under his body.
Karlsdotter felt numb as she looked at him. Larsson was a university student like her. He'd been studying … she couldn't recall suddenly. Not that it mattered anymore. Reality gave her no time to process or grieve. War didn't wait.
"Cover!" an engineer shouted. "Cover!"
Everyone ducked down, pressing themselves tight against the earth. A moment later the charges they'd laboriously planted detonated and the bridge exploded. Chunks of asphalt and steel rebar buckled, jumped, and slid into the river as the supports crumbled and gave way.
Karlsdotter peered over the lip of the hill again to look down at Larsson' body. She couldn't make out where Larsson had fallen anymore.
"Come on," Sergeant Hellström said, "we're leaving." 
The platoon was falling back, dashing away through the woods, hurrying for the waiting transports, following the retreating engineers.
"But, we can't—" Karlsdotter knew they were going to leave him. She knew they had no choice. She turned away before finishing the sentence.
"We'll get them back," Hellström said, locking his eyes on hers. A promise. "We'll get them back. We'll get them all back."
Karlsdotter shouldered her rifle and nodded. The numbness in her body filled her. She hardly noticed the zip and whine of gunfire overhead anymore. Everything felt distant, removed.
At first it felt like she felt nothing. Larsson was dead and gone forever, but she wasn't sad. She just felt numb. As the platoon withdrew headlong into the woods, she followed along, her thoughts still with her dead friend. A few moments later, as she pushed through the undergrowth behind Hellström, she realized that emptiness within her was giving way to something else. She could still feel hate—hot, fiery, unquenchable hate—and that hate was exactly what she needed to keep her going. 
***
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Major Morris had been born in Ohio. He'd grown up in a suburb of Dayton and lived a fairly ordinary life. He'd been a running back on his high school football team despite his short stature. He never won any awards but he had always held his own. In college he studied business before ultimately transitioning into the Air Force. In all this time, Morris had never spent any protracted period of time in the woods save for survival and evasion training as a part of his Air Force orientation a decade ago.
Lying prone in the soft green pine needles that littered the forest floor, he scarcely breathed. Machine gun fire popped off from time to time. It was far enough away that he heard a double echo afterward from the hills off to his left. Distances and direction were deceiving in this green expanse.
There. Again he saw movement ahead. Perhaps forty meters away a figure passed by, half-glimpsed as it moved between trees. Forty meters was a long way off by most measures, but all too close for Morris.
More movement, the figure climbing over an obstacle—maybe a fallen log—as he walked north. He wasn't alone either, Morris could barely make out a trio of others, all in matching olive drab.
Soviets.
It was the first time Morris had seen his enemy in the flesh and had no desire to see them any closer than this. The good news was that they were moving away from him, slowly but surely walking back toward the road he'd encountered earlier on his escape from his downed fighter. He was grateful for the moonlight exposing these potential threats but also wished that he could cloak his movements with true darkness.
Given the number of enemy soldiers about, he had to be cautious, moving and pausing, listening before acting, avoiding elevated areas, and avoiding population centers.
Morris waited a full three minutes after the Soviet troops moved out of view, counting the seconds silently before rising to his feet and proceeding on foot. He followed the small radium NW on his survival compass, headed toward where he had last seen the Swedish lines.
There was a lull as the distant gunfire tapered off, replaced by the uncertain night sounds of the forest, insects chirping in the dark, and the muffled crunch of pine needles beneath his feet.
His legs ached and his feet were sore. Survival training was a long time ago and though he’d kept in shape, he wasn't used to the sort of endurance walking that he'd been undertaking since getting shot down. Hours of wandering through wilderness and shying away from what few roads he saw left him exhausted. Still, he was worried about missing his chance to find the Swedish army. He was also worried about wasting precious night hours. Movement during the daytime would be even more prohibitive. Better to walk himself to exhaustion while there was a chance to find rescue.
Morris stopped again minutes later, sitting down in the pine needles that littered the forest floor and rested his back against the tree. He was cold, almost unbearably so. Though it was above freezing, hypothermia wasn't impossible. He'd stayed warm so far by staying on the move, but that only delayed the inevitable, not to mention that the longer he traveled without a significant rest, the longer he would ultimately need to stay in one place. 
Morris took a moment to pull the tightly folded survival blanket from a pouch at his side and wrapped it around himself, shivering against the cold. Lined with a silver foil and colored a dull green, it was passable for staying alive and being found, but terrible if he wanted to stay hidden, not to mention it was unwieldy and awkward to wear while on the move.
Something else which was nagging at the back of his mind that he couldn't ignore anymore. Morris was becoming painfully aware that he was following in the wake of advancing Soviet forces. He had seen no indication of friendly forces since his crash. Chances were high and getting higher all the time that he wouldn't—couldn't reach Swedish lines on foot. For every mile he crossed, they moved back a dozen, men in vehicles could retreat a hell of a lot faster than he could travel on foot.
"Ah, son of a bitch," he said, voice low, leaning his head back on the rough bark of the tree. He'd been trained to avoid capture in the event of landing in hostile territory. He was to evade the enemy, conceal himself, and await rescue, only no rescue was likely to come in the middle of World War Three. No doubt the air force had bigger concerns than rescuing a single pilot. Besides, even if they had wanted to locate and retrieve him, the enemy would make that virtually impossible.
There was another option, one Morris didn't want to consider but was viable all the same. 
Surrender.
As an officer he was entitled to decent treatment as a prisoner of war. He didn't expect it would be cozy, the Soviet Union wasn't known as a bastion of human rights after all. But all things considered, maybe it would be safer to sit this war out safely in a Russian POW camp somewhere rather than risk dying out here in the woods, cold and alone.
Morris thought about his son back home in Ohio waiting for his birthday present from his dad. Was that going to be the last he ever heard of him?
Morris forced himself back to his feet. He was going to get out of this damn country, even if he had to walk to the coast. He'd be damned if Mike grew up without him around. Whatever he had to go through, he would do it. 
Morris pulled his survival blanket together around his shoulders and resumed walking, moving north west.
The ground bottomed out and began ascending again, gently at first and then more steeply. Morris was just beginning to question if he should detour around this unexpected rise when he caught sight of a gap in the trees ahead. Warily, he crept forward, crawling on his belly to cross the last few meters to reach the edge of the forest and look out over a road.
An angular, Soviet armored car sat askew on the asphalt, its hatches all open and litter strewn about it.
Morris's heart leapt to his throat and he nearly scrambled back down the hillside in panic at being so close to the enemy, but something held him here. Silence.
Nothing moved and the engine wasn't running. A moment later it dawned on him that the vehicle was abandoned. An abandoned vehicle was of no use to him. It wasn't as if Morris knew how to operate something like that, besides which he wouldn't dare to try to drive it to safety. But the contents of a vehicle like that could prove useful.
Morris licked dry lips and considered his options. He'd hadn't yet found a stream or pond to get water from and he was going to need to sooner or later. It was possible there was something to drink in that vehicle. Beyond that, there might be food rations which Morris was going to need if he remained on the run and on the move like this.
He checked both directions, searching the darkness for any movement or any sound to indicate enemy presence.
Nothing.
Morris drew his sidearm from its holster and checked that the safety was disengaged. He'd never killed anyone before, at least not face to face, but he thought he was prepared to do it if it came to it. Shedding his blanket, Morris rose to a low crouch, checked both directions, and dashed quickly from the treeline to cover behind the APC. With his heart beating loudly, he listened again, expecting frantic Russian shouts. 
Nothing.
This close, he saw that this vehicle's tires were blown out, likely why it was abandoned.
It didn't matter to Morris if the vehicle worked or not. Ignoring the damage, he circled around to the back and tripped over the body sprawled in the shadow of the vehicle.
Morris swore as he hit the asphalt and fought back to his feet, pointing his pistol at the corpse. As he got his breathing under control he assured himself that this soldier was, in fact, very dead.
Dark blood seeped from a hole in the soldier's forehead and pooled on the ground around him. His legs were tangled together as if he'd fallen out of the vehicle trying to escape. An ambush maybe?
Morris looked around again and saw nothing but trees. 
There wasn't time to worry about it. Moving quickly, Morris holstered his pistol and climbed into the back of the APC. It was in disarray as if someone had ransacked it before him. He kicked through debris and rifled through open compartments. A canteen was easy enough to identify, half-full and hanging off the back of a headrest. He took it and took a grateful swig, swishing the cool water around in his mouth a moment to savor it before swallowing.
Food was another matter. With everything labeled in Cyrillic he resorted to ripping open packets that might be food rations. He tore into several packages of bandages before finding the rations. A small container the size of a shoebox held an assortment of tins, packets, and wrappers. The labels were indecipherable to him but Morris didn't care, he stuffed his survival pack greedily, as much as he could carry. He didn't know how much time he had and he could only carry so much. He ran out of space before he ran out of loot to take.
Satisfied, he hopped from the back of the APC and stopped, eyes lingering on the dead Soviet, specifically, on his jacket. 
It was a thick, downy, olive green coat with a fur-trimmed collar. While part of it was soaked with blood, most of the blood had run up and away from the body. Without thinking, Morris knelt and began to strip the dead man, flipping him over and peeling his jacket off.
The body was surprisingly heavy, giving Morris a better understanding of the term "dead weight". Although the Soviet obviously didn't resist the process, he certainly didn't make it easy. Finally, Morris yanked it free and tugged it on. The right breast panel was streaked with dark purple, but it was otherwise clean. If he found a creek he could probably wash most of it away.
A carbine lay beside the body, its metal stock folded up, loaded with a long banana magazine. Was the extra weight worth it? Would Morris find having a bit of firepower useful? As he mentally debated bringing it or leaving it, he gradually became aware of the sound of an approaching engine.
Any thought of taking the gun vanished and Morris panicked. Caught in the open here, he was a sitting duck. Without a second thought, he scrambled off the road at a sprint, practically diving into the trees before stumbling down the steep embankment on the other side. He regained his footing and kept running. He didn't allow himself a look back, either they had seen him or they hadn't, either way he was doomed if he stopped. It wasn't until he was minutes away, panting and trying to catch his breath that he realized he'd forgotten to get his survival blanket.
***
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Gradenko stared down at his son's letter in his hands. He'd read it two dozen times already. He'd committed its contents to heart. He knew his son Vladimir had written it, there was no doubt of that. The handwriting was clean enough that it didn't appear to be coerced and it even included a touch of the wry humor Vladimir loved to employ. Beside Gradenko was an empty tumbler. He had already finished off what vodka he had left in his apartment, but he still had enough fortitude not to go out for more. That or he was worried about the impression he might send if it were discovered how heavily he was drinking. Alcoholism was the national disease of the Soviet Union even in good times. He wasn't interested in being seen contributing to that. Besides which, his wife was returning home today and he wanted to greet her with strength rather than weakness.
Outside his window, gray dawn broke over the city. Wartime restrictions limited all motor vehicle traffic but the sound of buses and trucks filled the morning air. These vehicles were beginning their rounds, carrying citizens to their work or delivering goods to sell. A man of his position really ought to have been sleeping safely, buried in the D-6 tunnels beneath the city, protected from a surprise air raid or nuclear strike, but right now Gradenko couldn't bear the thought of once again going underground and hiding from the sun.
The small, color television on the table in the living room was tuned to Programme One, showing coverage of the war. Since this was state media, all that they discussed were victories, but by showing the things the state wanted people to see it also revealed what they didn't want them to know.
There was extensive coverage of the fighting in Sweden, footage of burning Swedish trucks scattered along wooded roads. The anchor crooned about a great victory, the smashing of the Swedish army. A reporter was even on site in Stockholm, showing footage of the abandoned city.
They didn't mention Germany at all, there was only a passing note to "fierce defense" of the front lines against the enemy. Gradenko took that to mean there were serious setbacks on that front. Even the Scandinavian victory seemed hollow. He didn't keep up with military matters, but he seemed to recall that Sweden was expected to fall swiftly. While their capital was in Soviet hands, they showed no indication of faltering or wanting to surrender. There news footage he saw of Swedish and Norwegian POWs showed only small bands and individuals, there were no mass surrenders indicative of an army in collapse. It stood to reason then that the bulk of Sweden's armed forces survived and fought on.
A glance at the clock on their wall showed that the hands had crept closer to Katya's arrival. Gradenko rose from his seat by the window, checked his suit in the mirror, nodded stiffly to himself, and left the flat, heading downstairs to the waiting car.
With the ravenous military call up, men like Gradenko's driver were fortunate to have such a cushy job still available to them. It was an open secret that despite nominally being a worker's paradise, the Soviet Union operated under a form of nepotism, rewarding loyalty and connections often above skill. Many of the assistants—servants by another name—of the ruling class were close friends, family, or worse still, spies from rival organizations.
"Leningradsky," Gradenko said. A single word was all it took. As he closed the Lada's door, his driver set off for the train station.
The city was eerily quiet, as though the war had drained all its vitality. While never a truly cosmopolitan center like the capitals of the West, it was still home to Gradenko. So much of Moscow's budding commercial enterprises were shuttered, this experiment in market socialism paused in favor of a tried and true heavy industrial focus, something the Soviet Union was far more comfortable with.
As his driver neared Komsomolskaya Square, Gradenko noted that the Moskovsky department store was closed, her windows dark. Instead of the bustle of commerce, war reared its head. A battalion of reservists stood waiting around the Moscow Yaroslavsky station, gathering alongside their weapons and vehicles. They were soldiers from the east, waiting to transfer to the west, either bound for Germany or Scandinavia assuming the rail lines between here and there hadn't been severed by deep penetration raids by NATO stealth bombers and cruise missiles.
Cruising across the broad avenue of Komsomolskaya Square, Gradenko's driver brought the car to a stop and circled around to let him out.
"Keep it running," Gradenko said. "I'll return shortly." Not waiting for an answer, he continued on into the train terminal, mingling with crowds of reservists and civilians. Before the war, Gradenko would not have believed the Soviet people were capable of such unity. While China's faltering government was no secret, the Soviets had troubles of their own. Even with the Warsaw protests of 1989 crushed with bootheel and tank tread, their Eastern Bloc holdings seemed more unsteady than ever. Student protests in the Baltic republics had likewise been put down mercilessly. While Andropov's reforms of the 1970s and 1980s had helped to bolster the flagging economy, the Soviet Union hadn't felt very unified.
Gradenko watched a weeping woman hugging her son goodbye. The uniform seemed to fit him poorly. He looked sheepish and uncomfortable, but determined. It was incredible how easily a war had unified them all against their common enemy of the West. They recognized that the Soviet Union was less than perfect, but it was their home. Tarasov had been right about that much. Between the victory in Yugoslavia and the American attack on their naval ports, they had grown more united.
The public address system snapped on with a chime, announcing an incoming train from St. Petersburg, his wife's.
It remained to be seen, however, if unity would also bring strength or victory. Gradenko wasn't a soldier, and he wasn't an economist, but as a diplomat he saw the USSR's increasingly isolated and perilous position in the world. Provided this war didn't end with mushroom clouds, would his country end up a pariah state like North Korea? Would things return to the isolation of the 1920s? He had no answers, only apprehensions. He forgot it all when the train coasted to a halt in the terminal and the doors opened, revealing his wife.
"Katya."
He went to her, and she to him. They embraced on the platform like a young couple as the crowd surged around them, embarking and debarking. Gradenko held his wife tight like this for what felt like an eternity, not trusting himself to speak.
"Katya," he said again.
"Vladimir," she said, "Is he …?" 
Gradenko's breath hitched a moment. It was clear his wife had been crying. He could hear it in her voice, see the redness of her eyes. All the same, she was trying to project outward calm. His wife was never one to willingly relinquish control, she was a fighter. He experienced the heartbreak of dooming their child all over again. 
Gradenko shook his head sullenly. "Our son is safe, but not free yet."
She wiped at her eyes with a handkerchief and nodded. 
"I spoke with the KGB and they tell me that they expect Vladimir is going to be released. They don't think his actions warrant serious punishment."
The words stunned Katya and she didn't reply at first, her eyes wide. "When?"
"Soon," Gradenko promised, putting his hands on her shoulders. "More than that, I cannot say. But … I will get our son back and clear his name."
Katya looked like she wanted to speak and then stopped herself, instead nodding complacently. "We will wait and see then." So much was left unspoken. Gradenko knew well enough that his wife must know this happened because of him and not because of anything Vladimir would have done on his own. He wanted to apologize to her, to tell her how foolish he'd been. He wanted to tell her that everything would be okay, that Vladimir would be back, that things would work out. He wanted to, but he didn't. He couldn't. Not yet, not until this was all over.
"Once he is out, you should come to the dacha. And Ivana too. All of us together." Though she kept her voice calm and level, her tone conversational, Gradenko could tell she wanted to escape. It was thinly veiled at best. Gradenko and his wife had long ago discussed contingency plans should the political environment in the Soviet Union take a turn for the worse. It involved crossing the border to Finland and escaping from there to any neutral country. With Finland forced at gunpoint into the Soviet camp and Sweden being invaded, there was no chance.
"I do not think Ivana could reach us in time for a timely visit," Granko said carefully. "She's still out at Shymkent for school and non-military traffic is being curfewed. I would hate to meet and leave her out." He saw the true meaning of his message sink in with his wife.
"Yes. I would not want to leave her out."
"Soon I hope."
"Soon," Katya echoed.
Hand in hand, he led his wife from the train station and back toward the waiting car. They climbed into the backseat and watched the city roll by.  So far this city remained untouched by the war, but how much longer would that remain true?
***
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The details and progress of the war at large were completely beyond Karlsdotter. All she knew of the war was what she saw and heard. Anything beyond that were rumors. Rumors of the government fleeing overseas, rumors of Stockholm surrendering, rumors of enemy breakthroughs across the line. Here though was a rumor she could confirm. She stared at the stone border marker that delineated Norway from Sweden as they drove by.
It was unassuming, a deep gray, pocked with lichen and stained with rain, and yet it was the truth. She wasn't even fighting in Sweden anymore. The outnumbered Swedish military had fought hard, pushed on every front. They'd been outmatched, overwhelmed, and overrun. Now they'd withdrawn further still into neighboring Norway, toward Oslo, toward the coast.
Narrow, white-barked, silver birch trees flashed by, just a blur of white and green. Sitting atop the squad's APC, she remained vigilant. She forced her tired eyes open, scanning her surroundings for signs of ambush. It was an exercise in futility. Karlsdotter had received less than twelve hours of sleep in the past week. She was in a daze. Her mind was lost in a fog, her limbs aching and tired. Everything felt like a dream to her, like she was watching it happen to someone else far away. She was so beyond tired that she couldn’t express it anymore. She didn’t want to sleep, she didn’t even remember what the desire for sleep was like at this point.
She wasn’t hungry either, but she’d forced herself to eat out of pragmatism. What rations she had managed to find time to eat sat in her stomach like a rock. Though her pain was equally distant, she could tell that her hands were blistered and sore, her feet raw. No amount of hiking could have ever prepared her for this sort of test of her endurance. 
The APC rattled over a low rise, rocking hard enough to cause Karlsdotter to grab a handle on the roof to steady herself.
"Are you alright?" Bergman asked from beside her. He scanned the left side of the road as she watched the right. Karlsdotter was seated just behind the gunner's cupola which also pivoted right and left, scanning for enemies.
She nodded, her helmet feeling all too heavy. "Tired," she croaked.
"Me too," he said. Scant comfort in the moment, but all he could possibly offer. "I am sorry about Larrson."
"Me too," she said.
"Like Helsltrom said, we'll get them back though. We'll get the bastards back."
Kalrsdotter was less convinced than ever. 
"Henrikson told me that there will be Americans in Oslo."
"Americans?" Karlsdotter was dubious.
Bergman nodded enthusiastically. "American army, and more importantly, more guns and tanks for us. The Americans will shield us while we regroup and then we'll throw the bastards out."
Karlsdotter reached up and adjusted her helmet, hand brushing the gauze pad taped on her forehead where she'd been grazed by a mortar splinter. It was a sobering reminder of everything that had been lost so far. Her boyfriend was God knows where—probably dead or captured. Her parents were likely behind enemy lines now. Her friend Larsson was dead, his body left to the Russians. Her home was gone, her country was gone. How much more was there to lose?
The APC rounded a bend in the road, following behind the rest of the convoy they were a part of. The vehicles passed through a checkpoint nestled around a blind curve.
The sandbag bunkers sat low to the earth, covered over with tree boughs and camo netting. The barrels of machine guns and AT missile launchers protruded slightly from the emplacement. It was a blocking position, one of many they'd passed so far, another effort to slow their Russian pursuers.
"I hope so," Karlsdotter said.
"We'll stop them," Bergman said, "Somehow." He didn't take his eyes from the passing woods. "Somehow."
Somehow.
Karlsdotter gave one last look back at the roadside bunkers before they fell from view.
***
Small, dug-in blocking positions had been delaying the Soviet advance all day. Each one of the half-submerged sandbag and block structures was nearly invisible until it opened fire. It felt like each one was a fortress all on its own. To make matters worse, they were usually accompanied by a handful of armored vehicles that would shift positions and pick off any units in the open.
"Cover fire now, comrades!"
On command Koval fired short bursts from his rifle in the direction of the bunker. Each stuttering shot thumped the butt of his rifle into his shoulder.
The sound of gunfire again blew out his hearing, replacing it with a high whistling noise. By the time Koval replaced his magazine he felt the sounds around him more than he heard them.
His fingers slipped on the priming handle on his Kalashnikov, scratching his raw fingertips. Koval swore and tried again. The second attempt racked the bolt back and fed in a shell. His body was tired and he was tripping up.
Swedish return fire raked over them a moment later. The first burst of enemy rounds whined overhead, but the second volley came lower. Bullets slapped into tree trunks and severed branches, casting a rain of bark and leaves down on Koval's squad.
Koval flinched down, pressing himself deeper into the earth and wishing he were anywhere else.
Regardless of his fear, the ploy worked. Attention diverted, an anti-tank team took aim at the bunker and fired. The missile streaked away and then wobbled drunkenly in its meandering flight to the emplacement. Within seconds this deadly bumble bee smashed into the bunker side and exploded with a bang that took a moment to travel across the open field back to Koval and his squad.
"Did we get them?" Arkadiy asked.
The sergeant rose to his feet and fired a long burst from the hip, an act of suicidal bravery that Koval couldn't help but admire.
No return fire came.
"Excellent work, comrades!" the sergeant said. "Advance to cover on the opposite side of this field." He gestured with his rifle. "Once the way is clear we will bring the APC up."
Koval would prefer to advance behind the relative safety of the armored carrier, but he understood the logic. He and his squadmates were replaceable. The APC was not, not if they wanted to keep up the breakneck pace of their advance.
Carefully, wearily, Koval rose first to his knees and then his feet, advancing with the others across the open, rifle at the ready. Only fear-induced adrenaline kept Koval going. Since the decisive battle in the south, he'd been operating with virtually no rest, driving after the fleeing Swedes, pressing westward.
"Almost there," Zhuk said, ten meters to Koval's left.
"Almost where?"
The older private gave Koval a quizzical look. "Oslo."
"What will that matter? There will be Norwegians there to fight as well as Swedes."
Zhuk clucked disapproval. "Comrade private," he said, a mocking bravado in his voice, "Do you not hunger for a chance to engage in glorious battle with our enemy?"
Koval didn't laugh, instead he glanced nervously over his shoulder toward the sergeant, too far back to hear.
"You understand nothing," Zhuk said acidly.
"So then what is in Oslo?" Arkadiy asked from Koval's right.
"Oslo is a prize city. A port city and the capital of Norway."
"So?"
"So," Zhuk continued, "the men who capture that city are sure to be rewarded. The ground will have to be secured, streets cleared of debris, the port restored to operation or denied to the enemy." A pause. "All of those things mean no marching, driving, or fighting."
"Clearing rubble means working," Arkadiy said sourly.
"We would not be the ones to clear it," Zhuk said. "We have civilians do that. We only need to hold the guns to their backs."
Koval looked across the field to the silent bunker, smoking from the missile's impact point. To the left and right of their squad others advanced, their pacing staggered, intended to cover one another if any were caught in the open. Far to the left, in the direction of the road they paralleled, a trio of tanks rumbled forward, turrets trained on the woods. Koval longed to be in one of them, safe in a thick armored hide with powerful, tireless treads to carry him over obstacles instead of his own aching legs.
"You're mad if you think they'll let us rest," Arkadiy said.
"And I say you're mad for thinking they won't," Zhuk replied. "The men who took Stockholm were posted in the city."
"Is that true?" Koval asked.
Zhuk gave a nonchalant shrug.  "It is what I heard."
"From where?" Arkadiy asked, skeptical. "Who told you that?"
The growl of an engine made Koval glance back. He saw the squad's BTR following a few dozen meters behind, the APC's gun turret scanning the woods ahead.
"Rumors," Zhuk said.
There was no time to argue, they were now within a stone's throw of the smoldering bunker. Well-drilled routine replaced banter and the men fanned out, staying low as they moved up. 
Koval's heart hammered in his chest. His palms were slick from sweat on the grips of his rifle. He longed to hold his cross, but had to settle for its reassuring weight around his neck. Stepping over a tumbled stone wall, he crossed into the woods around the bunker. Here the birch trees were cut and scarred, slashed with Soviet shrapnel and gunfire. The ground was littered with fresh fallen leaves, dropped by gunfire cutting through the treetops. 
Just on the other side of the stone wall was a dead Swede. He lay face down on the ground, the back of his tunic stained a dark purple. Blood.
One of the squad knelt by the body and began to toss his pockets, rolling the corpse over to  more thoroughly search it. Officially, they were checking for boobytraps. Unofficially, some of these soldiers had valuables. Cassette players, money, jewelry. Arkadiy prominently wore a yellow set of headphones around his neck which were plugged into a Walkman he kept in his tunic pocket. He only had one tape but had told Koval "I can get more."
Koval looked away from the pale, ghastly face staring blankly skyward.
"Koval," Zhuk gestured ahead with his rifle.
Koval nodded, re-seated his rifle against his shoulder and stepped further into the woods, circling the silent bunker. Here the smell of smoke was strong, a burnt match stink that was entirely unnatural.
Something rustled in the leaves just behind the bunker. 
Raising his rifle Koval slowly crept around the side of the bunker, staying low, finger hooked on the trigger. He told himself it was just a squirrel or a rabbit, nothing to worry about.
The man laying on the other side of the bunker was neither of those things and, unlike his compatriot by the stone wall, he was alive. He lay in the leaves, half propped against a tree. Clad in Swedish army gear, he was covered in blood and soot, his face painfully pale. He took short gasping breaths, right hand clasped to his left shoulder, his left arm limp at his side.
Both men stared at one another, neither speaking. They had no language in common even if they wanted to.
The Swede had tumbled or crawled from the ruined bunker around the time it had been hit, that much was clear. He'd caught a fragment in his left arm, rendering it useless. The way his breath hitched and gurgled told Koval his injuries were more extensive than that.
Two gunshots sounded in Koval's ear, making him jump.
Zhuk stepped forward and fired a third shot into the Swede's now slumped form before lowering his rifle and nudging the man roughly with the toe of his boot.
"W-what are you doing?" Koval stammered.
Zhuk looked at him curiously. "I finished him."
"He was wounded!"
Zhuk snorted. "Oh? You think I should call for a doctor? Waste some of my morphine on him?"
"Well—"
"Do you think he'd have done that for you?" 
Koval didn't have an answer.
"This is how you treat the enemy," Zhuk explained, kicking the body for emphasis. "You kill them." While Koval stood, shocked, Zhuk quickly dug through the dead man's pockets. Coming up empty, he rolled up the Swede's sleeve. "Here." He produced a small gold watch, offering it to Koval. "This is your man, this is your watch."
Koval stared at it.
"Digital display," Zhuk said.
"I do not want it."
Zhuk frowned then shrugged, tucking the watch into the front pocket of his tunic and standing up. "Fine, have it your way." Without another word, Zhuk continued on, sauntering more than walking, head on a swivel as he moved through the forest.
Koval looked back at the body that had been alive only a moment ago. A man with hopes, and fears. A man with family. A man just like him.
Koval closed his eyes and forced himself to look away. There was no point dwelling on it. He took his cross out, gripping it so tightly that the metal edges dug into the flesh of his hand. "Through the prayers of our holy fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on us." He opened his eyes, now facing away from the body, seeing only the scarred, silent woods. "Amen." He released the cross so it dangled openly on the front of his tunic, and then followed after Zhuk, giving a wide berth to the dead man whose soul he hoped was now at rest.
***
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It was too cold to sleep. Having lost his survival blanket on the side of the road—a goof Morris was still mentally kicking himself for—he sat in the woods in the half-light of the full moon overhead and shivered. He couldn't risk a fire, not while he was still in enemy territory. The terrain chart he carried in his fight suit pocket had guided him so far, but Morris thought he should have reached friendly lines by now given how long he'd been walking, but still the sounds of fighting grew more distant all the time. Now the only external evidence of the war was the occasional thunder-like rumble of far off artillery and the sight of tracer rounds and missiles climbing into the night sky on the horizon. The reality of his situation—that he was likely trapped in occupied territory with no escape—was starting to set in.
"Positive mental attitude," Morris whispered to himself. The chest of his stolen jacket was crusty with blood and smelled like it, but it at least kept him warm enough. 
The only escape he had from the cold and the dark and the relentless unknown around him was his own thoughts. Morris thought about his parents who'd recently moved down to Florida to retire. He thought about golfing with his dad. He thought about his ex-wife and his son. He thought about the other pilots in his unit, were they still alive? Did they have any idea he was still alive?
He played the events of his final dogfight over and over in his head. Lancelot had died without warning, no radar signatures and no enemies on scope. He'd very nearly met the same fate. It hadn't occurred to him at the time, but now that he'd had time to dwell on it he decided it had been a Soviet long-range infrared missile that had done him in. It was a technology lacking on his Eagle. NATO radar tracking was advanced enough that they had no reason to delve into advanced infrared. If that were what brought him down, it had given the enemy a fatal drop on him.
Knowing—or at least suspecting what happened didn't make it any better. Morris had been trained to win. Second place meant dead in a dogfight. Losing alone was bad, knowing that his mistakes had cost Lancelot his life made it almost unbearable. Morris ran it through his head, over and over, watching Lancelot die each time. If he'd reacted faster. If he hadn't led Lancelot in pursuit of those MiGs. If he'd swept for ambush more thoroughly. The list kept growing longer.
Morris peeled the lid off of a Russian ration tin. Since he couldn't read Cyrillic, each one was a mystery, and not one he enjoyed solving. Fortunately, this can had an image of potatoes on the top.
The oily, sludgy gray mixture inside the flimsy container was not what Morris would call appetizing. Even in the dark he could see that it was some kind of combination of potato and meat. A sniff test failed to identify it any more clearly than that. Among the foreign lettering on the package, he only recognized some numbers—a date.
18-6-1990.
Morris grimaced at the thought that this can was likely a year or two past its expiration date.
Tearing open a cellophane packet of crackers, he dipped one in and took a bite. It was cold, greasy, and bland. But it was food.
Morris ate without complaint, not as if there was anyone to complain to. He forced himself to eat every cracker in the packet and empty the tin of its contents. He was going to need the calories if he hoped to maintain this pace. He spent nights walking, avoiding roads, and spent the warmer parts of the day sleeping, usually half-buried in pine straw or leaf litter.
A swig from his stolen canteen washed his pitiful dinner down. Before he could get complacent, Morris scraped a shallow hole in the earth with his hands and buried his trash. No sense getting caught for leaving behind litter.
He pulled his knees up to his chest and hunkered down the small depression he'd chosen to rest in. It was cold, and he was going to be uncomfortable, but he would live.
Something hard prodded Morris from an inner pocket on the Soviet jacket. He
stuck a hand inside and pulled out a thin leather wallet. Flipping it open, he reviewed its contents. A few worthless Soviet bills were tucked inside, along with a small photograph of a teenage girl. The photo had writing on the back that Morris of course couldn't read but he could guess at: a sweetheart waiting back home. She was never going to see her sweetheart again unfortunately. Morris felt a strange pang of regret as he thought it.
Along with this photograph was a military ID. It was similar to Morris's own aside from the language. The photograph was of the dead man he'd taken the coat from. All of the details were in Cyrillic, indecipherable to Morris. The young man was in dress uniform, topped with a peaked cap and looking very serious. Just like the can, the only part of the ID Morris understood were the numbers. Another date stood out.
12-7-1974.
He'd only just turned eighteen. He was just eight years older than Morris's son, and now he was dead.
Morris stared at the young man's photograph, looking into those serious eyes. He couldn't have had any idea that his life would end like this, bled dry on a road in Sweden. What had he been like when he was alive? Did Morris and him have anything in common? There was no answer.
Morris nearly tossed the wallet into the trash hole he'd dug before stopping. It didn't feel right to throw it away. He tucked it back into the pocket he'd found it in. He told himself he'd get rid of it in a more dignified way. Whatever that meant.
A branch snapped nearby.
Morris had only begun to turn his head when a trio of armed figures emerged from the undergrowth, weapons trained on him. His heart froze, he was finished. Morris threw his hands in the air, "Don't shoot, don't shoot! You got me!"
The three stopped, weapons trained on him as others emerged from the woods, a half dozen in total.
"American?" one asked, his accent thick, but clearly tinged with surprise.
"Yes?" Morris said, looking more intently at his captors. They were hard to make out in the dark, but they didn't fit the images he'd seen of Soviet infantry or match the glimpses he'd gotten in the half-dark.
"What is the capital of Texas?" the same one asked.
Every ounce of civic knowledge Morris possessed failed him in that moment. All he could think of was the Alamo. "Ah … Austin? I think?"
The men exchange glances, one speaking to another in another language. 
"You are in a Russian uniform."
"No! No, no," Morris said quickly, feeling silly with his arms still over his head. "No, I uh … I found it. I've got a flight suit on under this. A uniform." Morris was all too aware of what happened to soldiers caught masquerading as the enemy in wartime.
His panic gradually gave way to nagging confusion. These men weren't Soviet soldiers. They weren't even Russians. "Are you … Swedes? Swedish?"
"Yes." One of his captors said. He spoke another word and the weapons trained on him were lowered. "You may put your hands down."
Morris lowered his hands and the speaker stepped forward, extending a hand. After a moment, Morris shook it.
"Sergeant Elias Hultberg."
"Major Morris, Ken Morris."
"Major Morris, I apologize for the mistaken identity. We have been tracking Russians through these woods. We thought you were a straggler."
Morris didn't want to imagine what they might have done to him if he had been a Russian. His hope soared. Had he made it to friendly lines and not even realized it? "Are you . . . Swedish army?"
"No," Hultberg said, dashing those hopes. "We are Home Guard. Tasked with staying behind enemy lines to sow panic."
Morris felt a stab of hope. The possibility of freedom. "I actually have to get back to NATO lines," Morris said. "I'm a pilot." The words felt silly somehow, like he couldn't justify his need to return. "How far is the front from here? Are there any friendly forces nearby?"
Hultberg and his fellow guardsmen exchanged some words in Swedish. "We can talk about this after we move. Not safe to stay here."
Morris's legs ached sympathetically. "Right. Yeah."
"Come." 
Like that, the group moved as one, shouldering weapons to disappear ghostlike back into the dark woods. It didn't feel like progress to Morris. In a way it felt like another obstacle but, out here in the Swedish wilderness behind enemy lines, how long would he last alone? After a moment, Morris followed them into the dark undergrowth.
***
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President Bayern's pen scratched across the ivory paper, scrawling a signature onto the bottom margin, turning a bill into a law.
Camera shutters snapped in rapid succession as the assembled news media documented the occasion.
"There it is," Bayern said, giving a half smile and holding the bill up for more photographs.
The Maritime Act and War Appropriation bill could very well prove to be the easiest of his career. It had bipartisan support in both houses, it passed the Senate unanimously with only token objections to wording and scope in the House. It was a piece of sweeping legislation that codified many of the executive actions Bayern had taken at the start of the war and expanded upon them. Newport News and Long Beach were both now inundated with orders for merchant marine ships. A fleet of short order cargo vessels was going to be laid down in conjunction with a plethora of new surface combatants, primarily minesweepers and sub chasers. It was largely a propaganda move of course. The designs for these ships hadn't even been finalized and it would no doubt take time to perfect them, not to mention time to lay them down. The real heart of the bill was the bulk nationalization of cargo ships for use by the American Navy. Despite Bayern's best wishes, toes were going to be stepped on. Market value was being offered for these ships but the owners weren't being given a choice of if they wanted to sell.
The same was true of a multitude of industrial facilities across the United States, from chemical plants to appliance factories. It would take extensive retooling but, in time, they would be brought to bear on the enemy. America could no longer rely on cheap off-shore manufacturing or small specialized plants. Whatever the cost, they were going to have to switch to a wartime economy. 
Bayern rose from his desk, handing the law to a waiting aide before engaging in a series of staged handshakes with party leaders from both sides of the aisle, the Senate Majority Leader and the Speaker of the House, pausing each time for photographs.
This was meant to be a short war. All the pre-war planning had focused on a short, sharp defensive action followed with massive counter attacks that were intended to break the enemy and send them fleeing back to Moscow in disarray in just a matter of days. That or the Bomb was meant to resolve things quickly. Without a firm roadmap forward, they were all flying blind.
"Good work, Mr. President."
Bayern shook the congresswoman's hand and wondered what he'd done to warrant praise. 
It shouldn't have come as a surprise that, after nearly fifty years of living in an atomic shadow, no one had the guts to use them. All the doomsday scenarios of a world undone with nuclear weaponry hadn't come to pass. Instead humanity had inherited a world war, the third in a century, this one with the power to wipe out everything with the push of a button.
No, the hopes for a quick decisive war had proved just as illusory as "being home by Christmas," assuming the Soviets didn't succeed in their attempt to overrun Germany or that NATO didn't find a way to break through somehow.
The photo ops were complete and the media slowly dispersed at the urging of aides. A few paused to snap some incidental pictures of the oval office.
"Alright, Mr. President?" Harrison asked, appearing out of the press of politicians. His smile was polite, fixed, but the meaning was clear. Bayern's worries were showing.
"Fine," Bayern replied. "Long day."
"Mr. President." Though the words were softly spoken, the voice that carried them boomed.
"Senator Dewitt," Bayern greeted, pausing only to correct himself, "Excuse me, Vice President DeWitt. Or would you just prefer Bill?"
DeWitt was impossible to miss in the crowd, a full head taller than those around him and easily a hundred pounds overweight. Bayern would have bet money that DeWitt was the physically largest person in either chamber of Congress.
"Hoss," DeWitt said, his round face splitting into an affable smile. "All my friends call me 'Hoss', Mr. President."
Hoss? Bayern had to fight to keep his smile from faltering. He hadn't known much about DeWitt before his phone call asking him to fill in as his vice president, but he wasn't sure how he felt about calling his vice president "Hoss." Still, he gave it a try. "Hoss." No, it still felt strange and now he regretted asking.
"Glad to see we're still moving forward with things on this war. I've been saying from day one we needed something like this," DeWitt said. DeWitt was old enough to be Bayern's father but talked to him like he was a neighbor who loaned him tools. It was a refreshingly personal approach made even more disarming by his soft Georgian accent.
"Absolutely," Bayern agreed.
"People had this harebrained idea that this was gonna be a short, easy war, like Somalia again. Too many people forget what seeing Vietnam on the TV every day for years was like."
"I was just thinking something along those lines," Bayern said. "Short or long there's no reason not to start preparing."
DeWitt stood beside Bayern and looked over the other congressmen who had gathered into small groups talking. "I reckon the Reds are already on war footing. They got enough heavy industry to ramp production as long as raw materials hold out. Say—," DeWitt laid a meaty hand on Bayern's shoulder "You talked with the Joint Chiefs about a war plan to starve them out? Heck, we shipped them enough food aid in the past. Ought to be a breeze."
"It's something we're looking into," Bayern said. "It's tough when they have open borders with China, Iran, and India. It looks like Argentina is picking up our slack."
"Can't say I'm too shocked," DeWittt said. "I reckon Argentina's just been lookin’ for a chance to stick it to the Brits. Maybe they're lookin’ for leverage over those little islands they want so bad."
"Hoss, how are ya?" Harrison said, moving in gracefully and greeting the former senator with a firm handshake.
"Well enough, Walt, well enough."
"It looks like the great state of Georgia is going to have to learn to get along without you for a while, Hoss."
DeWitt chuckled, "They been fine without me before and I reckon they'll be fine after me too. When you get asked to step up for your country, it's not a thing you can turn down."
"Well I hope you're ready for a tough race, Hoss," Harrison said, glancing at Bayern, setting him up.
"I don't know if you've seen the polls," Bayern said, "but we're going to need all the help we can get I think. This was going to be a slam dunk election before the war."
"I don't think Americans are keen about switching horses midstream," DeWitt said. "But a war like this is a tough pill to swallow."
It was the most charitable way of saying that, in the eyes of many Americans, Simpson and Bayern had blundered the nation into this cataclysmic situation. "I know you're still getting settled in, Hoss," Bayern said, feeling strange using the nickname still, "but I'm looking to drum up some support in battleground states. I was wondering if you'd be alright taking that on for me."
"Rallies?" DeWitt asked.
Bayern nodded.
"Be glad to," he clapped Bayern on the back. "It's the least I can do. I know you got your hands tied up here and it's not like I've got a lot to do now that I'm executive branch." He chuckled. "Don't worry about it."
Bayern smiled. It was a more relaxed and genuine smile now.
***
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"And regretfully," Labor Minister Ozerov continued, squinting down at his typed notes over thick-framed spectacles, "these fresh troop call ups have continued to erode our skilled labor force. Many of our labor projects and industrial zones report they are at eighty percent staffing or lower." The way Ozerov delivered these statements was monotone, halting, and entirely dull. Were the content of the report not so alarming Gradenko might have tuned out Ozerov's words.
As it was, the old man had the attention of the whole Politburo.
"My labor chiefs are asking for moratoriums on new reserve call ups until they can train proper replacements," Ozerov said, finally looking up, staring down the long conference table at General Secretary Karamazov who regarded him silently. "I would think that a four week halt on drawing manpower from our industries would be sufficient."
"Denied." Karamazov didn't even make a show of consulting the rest of the Politburo. "A four week delay could prove fatal for our cause. General Tarasov and Stavka would agree with me I'm sure."
"Ah," Ozerov said, blinking.
For once Gradenko agreed with Karamazov. Halting the mobilization of the Soviet Union's vast reserve system could derail their war effort which heavily depended on weight of numbers to overwhelm their enemy. A few grumbling factory bosses be damned.
Ozerov blinked impotently a few more times and then sat back in his chair. Even if he wholeheartedly believed in the cause he espoused, he knew the futility of arguing with Karamazov. After all, it had been Karamazov who had elevated him to this position from the ranks of the non-voting candidate members of the Politburo. Beyond that, the Politburo was not a place for argument, it was a place for consensus, and Karamazov had made up his mind.
"Comrade secretary," Gradenko said, clearing his throat. "I think the ministry of foreign affairs may have a happy solution to this issue." 
The strain of his post told on Karamazov's face. His normally gaunt features were even more drawn, heavily lined and tired. 
I hope you choke on all the power you ate, you bastard. Gradenko thought the words as hard as he dared without letting them disturb the calmness of his face.
"Proceed, comrade minister."
"As you say, our reserve forces are critical for success, especially if we hope to replace the units we depleted in the Far East, but Comrade Ozerov is correct that in the long term this will seriously harm our industry. I propose we take workers from pools of manpower which cannot or will not be soldiers."
"Where do you propose to find such men?"
"Our fraternal socialist allies," Gradenko said. "Poland, Romania, Hungary. Truthfully these nations’ militaries are underdeveloped when compared to our own, and yet we have spent some time educating them in the operation of our industry. Is that correct, comrade?" Gradenko asked Ozerov.
"Correct."
"We already have guest labor programs in place in the Baltic and Ukraine. If we expand these programs, we can draw on manpower that will not otherwise be soldiers. There are other benefits as well." Gradenko was politically savvy enough to know that it would be uncouth to point out that the section of the population most likely to rise up in open revolt against them were these same young men who worked across the Eastern Bloc. To scatter them across the Soviet heartland would deny them safety and boldness of numbers. It may even create fresh positions for new workers in those states, stimulating growth, and nothing curtailed revolution like prosperity.
"Comrade Ozerov," Karamazov said, "can our guest labor program accommodate such numbers?"
Ozerov flipped through his notes a moment before answering. "At present? No. But I believe we can make such changes within … a week?"
"Very well. All in favor of authorizing such an expansion of the guest labor program?"
There were no objections.
"It is unanimous."
The clerks present quickly scrawled their notes down, effectively transcribing the proposal into law. 
"Comrade Gradenko, any new business?"
"We have concluded a fresh treaty with Finland," Gradenko said. "Re-affirming their neutrality provided their continued cooperation--the use of their roads and airspace."
Karamazov leaned back in his chair which creaked loudly in the small underground office. Behind him, framed by two red banners, was an oil painting of General Secretary Andropov,  Karamazov's old mentor, larger than life, sternly gazing down on the men in the room. "I find our arrangement with the Finnish government to be awkward," Karamazov said.
"It is tenuous," Gradenko agreed. "But once we have secured control over Swedish port facilities, we can loosen our grip on them."
"Is that something we want to do?" Karamazov asked, peaking his eyebrows.
Gradenko wasn't sure how to respond to that.
Karamazov continued. "I would prefer that we maintain our close relationship with them. I see that nation as being vital to our security in the region."
"With respect, comrade," Gradenko said, "this arrangement is quite unpopular in Finland. It was only possible with extreme pressure from our government. I am not certain how the Finns would react if we pressed things further."
"Certainty is never a part of diplomacy," Karamazov returned. "And a neutral Finland might cause us trouble in the future. I think it would be best if we maintain our relations with them and perhaps expand it. Membership in the Warsaw Pact, open borders."
The idea made Gradenko's skin crawl. The Finns were a fiercely independent people who were as pragmatic as they were bold. They knew that careful diplomacy was all that spared them from Soviet invasion. It was not a war Gradenko was eager to fight. He had no doubts that his nation would ultimately win, but if the Finns fought as tenaciously now as they did in 1939 then it would be yet another conflict that they could ill-afford., one likely to completely derail operations in Scandinavia. Pressuring Finland into fully capitulating to the Soviet Union would likely lead to internal political turmoil and most likely a change in government, one that would be quicker to take a militant stance.
"I will happily broach the subject with them," Gradenko said. A lie, and a boldfaced one. But it would at least buy him time to figure out a better solution to this plan. If the Finns came to believe that the Soviet army passing through their northern borders had no intention of ever leaving, then they would explode.
"See to it," Karamazov said. "We cannot allow a few rogue nations to threaten our plans. I understand that our offensive in Scandinavia is unfolding well. Once we have cleared the Norwegian coast then we will have opened the Norwegian Sea for naval operations. Once that happens and we threaten England and Iceland we can negotiate with NATO from a position of strength."
Gradenko marveled at how Karamazov now styled himself a diplomat and a political expert. It was patently clear to him that NATO would never negotiate with the Soviet Union no matter how much land they controlled. Flagrantly violating neutral nations like Sweden and Finland made it clear that the Soviets had no respect for the diplomatic process unless it got them what they wanted. Negotiating with warmongers was a mistake both East and West had made in the build up to the Second World War. There was no way that they would make the same mistakes again.
"I look forward to it, comrade," Gradenko said, forcing the same blankness on his face that he'd held this whole meeting. As long as Karamazov held authority in this body there was no chance for true peace. It was a realization Gradenko had been rolling around his mind for some time, made even more urgent by this business with his son. If it were true, and Karamazov were the biggest obstacle to peace, then did that mean the war would have to be won here? In this boardroom? And if so, was Gradenko the man to win it?
***
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Morris was far too proud to tell his newfound allies that he was cold. Things hadn't been so bad when he'd been on the move, but when the group settled down for the night, really just a few hours before dawn, the cold had crept in. It first crept into his hands and feet, then his arms and legs. His flight suit was all well and good for inside a climate controlled cockpit, but it was another matter for the Swedish woods, and the stolen Soviet jacket he had only helped so much.
This little band of resistance fighters had a clear routine. Move at night, rest in the day, bedding down in the woods before sunrise. Morris had only been with them for two days now and was still struggling to adapt to this strange schedule. He thought he'd been tired before and yet he kept finding new depths of weariness to sink to. Sleep passed in an instant and the waking world felt like a blur.
The group's leader, Sergeant Hultberg, was the only one who'd spoken to Morris so far. The others seemed to have a variable grasp of English and left communication to their leader. Because of that, no one usually bothered to explain to Morris what they were doing. 
Morris had given up on trying to ask for the plan. He'd been told the same thing enough times.
We do whatever we must.
The small band moved on an erratic course through the woods, following the direction of Hultberg's right-hand man. The two of them frequently paused their trek to pour over a marked-up terrain map. Whatever they were looking for was close now, the pace relentless.
They were deep in the woods, the closest thing Morris had seen to civilization was a deeply-rutted logging road running across a hillside. The Swedes debated about using it before ultimately deciding to continue roughing it through the woods.
Here, at their objective at last, the fighters ascended a low, scrubby hill to find a large, irregular boulder at its apex. Sergeant Hultberg examined the rock a moment, nodded and turned to the others, addressing two by name, "Alphand, Fredricsson." The following command was in Swedish, but its meaning was clear enough. Dig. 
The two soldiers he indicated shrugged off their packs and set to work, digging with spades at the base of the rock.
As they dug, the others formed a loose perimeter, scanning the dark woods, weapons ready. 
Morris pulled at his bloodstained jacket and wished he had more substantial cold weather gear. It wasn't cold enough to be deadly yet, but it made sleep all but impossible. He spent most nights tossing and turning and praying for just a couple hours of sleep. Now, he realized he was the only one without a job to do.
"Sergeant," he said.
The Swedes stared at him.
"I've got a free set of hands," Morris said.
Hultberg nodded to the diggers. "Fredricsson." He gestured toward Morris with his head.
Fredricsson stopped digging and handed Morris the folding shovel with a sly grin.
Morris took his place and set to work breaking up the hard packed earth. He was surprised to discover there were few roots here which made the digging easier, if no more enjoyable. He was glad to have a task to focus on, and staying active helped him to keep warm.
Alphand dug across from him, working without speaking. As he worked, Morris reflected that Alphand was one of the strange parts of the experience because she was one of the women in the group. Two of the six fighters he travelled with were female, regarded apparently no differently than their compatriots. They carried rifles and packs like the others, moved with skill and stealth, and slept in the cold. Even after two days Morris hadn't quite figured what to make of them. Female personnel were not unheard of in the US military, but they were rare. Additionally, women in the US were not allowed to take any combat roles. 
After nearly an hour of digging, they were starting to slow. With a command, Hultberg switched them out with two fresh fighters.
Morris's back ached as he stood up straight, handing the spade to another Swede and moving off to sit at the base of a tree and rest.
"Not used to digging I think," Alphand said, coming to sit beside him.
"Uh, yeah," Morris said uncertainly. "Not really a part of the Air Force curriculum."
Alphand chuckled.
"I didn't know anyone but Hultberg spoke English," Morris said. Certainly no one but the sergeant had spoken to him.
She nodded. "Yes. It is only so-so, but I speak. You are called Morris? Major Morris?"
"That's right," Morris said.
"I am Alphand. Astrid Alphand," she said.
"Nice to meet you," Morris said, offering his hand for an awkward handshake. "How many of you speak English?" Morris asked.
"A few," Alphand admitted with a shrug. "We are not very talkative," Alphand said. "This is not a social occasion." She gave him a wry smile.
"Yeah, you could say that again." Morris tried to get comfortable as he watched the fighters continuing to dig. "This whole situation is pretty suboptimal."
Alphand snickered at his understatement. "Yes. 'suboptimal'. That is true. Major, do you have any cigarettes?"
Morris felt the attention shift to him as other fighters listened in hopefully.
"Sorry, no," he said. "They don't pack cigarettes in ejector seats."
Alphand laughed off disappointment. "Of course not. We have been out for some days."
"Trust me, if I had any, I'd share. I owe you big time. I mean, you guys saved my ass." He momentarily felt uncomfortable for swearing around a woman, then his discomfort became confusion. Would it be rude not to swear around her? They were soldiers after all, maybe showing preferential treatment would single her out. Or maybe he was overthinking this whole thing. Alphand didn't seem to notice his discomfort or she just didn't care. "It is lucky we found you at all," she said. "These woods are a good place to hide in. Nothing but kilometers of trees."
"I guess that's why you guys are out here, huh?" Morris asked. "The Russians won't find you either."
Alphand nodded. "That is the idea. They will not find us unless we want them to." 
Her smile chilled Morris. It was hard for him to reconcile Alphand's good looks and effortless smile to her mission out here in these woods. Of course, maybe other people would say the same thing about him. Morris himself was personally responsible for over a half dozen enemy deaths. He'd sent men down in flames with the push of a button but on the surface was no more a "killer" than Alphand was. This war was undoubtedly more personal to her than it was to him. She was out here fighting for her homeland while Morris was fighting for something more abstract than that.
Alphand slid her pack to the side with a boot and ensured it was out of the way. She rolled her neck and worked her shoulders to relieve tension. Exhaustion told on her face, she looked as though she hadn't had a good night's sleep in a week, her tightly-braided hair was starting to come loose and dark shadow ringed her tired eyes. All the same, her eyes never rested, scanning the dark forest around them, wary and ready.
"So what are you guys doing out here?" Morris asked. "I mean, you're all soldiers, right?" 
She looked at him like it was a stupid question, which he supposed it was. "Yes," she said. "We are all soldiers. Does that surprise you?" There was a challenge in her voice, as well as a hint of amusement.
"No," Morris said quickly. "No. I didn't mean anything bad. I mean obviously you're soldiers."
"There are no women in your army," she said. It was a statement, not a question.
"There are some," Morris said. "It's not really common. I guess actually it's really uncommon, but we have women who are pilots."
"Like you?" she asked.
"Well … not like me," Morris said sheepishly. "They're not in combat roles." Morris quickly added, "But I'm sure they'd do just fine. I mean, it's just a rule."
Alphand looked bemused. "I think if a woman can do the job, there is no reason not to let her."
"I can't really argue with that," Morris said. "I mean, there's the question of unit cohesion."
"Cohesion?"
Morris felt increasingly uncomfortable with this topic. He was making an ass of himself. "Forget it," he said. "I mean, you guys seem to know what you're doing." He glanced toward the two men digging a hole nearby. It dawned on him that he didn't know what it was they were digging for. The hole was entirely too small to act as a fighting position for how many of them there were. Not only that, but this was the middle of the woods, what was worth defending? Morris momentarily considered asking why, and then brushed the thought aside. He figured he would find out one way or another. Instead he changed topics to something less awkward. "Do you all live around here?"
"Yes," Alphand said. "I am from Arvika. A town about—" she hesitated and ran numbers in her head. "About thirty kilometers from here I think."
"Any family nearby? It must be hard to be away from them." Morris said.
"My parents," she said. "My sister. And yes, it is hard. To be so close but not able to go home." She frowned slightly, looking momentarily distant. "But what we do here is important. If our country is to be free, it is up to people like us, you see."
Morris nodded. "Yeah," he said. "I see. It's a war and we're all in it together. Right?"
She gave him a weak smile. "That is right. And what about you, major? What family do you have at home?"
Morris was painfully aware that purely on the basis of rank, he was far above the home guard here, being the only officer. It felt disingenuous to him. He didn't see much point waving rank around in a situation he was next to useless in. "You can just call me Morris," he said, "I don't think I'll be issuing any orders out here."
Alphand smiled. "Do you have family, Morris?"
"Yeah," he said. "My folks are retired down in Florida and I have a son in Ohio."
"A son? How old?"
"He just turned ten," Morris said.
"You are married?" Alphand asked.
Morris laughed awkwardly. "Not any more. Divorced."
Alphand nodded but silence descended for a moment, interrupted only by the scrape of shovels. "I know Florida, but where is Ohio?"
"It's uh…" Morris tried to think of what she may know. "You know Pennsylvania?"
She shook her head.
"It's right by the Great Lakes."
"Oh! Near Chicago?"
"Sort of. Yeah."
"I know Chicago," Alphand said. "Windy city!"
"Right," Morris said. "Ohio is between Chicago and New York."
"I see," Alphand said. She was about to continue when the digging stopped.
"Alphand," Hultberg said, gesturing her over.
She jumped to her feet and hurried over to the hole the others had finished digging and together the three of them pulled out a series of metal crates and plastic bins one by one, stacking them neatly beside the hole. Each was sealed tight, wrapped in plastic, and carefully labeled. A buried supply cache.
Hultberg tossed a can to Morris which he caught in surprise. "Dinner!"
The group huddled together in the dark around the cache and ate. The rations came with chemical heating elements so they were mercifully warm. Morris had porridge, sausage, crackers, and jam. Each bite was like heaven after two days of walking with only expired Russian rations to eat. As they ate, the fighters shared smiles and spoke quietly to one another in Swedish, laughing, talking, and enjoying this meager luxury.
A campfire might have given away their location and so they ate their rations in the dark.
Tired of being the odd man out, Morris spoke up. "How many caches like this do you have?" he asked.
The group stopped talking to look at Morris with surprise, like they'd forgotten he was there.
Hultberg wiped a bit of jam from his mouth before answering. "Enough," he said. "Enough to fight this war forever."
The certainty of the answer surprised Morris, but it impressed him more. "You people are prepared."
"We prepare for the worst, yes. We know that our army cannot stop the Russians alone. They are too many. For that we need help from your country and others. But we think maybe help is slow in coming. Maybe better to buy time. Our army fights for time, and we fight to help them."
"I'm sorry this is happening here," Morris said, feeling stupid the moment the words were out of his mouth. "This war I mean. It's horrible."
Hultberg nodded solemnly. "I am also sorry. But I think the Russians will be more sorry."
The other fighters laughed at the sergeant's bravado. Morris was again reminded that this war was intensely personal to them. Their freedom, families, and homes were all directly at stake. The recollection that he had been involved with the airstrike that had kicked all this off dampened his appetite. How would they feel if they knew?
"Why are you called Voodoo?" Alphand asked, interrupting his thoughts.
"Sorry?"
She pointed to his jumpsuit which had his callsign sewn on beside his real name. "Voodoo, this is your nickname, yes?"
Morris noticed that the fighters were all paying attention to him. Six sets of eyes on him. "Ah, yeah, it's kind of a strange story."
Alphand was undeterred. She and the others waited attentively for him to continue.
"In the Air Force pilots end up getting a nickname, but it's not one you pick. When you get a callsign like this, it's usually not a good thing. It's …" Morris fought to explain. "It's like a way to poke fun at someone for something stupid they did or just a random quirk or something."
"It's a joke?" Hultberg asked.
"Sort of. Take my buddy Grinder. His name is Robinson, but we call him Grinder. See, during an early run in training he came in way too hot, too fast. Applied the brakes too hard and burned them down to nothing. Grinder."
"Ah!" Alphand said, "I see. Grinder!" She and another fighter laughed.
"Or another friend, Joker. His name is Heheman, like 'heh-heh man'. So we started calling him Joker. Or uh, Daisy. My buddy Daisy used to—" Morris recalled that Daisy was dead. The memory came like a shot out of nowhere. He could see Daisy's Eagle turning as hard as it could, banking to avoid the guns of a Soviet Flanker. Morris came in behind, but not quick enough. Gunfire gutted Daisy's cockpit. "He uh …." Morris no longer felt hungry, he didn't want to think about Daisy. "The names are just ways to remind us that no matter how far we've come, we've got hang ups. Or it's just a way to take the piss out. Keeps you humble."
"So you still haven't told us," Hultberg said, swallowing a bite of food. "Why then are you called Voodoo?"
Morris pulled himself from his fugue. "Back when I was a dumb rook I sort of had a reputation for causing trouble. Bad luck, that sort of thing. Things always seemed to go wrong around me. The guys I flew with at the time gave me a hard time about it. Said I must have had some kind of voodoo for things to always turn out like that."
Hultberg and the other fighters laughed, all but Fredricsson who had the story briefly translated for him. He said something and the others laughed harder.
"What?" Morris asked. "What did he say?"
"Fredricsson," Hultberg pointed to the fighter who'd spoken. "He said it is just our luck that we rescued the American pilot who can't fly.'"
"I normally do a lot better than this," Morris bristled.
Hultberg relayed the sentiment to Fredricsson who laughed.
"I guess I've still got some voodoo on me to get shot down in the first place," Morris admitted sourly.
"Or maybe you are luckier than you think," Alphand said, her tone placating. "You are lucky to be alive. Lucky that we found you, yes?"
Morris felt taken aback by her words. She was right of course, getting shot down was bad, but he could have easily burned up like Lancelot did. Maybe he was lucky after all. "Yeah," he said. "I guess you're right."
"We should get going," Hultberg stood and threw his trash into the hole they'd dug. "Alphand, bury this. Voodoo, can you carry a bag?" He offered Morris a satchel full of ration packs.
Morris took it, grateful for something to do. "Sure thing." Something had changed, something subtle but important. Morris was one of their number now, and not just a passenger to be carried along. For better or worse, he was one of them.
***




30
It was paradoxical, Vance thought, that music should both be so comforting and so off putting to him.
The first track on the cassette faded out with a roll of snare drums before the second track began. A driving bassline buzzed from the headphones that were plugged into the player. Music made him think of home which in turn made him think of Molly. Every track he enjoyed just further deepened the knowledge that he was an ocean away in a foreign country fighting a war that held no real personal significance to him.
A soft breeze rustled the leaves of the tree he leaned against. Dappled shadows danced over him, imitating the green and black blotches of his fatigues. It was finally a pleasant day. The rain of the days week had been driven back by more agreeable weather and now the sun again ruled the skies. If it weren't for the smell of exhaust in the air, then Vance might have allowed himself to think that this was just an ordinary lazy day.
The draw back that Colonel Charpentier had predicted finally came. Seminole Division had been pulled away from the front, marshaled into one cohesive fighting force in anticipation for a coming attack. The anticipation was painful. Vance couldn't help but feel like he was waiting more than anything. When he'd been shipped over here he'd been eager for action, anything to end the waiting. Now that he'd seen battle, he tried to savor the down time. Combat was coming, he just wanted to put it off as long as possible.
"Hey, cap," Sergeant Brubaker gave Vance a small wave as he approached.
Vance returned it but saw Brubaker stop and hesitate, like he wanted to say something.
"What's up, sergeant?" Vance asked, taking off his headphones.
"Just uh … wanted to apologize."
"For?"
"The ship," Brubaker said, looking sheepish. He ran a hand over his head. "For the eye."
The events of the past days had driven the memory of being elbowed in the face from his mind. In peacetime it would have been unforgettable, but with the war it was hardly a footnote.
"Don't worry about it," Vance said. "It was an accident."
Brubaker looked relieved, but only slightly so. "I feel really awful about it. Whence got under my skin and I let it get to me. I didn't mean to drag you into it, sir."
"Whence is a hothead," Vance said, "Try not to take him too seriously. We're all a family out here, right?"
"Right." Brubaker said, chuckling. "Linda would kill me if she knew about what happened. She worries about me enough."
Vance laughed. "Our secret. No court martials."
"No, sir," Brubaker agreed. "Thanks, cap."
Brubaker gave a salute which Vance returned.
Vance watched as Brubaker left, weaving his way through the camp, moving with a bit more bounce in his step than before.
A few minutes later track two ended and track three started. The lyrics were all in German, the style a few years out of date, but it was new to Vance and so he listened. Beyond that, it was the only real form of entertainment he had, the sort that wouldn't draw scorn from the major or others in the battalion.
"Vance!"
Vance jumped and yanked the headphones off only to see TJ laughing as he sat down beside him.
"In your own world, huh?" TJ asked.
"I was taking a break, man," Vance protested.
"I figured as much. What'd Brubaker want?"
Vance shrugged, "Still feels bad about knocking me on my ass."
TJ laughed. "Or he's afraid you're gonna throw some weight around and put him in front of a firing squad."
Vance rolled his eyes.
"How's the music?" TJ asked.
"Not bad," Vance said. "Where'd you get this batch?"
"A guy in Brawler Company carries it. Dunno where he gets it, man. I trade my desserts for it. He doesn't want cash."
"It's very kind of you to share it with me," Vance said. "You're a regular Mother Teresa."
TJ chuckled. "We all know your brain would melt without music and God knows I don't want to have to lead this band of assholes."
Vance took a moment to laugh with his friend, trying not to really give much thought to the half-truth there. This company was relying on him to get them through this. Their first major battle had been more like a shooting gallery than war. Of course they'd lost people in it and had been in fights since, but nothing like the scale of that first day when it felt like the entire Soviet army was coming down on them like steel rain. Just a few weeks ago his division was NATO's Hail Mary play to stop a major Soviet breakthrough. Since then they'd done cleanup of shattered remains of that red thrust and little more. The next engagement could be worse, it could even be his last.
"Plus I filter out all the good shit. Soundgarden, Nirvana, Alice in Chains. I leave the scraps for you."
Vance snorted. "Right. You're welcome to it."
TJ nudged him. "You're not even gonna ask why I'm bothering you?"
Vance sighed. "Why are you bothering me, TJ?"
His XO produced a crudely-folded envelope from his jacket and waggled it, sporting a conspiratorial grin.
Vance raised an eyebrow.
"Know what this is?"
"A letter?"
TJ ran it under his nose, taking a dramatic sniff. "Ah. I detect perfume, an indicator of a letter written by the fairer sex."
Vance's heart skipped a beat, eyes widening. "A letter? Molly?" He reached on instinct and TJ pulled the letter further out of reach.
"Ah!" TJ scolded. "Don't be hasty. Yes, it's true. I, TJ Osterman, your friend and loyal subordinate did use my free time to get your mail at mail call and yes, it did finally arrive."
"TJ," Vance said, "Give me the goddamn letter and I will make sure Congress gives you a medal when we get home."
TJ's childish grin widened. "Now we're talking." He handed the letter to Vance. "Don't read it all at once." He stood up. "You gotta pace yourself, man. Stretch those good feelings. Might be the last letter you get for … God knows!" 
Vance ignored him as he left, instead tearing up the battered envelope to get at the precious contents inside. Just a glimpse of Molly's curvy handwriting put him over the moon. To imagine that she held this paper and traced these words.
Don, she wrote. I wish they'd taught me how to do this when you signed up. It's one of those things you hear about but never think you'll have to do. It really doesn't seem fair that letters are the best we can do. I know that guys in Crescent Storm got to make phone calls and video messages home. Maybe they'll let you do that too. Have you heard anything about that?
I'm out here at Fort La Crosse with your parents. Your mom acts like I'm her best friend, wants to do everything with me, have me watch all her shows and cook with her. Honestly I thought it would drive me crazy, but it's nice to have someone to talk to out here. Your dad spends a lot of time watching the news. Really, we can't escape hearing about it. It's everywhere. I saw the videos of the fighting in Germany. All the burning cities and the wrecks.
It looks really bad, Don.
Vance looked away from the letter, finding his breath hitching in his chest. Knowing that, even as he was worrying about his own life, Molly worrying about him too was a lot to bear. It was made worse through the fact that there was nothing he could do for her.
Still, the news keeps saying it could be worse. Everyone is worried about nukes. I know you can't talk about it much, but how are things? I hope you're safe. I hope you're a million miles away from the fighting and never even see an ounce of it. I know you'll hate me saying that but it's the truth. I miss you, Don. I miss you lots. Your letters help a lot. Send as many as you can. Never stop, okay?
Don smiled a little, though his happiness was distinctly tinged with melancholy. He finished the letter and then read it again. And again. And a fourth time, reading each line twice. He was intent on savoring this flake of home for as long as he could.
The cheap German synthpop he listened to as he read could not have been farther tonally from what he felt, and yet somehow that strange juxtaposition made it perfect. When the track ended he got back to his feet. He folded the letter and tucked it into his chest pocket before buttoning it closed. Vance had a letter of his own to write but the alarm on his wristwatch started trilling at him. He silenced it with a press of a button and checked the time. There was a meeting to get to.
Vance walked through the unit, sparing a word or two for men he recognized, mostly people from his company. 
The men of the battalion—when not seizing some much needed rest—were busy servicing vehicles. Just like the men who operated them, their vehicles couldn't operate without rest. Refueling, replenishing depleted ammunition stocks, repairing damage and servicing engines and weapons. It was critical that they be kept in fighting shape, especially with the coming operation.
Battalion headquarters was a short walk away, a tent strung between two M113 APCs. A gaggle of officers in mottled camouflage were gathering, some Vance recognized, others he did not.
Major Esposito arrived minutes later, leading the group to a map table showing their operational area. "Gentlemen," he said with a curt nod. Vance was surprised to see how tired the Major looked. He'd never seen Esposito as anything other than a pillar, undaunted, unyielding, and imposing. It was hard to imagine him as being made of the same flesh and blood as the rest of them. "I'm sure you've all heard the rumors at this point and I can confirm it. We're going offensive. We had aimed to cross the Rhine next week, but our time tables are being advanced. We start crossing tomorrow night." His shifted his steely gaze across the other officers, as if daring anyone to complain.
No one did.
"This will be our first major offensive so far, and I want to make sure we do it right. The division is going to move to the assembly point at Worms tonight. Dutch and Belgian assault engineers have already gathered there and are going to conduct bridging operations under the cover of intense air strikes. Once in place, we cross tomorrow night behind the French. We're driving east—" Esposito traced a finger across the map. "—toward Wurzburg to try to relieve pressure on Frankfurt, lancing the Soviet salient there. Intelligence says they're stretched thin in this area." Esposito looked back at his officers. "Strike hard, strike fast. We break their lines and then drive in." He grinned. 
"What sort of opposition should we expect, sir?" Captain Rodriguez asked.
"The unit directly across from us is Czechoslovakian armor. Fresh troops but older tanks. To their south are Soviet mechanized infantry. Soviet air power is heavily diminished, but AA assets are keeping our own planes at bay. Expect heavy concentrations of artillery. The wildcard here is their ammunition. We don't know how much they've got stockpiled, but it can't be much."
"Czechoslovakian armor? Captain Benyo asked.
"T-72s and BMP-1s," Esposito said. "Old gear, but it's dug in." The major hesitated before adding, "Division HQ is anticipating heavy losses for our initial attack. Fifteen percent casualties."
Vance swore under his breath, as did many others.
"There's no way around it," Esposito said quickly. "Can't go under them and can't go over them. We're going right up the goddam middle. Fire support assets will be on hand, but with the Soviet SAM umbrella don't count on reliable air support." He waited for more questions or objections, but none came.
"The French are securing the beachhead on the east bank of the Rhine but we're the ones driving the spearhead home. Our battalion is following Captain Finnley's men." Espito indicated one of the officers Vance didn't recognize, a thin man with dark hair and dark eyes. Finnley didn't smile. "His company of cavalry scouts are the tip of the spear. Callsign Rattler. Rattler will call out any enemy strongpoints they encounter to be reduced or bypassed if possible."
Esposito waited again for commentary and was greeted only with uneasy silence. 
"Rest up, gentlemen," Esposito said. "If we can break Ivan here then we can drive on Berlin." He grinned again. "We're ending this war this week."
***
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Koval kept his rifle propped between his knees, its butt firmly planted on the floor, muzzle pointed at the ceiling. Its dead, skyward gaze reminded him of the dead, staring eyes of the soldier Zhuk had killed. But why should it bother him? That wasn't the first man he'd seen dead, and not the first he'd been involved with killing, probably not the last either.
Zhuk rolled up his sleeve to show off his watch collection to Arkadiy. "I have these two," he said. "All digital. When we get home I will sell them off. When we get to Oslo I think I will see if I can fit a VCR and some tapes into my rucksack." He laughed.
"Very nice," Arkadiy said, eyeing the watches. "If you get some cassettes, let me know. I'd like to trade."
"Oh sure," Zhuk replied. "You can also ask Koval for what he finds. He did not want his watch," he nodded his head toward Koval, drawing him from his contemplation.
"Koval, why are you letting Zhuk get all the good stuff?" Arkadiy asked.
"I do not think we should be stealing from the dead," Koval said.
"What, are they going to need it? If you do not take it, then someone else will!" Arkadiy said.
"It's not right," Koval said, the protest sounding impotent even to him.
"You don't mind killing them, but robbing them is immoral?" Zhuk asked, chuckling. "Will your little tin god be angry with you?" He pointed to Koval's cross.
Koval covered it reflexively. He’d left it hanging in front of his tunic.
"Private Koval is correct," the sergeant said, "looting is against regulations." He raised his chin defiantly as he spoke.
Zhuk's mirth turned to ire and he fixed the sergeant with a stare. "Is it? And who will enforce that? Are you going to take these?" he brandished the watches.
The sergeant hesitated, "We are in a combat situation."
"That just makes it easier to make a death look like an accident," Zhuk said.
The words chilled the sergeant, his eyes widening slightly. With an apologetic glance at Koval, he returned to his business at the front of the BTR.
Zhuk gave Koval a warning stare next. "Do what you wish, but do not try to push your superstition onto me."
Koval didn't have the will to answer him. He just wanted to go home, he wanted to return to his old life. The day-to-day labor of a tooling machine operator wasn't glamorous, but anything was preferable to this endless land of forests, lakes, and death. 
An explosion rocked the BTR, followed a moment later by the squad inside tumbling hard into one another.
In that moment Koval was certain they'd been hit, their bodies tossed about by the concussive force of the impact. It took a moment to register that they'd just braked hard.
As the squad tried to disentangle themselves, swearing and working back to their seats, a second explosion shook the BTR, this one from behind them.
"Comrades! Everyone out!" the sergeant roared.
They threw the hatches open and scrambled out as fast as they could.
Koval banged his elbow on the hatchway and emerged into the light, catching sight of smoke and flames, both in front of and behind him. He rolled from the side of the vehicle, landing on the pavement hard.
A burst of machine gun fire punched into the side of the BTR, ricocheting off with loud screams of metal. 
"Ambush! Ambush!" someone cried. The shout was met with a cry of pain and a continuous, anguished moaning.
Gunfire streamed in from either side of the column of Soviet vehicles, lashing out from the woods to rake the armored cars. A low rise nearby was wreathed with smoke from missile launches. A second later a third missile streaked from the hills, crossing the intervening distance with deceptive slowness to detonate on a BTR.
The vehicle's hatches blew off and fire burst from them as the APC rolled mindlessly off the road and into the brush.
Koval had lost track of his squad, he was too busy crawling across the pavement and praying to survive as bullets snapped and whizzed by overhead. 
Return fire came from the Soviet column, and the BTRs struggled to get off the road. Three vehicles were burning, including the lead scout car and the rearmost BTR, these two blocking further escape for the others which instead surged from the road and into the thick woods to either side.
Koval hugged the ground, hands over the back of his neck as he watched his compatriots dashing about or cowering in panic. Chaos and smoke enveloped him. He felt the heat of the burning BTR on his face. 
"Private!" 
Koval looked and saw the squad’s sergeant rallying the men into the cover of a ditch beside the road. 
Koval crawled across the pavement and rolled into the ditch, scrambling across a squadmate to rest beside the sergeant. No sooner was he in cover than the deadly fusillade started up again. Machine gun fire arced in from the hills, driving everyone lower into shelter. He clasped his cross tight, holding it to his chest, knowing each round could be for him.
The sergeant poked his head over the edge of the ditch, boldly surveying the battlefield as the fighting continued to rage. Koval's squad was just one of several now sheltering in the woods around the road. Their APCs were scattered across the road in various states. Some were still actively trying to get off the road, reversing into the shrubs on either side. Others sat motionless and burning from missile impacts.
"You," Zhuk said, grabbing Arkadiy's sleeve, "put a grenade on that hill!"
"It's out of range you fool!" the sergeant barked back. "Don't waste the shot!"
"To hell with you! We're stuck here if we don't try. Take the shot!" Zhuk said.
Arkadiy, trapped between the two men, only gawked impotently until Zhuk took the launcher forcibly from his hands.
The sergeant muttered something under his breath before raising his voice, "Cover fire, comrades! Fan out!" 
The men in the ditch dispersed in either direction, aware that either way Zhuk's action would likely draw return fire from the enemy forces on the hill further down the road.
Koval crawled on elbows and knees, careful to keep the muzzle of his rifle free from dirt until he found an open section to fire from. Sighting his rifle on the hill, a few hundred meters distant, he fired. Using a series of short bursts, Koval kept his sights just above the hill, hoping to drop fire down on them.
Zhuk rose to his feet, shouldered the RPG and fired. The rocket-propelled grenade corkscrewed out, making for the hill. Not waiting to see the results, Zhuk dropped back into cover, feeding another rocket into the launcher.
The rocket crossed the distance quickly, wobbling awkwardly along, zeroing in on the approximate site of the anti-tank launcher. As it flew, Koval willed—prayed— that it would find its mark so the platoon could extricate itself from this deadly vice.
The rocket lost its way, dropping short to explode in the brush at the base of the hill. A response wasn't long in coming. Heavy machine gun fire swept across the ditch.
A nearby private was struck, his head exploding into blood and viscera, painting the grass behind him. His body flopped lifelessly to the ground beside Koval.
Zhuk fired the second rocket. It was a panicked snapshot which went wide, arcing away. He dropped the empty launcher, "Fall back! Fall back!"
They needed no further encouragement. Men clambered from the ditch and fled on foot into the woods, moving parallel to the road, back the way they'd come.
Koval heard small arms fire—enemy fire. It was close. He turned to flee when he heard another cry of agony.
The sergeant clapped his hands to his ribs and fell onto his side. He quickly tried to get back to his feet, before falling with another cry.
Without thinking, Koval crawled back, moving across a soldier’s body to reach the sergeant. There was so much blood. It seeped unendingly from the hole in his side, staining the grass a sickly red hue.
"Here, here," Koval said, fumbling for his med pack. His shaking hands spilled bandages into the damp, bloody grass.
"Go," the sergeant pleaded. His hand reached out, groping blindly for Koval.
Koval took his hand, holding tight. This man, his superior, was the same age as he was. A young man, scared, alone. His eyes were glassy, his vision failing. "Mama," he muttered. "Mama?" They were his last words.
The last rites came quickly to Koval. "Through the prayers of our holy fathers, Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on us." He was now alone in this ditch.
The sound of enemy gunfire was closer now. He could hear  shouted commands in Swedish. He was being left behind.
"Comrades!" Koval called, slipping in blood as he tried to follow his fleeing platoon. "Comrades, wait!"
***
Karlsdotter advanced slowly through the woods, closing in on the burning Soviet column, her platoon moving around her with newfound purpose. The timely arrival of a brigade of American mountaineers in Oslo had turned the tide here, at least for now. An overextended Soviet regiment was being smashed with a coordinated counterattack. It seemed the enemy had gotten too used to seeing the Swede's backs and had forgotten they could fight.
The hill-top anti-tank unit loosed another missile which nailed a Soviet armored vehicle that emerged further down the road. The popping explosion was music to Karlsdotter's ears.
She was no less tired than she had been, but something about retaking ground and sending the enemy fleeing was revitalizing. It kept her going.
Movement caught her eye, an enemy trooper rising from a drainage ditch on the other side of the road.
She brought her rifle muzzle in line and pinned the figure in her sights as he struggled up the slope. Two strokes of the trigger dropped him to his stomach. His body slid and  rolled back into the ditch. She lowered her rifle, heart racing.
"Keep moving," Sergeant Hellström said, waving forward with the muzzle of his rifle.
Karlsdotter and the others advanced carefully, keeping low, weapons trained ahead.
By the time they reached the column, it was totally abandoned. With no way to get the vehicles off the road, the Soviet infantry had ditched them, fleeing on foot into the woods. Pursuit would be difficult, but pursuit wasn't the goal. With fresh troops and strong ground, the Scandinavians were beginning to solidify their line. From Oslo to Bergen, a powerful defensive position was forming, one that these overworked Soviet reservists would have great difficulty breaking without drawing in more reinforcements. They had stopped them, Karlsdotter and others like her across the line were throwing the enemy back. She hoped it was the first step in the liberation of her home.
The only sound was the crackling of smoke and the popping of rifle cartridges cooking off inside the burning APCs. There was also the moaning of the wounded.
"Sweep and clear!" Hellström called, motioning for the platoon to check the vehicles.
Karlsdotter found herself drawn almost magnetically to the man she'd shot. She crossed the road and stepped over the dead, moving through the burning convoy. She came over a slight rise and stared down into the ditch and into his eyes.
He stared back fearfully, his eyes wide with pain and panic, hand clutched to his chest.
Neither spoke.
Karlsdotter lifted her rifle. The emptiness within her remained unfilled, feeling like a yawning gulf, a limitless void that howled inside of her. The hatred in her heart burned fiercer than ever. the hatred in her heart only raging hotter. She pulled the trigger. Once for Larsson. Again for her boyfriend. Again for her mother. Again for her father. Again for everything this bastard had taken from her.
The man fell limp, hand falling away to reveal a silver cross on a chain around his neck.
***
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Strelnikov's headquarters was too far from the front for the thunder of the guns around Frankfurt to reach them, but he could imagine it. Sheets of screaming rockets and an endless rain of artillery blasting the city suburbs to powder. What an unimaginable waste. Strelnikov looked again at the scrap of paper in his hand, delivered fresh from General Tugenev. The army on their right flank was pivoting away from efforts to cross the Rhine and instead focusing on smashing resistance that had materialized around Frankfurt.
Madness. Foolishness. Absolute incompetence.
Strelnikov crumpled the paper and shoved it in his pocket. He would have rather burned it had there been an open flame available. Light discipline in the night meant that anyone foolish enough to start a fire would find themselves swiftly disciplined.
"Verdun," Strelnikov said. He spat the city name. Until today it had been a city on his axis of advance. Now it was a curse, the name of an old battle his high command seemed intent on replicating to the north. Had they learned nothing? How had the lessons of Stalingrad been forgotten so easily? They would find nothing but death in trying to take Frankfurt head on. No, it wasn't a strategic decision, it was a political one, the desperate need for something like a victory. 
Strelnikov buried his disgust. It was an emotion he couldn't afford. Agree or not with the plans high command had for the city, he had his own orders to follow, an attack to prepare for. 
Strelnikov turned away from the farmland he stared over and made his way through the sprawled headquarters of his division. Armored vehicles and trucks lined the roads, men idled with weapons shouldered, some eating, some smoking. They watched Strelnikov as he passed. He pretended not to notice them, but he always did. How could he not?
They were his soldiers, his boys. They were the ones who'd clawed their way across the Sava river outside Zagreb. The ones who had suffered and bled trying to drive the French counterattack back outside of Metz. They'd paid for every kilometer of this advance with their own blood. He'd driven them to exhaustion and sent them to their deaths, but so many of them looked to him now. He was their guiding hope for victory. Strelnikov and the 121st Guards. The 121st Guards and Strelnikov.
A political commissar spoke to a collection of soldiers as Strelnikov passed. He extolled the virtues of communism, the promise of equality and prosperity. The evils of capitalism and the ceaseless bloodthirst of their fascist enemies. The Germans—the unreformed, unrepentent West Germans—were only a mere step away from their Nazi grandfathers, the same ones who'd burned and raped Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, and the Baltic—the entire Soviet Union from Leningrad to Stalingrad. This was a war of survival. A war of retribution.
The men looked up at Strelnikov's passing, the sermon falling quiet as he moved by like a holy specter of death.
A life, Strelnikov thought, was a precious thing, but on a battlefield it was a commodity to be bought, sold and traded. Here, a man wasn't a man. A father wasn't a father, a son wasn't a son. They were something altogether less and more, they were soldiers, as interchangeable as the parts of a rifle or the bullets in a magazine. Strelnikov did what he could to spare them, protect them from pain and death, but at the same token he would not hesitate to trade every single one of these men's lives for ultimate victory.
How would their opinion of their vaunted General Strelnikov change if they knew the cold calculation of life that dwelled within his mind? Would they understand? Would they agree? Whatever the answer, it didn't matter. As an officer, it was Strelnikov's duty to carry this burden, the burden of life and death, victory and defeat, just as it was their duty to bear the cost of those outcomes.
Strelnikov's command vehicle was no longer mobile. Instead it sat parked against the edge of the woods, command tent deployed. While it granted him and his staff more room to work, it filled Strelnikov with as much sourness as Tugenev's command bunker had. Soviet doctrine taught that forward momentum was everything. To sit on their heels—even to gather their strength—felt like an admission of failure.
Staff officers snapped to attention as Strelnikov arrived and he waved them back to their posts. He had no time to spare on formality. Crossing the tent, he found Mishkin reviewing printed orders and comparing them to a laminated map of the area. 
"Any news?"
Mishkin smirked at his commander. "Yes, comrade general, but not good. Comrade General Turgenev is insistent on our feint toward the Rhine."
"Idiot," Strelnikov said, hardly bothering to lower his tone. Though Mishkin raised a curious eyebrow, Strelnikov didn't bother to elaborate. Instead he busied himself with the details of organizing and attacking with thousands of men and hundreds of vehicles. Within an hour, as the sun was dipping below the horizon, his subordinate officers gathered. Both his regimental commanders as well as those responsible for logistics, staff work, communication, all the minutiae of an army.
A face to face meeting posed its own risks, but Strelnikov found it preferable to coordination over the radio. His HQ was moved daily and decoy sites were set up nearby, each as heavily defended against air strikes as the others. His true concern was for the American stealth bombers. Striking only at night, the craft had earned the nickname 'Phantom' among his men. They struck invisibly from the dark, leaving a burning trail of devastation behind the lines. Command and control vehicles and bunkers were their favored targets and Strelnikov had no intention of his name being added to their list of victims. Despite their ability to strike fear into his men, their numbers weren't bottomless, he knew of several that had been shot down already. 
Strelnikov put the bombers out of mind and diverted his attention to the briefing at hand. "Comrades," he said, looking over the haggard faces of his officers. "It has been a long road to this spot. A long way from triumph at Zagreb, even longer from our time in Poland. We have been into Hell, lay siege to its gates, fought the devil himself, and survived to tell the tale."
He got a few wan smiles at that comment.
"And now we are getting ready to do it again. General Turgenev has given orders to support the attack on Frankfurt to our north. The enemy is trapped there, desperate to defend the city. We will bleed him dry in a battle of our choosing." Strelnikov didn't believe that. He felt the siege was a mistake, but he saw no sense in telling his men that. "Accordingly, our lines on the Rhine have been thinned. The Czech 9th Tank Division has taken the line north of us and allowed us to concentrate our forces here. Our orders are simple. We are to divert as much attention from Frankfurt as possible, through deception we are to mask the true focus of our attack." The concept was well known to any Frunze Academy graduate. Maskirovka was a Russian military concept as old as Russia itself. Through deception they would keep the enemy guessing, unable to commit their valuable reserves until it was too late. 
"To that end," Strelnikov continued, "Once our forces are assembled we will move on the Rhine in multiple, parallel advances. Two regiments will lead with the third in the rear. I am temporarily rescinding our order to minimize radio communication. In this case we want all the attention we can draw. This will draw the attention of NATO aircraft, and as such I want our anti-air batteries to remain deployed. Let me repeat myself: Our batteries are not to prepare to move with the division. I would rather maximize our anti-air shield than risk taking losses on the move."
One of his regimental officers, Colonel Lukin, held a hand up and Strelnikov nodded toward him. "Comrade general, with respect, won't NATO intelligence realize that means our effort is only a feint?"
Strelnikov longed to answer honestly that he didn't care, that he wasn't willing to waste his men's lives acting as decoys for a doomed attack. "NATO intelligence is a ghost," Strelnikov answered. "Invisible to us. Untouchable. I won't be afraid of something that may not even be there. They are not all knowing. Is it possible they will get wise to our plan? Maybe. But it will leave us safer in the end. I believe it is worth the risk."
Lukin seemed satisfied with the answer.
Strelnikov waited for more questions, but none came. "We have been on the other side of that river once," Strelnikov said. "And so we shall again. There will be no 'Paris Guards'. I intend that we will be the ones to earn that honor. The time to strike will come soon and when it does—" Strelnikov looked over the crowd again, feeling a sense of pride in the determination he felt there. "—We will be ready."
***
Morris ducked under a low-hanging evergreen bough, his back aching as he straightened back up. Fading daylight of early afternoon filtered pleasantly through the overhead tree cover of the evergreens. It felt like he'd been walking for a lifetime. Despite the best efforts of the Swedes to keep Morris at their pace, he felt like he was a drag on them. No matter how far they walked, how early they woke up, or how little they had to eat, they didn't complain. Morris found it impossible to complain if his companions didn't. They'd been at this hard work longer than he had, and would likely continue it beyond when he stopped.
They'd provided him better equipment than he'd had before, the bloodstained Soviet coat had been replaced by a warm, camouflage jacket. Morris had taken the time to re-pocket the dead soldier's ID though.
Now he also had a weapon in addition to his sidearm. A short, Soviet-made carbine hung on a sling from his shoulder, thumping his back as he walked. It had been a long time since Morris had fired a weapon, he wasn't sure how useful he would prove in a firefight and dearly hoped he wouldn't have to find out. Thoughts like that periodically flitted through his mind and left him feeling guilty. If Alphand, Hultberg, and the others could handle this, why shouldn't he?
Alongside the carbine was a heavy pack stuffed with rations that the Swedes had retrieved from their drop site. Morris's primary use seemed to be as a pack mule, lessening the load on the others just that much.
From what little Morris could discern from his limited understanding of land navigation, Hultberg was leading their squad on a meandering path northwest, closer—Morris hoped—toward the NATO lines. 
He walked beside Alphand in the line of fighters. He found himself drawn to her whenever they had a moment of downtime. At first he told himself it was simply because she was the most open, but the truth was that he found himself compelled to be near her. There was no point denying his attraction to her, he decided, at least he could admit it to himself. Alphan was attractive. She was good looking, easy going, and approachable. Morris didn't know much about her, after all they didn't talk much when on the move, but he found himself wanting to know more. In simpler times he could just ask her out for coffee or a drink, but all that was impossible now.
Alphand looked over at him as if she'd heard his thoughts and his heart surged with fear. He mentally chided himself for his lack of focus. He was acting like a school boy. No wasn't the time to develop a crush.
Apparently oblivious to the conflict within him, Alphand flashed him a smile which did nothing to soothe his nerves.
Morris returned the smile awkwardly and tried to focus on the woods around them.
They were getting closer to civilization. Twice they had come upon roads bisecting the deep woods they marched through and had to cross them in a hurry. The sounds of motor vehicles sometimes echoed through the forest from highways unseen. Morris didn't imagine there was much civilian traffic on the roads right now so he had to assume that he was hearing the sounds of the Soviet rear echelon moving forward. This was exactly the sort of soft target that Hultberg and his team was likely hoping to encounter. Morris felt a pang of guilt in the knowledge that it was his presence which likely kept them from their primary mission.
Everyone, including Morris, froze at a signal from Hultberg, taking cover wherever available.
The sergeant motioned Fredricson over and the two men spoke in hushed tones for a minute before Fredricson vanished into the undergrowth ahead, rifle ready.
Alphand crouched beside Morris, her knee touching his.
"What's going on?" he whispered.
She spared him a glance. "We are close to a town. Arvika."
"Isn't that where you're from?"
"Yes." Her expression was grim. "There are friends here for us."
"Friends?"
Alphand nodded. "Resistance. Fredricson checks the way is clear."
Morris shifted uneasily a moment. "Listen uh, about you guys taking me back to the lines. I hope that's not causing too much trouble. I mean, I know you didn't sign up to babysit an American."
"It is alright," Alphand allowed. "Not what I expected to do, but I think you hurt the Russians as much as what we can do, yes?"
"Yeah," Morris said. "I mean I hope so."
"And I do not mind 'babysitting' you." Her smile made his palms sweaty. Instead of meeting her gaze, Morris pretended to adjust the strap on his back, fiddling with a buckle.
"What is your son's name?" she asked.
"Mike," Morris said, the name bringing a fresh wave of guilt. Had anyone informed his ex about him being shot down? Did she think he was dead? Did Mike know?
"Mike," Alphand repeated, apparently committing the name to memory. "Mike Morris."
Morris nodded.
"Ten years old?"
"Yep. The big one-zero." Did anyone say that? Morris felt stupider for having allowed that phrase to pass his lips.
"So old," she said. "But you are so young."
"We had him pretty young," Morris said. "Younger than we should have, probably."
"Such is life," she said.
"And how about you? Any husband? Boyfriend? Kids?"
"No," she said with a grin, "nothing like that."
Morris felt himself flush with embarrassment for blurting the question.
A rustle of foliage cut their talk short. A half dozen weapons came up to pin Fredricson in their sights as he emerged from the woods. He spoke to Hultberg, a few short words and the sergeant nodded.
"The way is clear," Alphand said, sounding relieved. "Our contact is waiting. Come."
Ignoring the pain in his legs and back, Morris rose to his feet and followed the others. In less than a minute they reached the edge of the woods, a thick line of evergreens ran along an unmarked road which separated the wilderness from the town. Creeping to the edge of this barrier, Hultberg and the others sat in silence for a minute, waiting to see if anything lay in wait for them.
When nothing did, the sergeant directed his squad across the road in pairs. Though it was bright out, there was no sign of anyone. 
Their target was a wood-finished, single-story home fronted by a cement patio and a sealed porch or sunroom. A small Swedish flag flew from a post by the door. The blue and yellow banner flapped weakly in the tepid breeze.When it was Morris's turn to cross, he did so quickly, keeping low and moving fast, not daring to look around until he reached the other side. 
A man in civilian clothes stood in the open doorway to the house, gesturing Morris inside. "Kom in, kom in."
The airman did as he was told and entered the small family home, almost immediately stepping onto a scattered phalanx of superhero action figures and toy cars. Fredricson caught Morris by the arm and guided him off of the trampled children's toys and out of the way of the remaining fighters who entered one at a time with Hultberg arriving last.
At last in the relative safety of the house, the apparent homeowner closed and locked the door behind them, quickly checking through a gap in the blinds to ensure they weren't followed, then he began to converse with Hultberg in rapid Swedish.
The sudden transition from deep woods to toy-filled living room left Morris unsettled. He looked around the small space, feeling very much like an intruder in someone's life, even more so than before. The walls were decorated with photographs of a smiling family, a man—the one who'd ushered Morris inside—a woman, and two boys, around his own son's age. He started when he realized those same two boys peered out from the doorway to the kitchen, looking at these strangers with trepidation.
Morris pushed aside his own fear and his role as a soldier behind enemy lines to give the boys a warm smile which they meekly returned.
Whatever Hultberg and the boys' father was talking about, it wasn't good. Morris could read the mood of the room and the expressions of the others. Fear and anger abounded. Even the two boys seemed troubled. Morris knelt beside them and used the only language he knew he had in common with them. "Spiderman?" he held up the action figure. 
The younger of the boys shied away but the older one nodded.
"Spiderman was always my favorite," Morris said, not sure if the message would get through. "Batman?"
The younger brother offered a figure clenched in a fist which Morris took carefully. "Cool! My son's favorite is Batman. Any bad guys? Joker? Riddler? Mister Freeze?"
"Mister Freeze," the younger one agreed, searching around for the figure. 
Morris was relieved to see some of the concern melt away from the boys' faces as they embraced the novelty of talking about superheroes with a foreigner.
The moment ended when Morris heard his name. He looked up and saw the eyes of the others were on him.
"Morris?" the homeowner asked.
"Yes?"
"I am Stefan," he extended his hand and Morris shook it. "My boys are Jens and Anders."
Morris waved to each in turn.
"I told Stefan that you are why we came here. Stefan has access to a satellite phone. We use it to keep in contact with our command," Hultberg explained. "We are going to use it to get more information about what we are to do with you. What is to be done next. You see?"
"I see," Morris said with as much calmness as he could. It was coldblooded, but this was a war. There was a chance that trying to return him directly to the lines would simply be too risky.
"He can stay here," Stefan said, his English thickly accented, clearly spoken for Morris's benefit. "But only tonight. Not safe."
"The Russians occupy the town," Hultberg explained. "They have taken the mayor, the chief of police, and several other citizens as hostages."
"God," Morris said, understanding why the mood was so low here. 
"I make the call," Stefan said. "Eat, rest. We find out soon."
Morris nodded and Stefan disappeared into a back bedroom.
Hultberg and the other fighters wasted no time in sprawling out in the comparative luxury of this place. Laying on couches, spare beds, the floor, eating some rations, drinking, and trying to regain some energy.
Morris kept his seat with the boys, continuing to engage with them in the shared, fragmentary language of fiction. He saw his son in their faces, in their hopes and their fears. It was easy to imagine Jens and Anders at Mike's birthday party, watching the same movies and playing the same games. As worried as Morris was for his son, he was even more worried for these two kids. There was no escape from the war for them, no refuge. The war wouldn't end for them when dad came home, it wouldn't be over until their country was free.
"You are good with them," Alphand said, sitting beside him.
"Comes with the territory," Morris said. "It'd be easier if we could actually understand each other." He flashed a bright smile at the boys which they returned before resuming their battle between Freeze and the Bat.
Alphand said something to them in Swedish and both boys responded with a resounding "Ja!" She grinned. "They say they like playing with you."
"Probably been a while since they've had any real fun," Morris said. "It's a poor substitute but maybe if they can forget for just a minute…"
She laid a hand on his back, startling him. The touch was fleeting, lasting only a moment before she took it back.
"So, this isn't your job, right?" Morris asked. "I mean full-time. This is part time."
"Before, yes," she said.
"What did you do before?"
"I work in a bank," she said. I think you say 'bank teller'."
"A bank teller?" Morris asked, incredulous.
"And why not?" Alphand asked, amused.
Morris shook his head. "I mean…you just seem pretty good at this stuff. Hard to imagine you making change for hundreds or opening accounts."
She laughed. "Yes, I get used to it. I think is hard to imagine you flying a jet fighter too."
"Yeah, I guess." Morris watched Jens and Anders collide their figures in a bout of epic combat. Batman was apparently not quite up to the task, causing Anders to reach for Spiderman.
"Major," Hultberg said, emerging from the back room with Stefan. "I have good news for you. We're asked to take you west to the border. We have arranged a pickup with an army unit on the front."
Hope sprang within Morris, he would be getting out of this after all. It was tempered by the knowledge that they weren't there yet, they had many more miles to go. "Alright," he said. "When do we leave?"
"Tomorrow morning. Early, before the sun is up. Maybe an eight hour hike. Hard going. Rest and be ready."
"Right," Morris said. "Sergeant, thank you."
"Thank me after this is over," Hultberg said. "Still a long way to go."
"Right," Morris said. He was happy to even be given the chance. He looked to Alphand who was trying to get the boys to contain their mess of toys. But part of him also didn't feel right leaving.
***




33
Vance squinted at the world through night vision goggles. Robbed of every color save for a fuzzy emerald green, he couldn't help but reflect how much it looked like some kind of video game. The cold wind on his face was enough to dispel that notion if the stink of exhaust hadn't already. This was all real, far too real.
The entire battalion was redeploying in the dark, rumbling across unlit country roads going north, roughly following the course of the Rhine. Vance rode unbuttoned, his head out of his turret hatch so he had better visibility for guiding Kinney along the twisting road.
"Right," Vance said, pressing his mic closer to his mouth. "More to the right or you're gonna hit that wall."
Kinney muttered a curse over the comm and turned the tank hard enough that everyone lurched as its treads carved a fresh gouge in the pavement.
The city of Ludwigshafen was somewhere off to their right—east. According to the briefing Vance had received prior to this move he'd been told that a battalion of Belgian infantry had held the city with heavy losses against a Soviet attempt to cross the Rhine. Vance had to wonder how much of the city was still left. 
The company was worn thin. They'd thought they'd been busy in the days prior and only now found out how wrong they were. Men slept where they could, soldiers leaning on one another in the back of APCs, tank crew slept at their stations where possible, no matter how jostled they were. When they stopped on their journey north, men sprawled across the ground around their vehicles, forming a veritable carpet of camouflage.
Vance was feeling the pressure. While his men caught sleep where they could, Vance had not. Time was short, and so was the planning for this deployment. Vance ended up liaising with Major Esposito and coordinating the flow and deployment of the battalion on the move. No matter how tired Vance felt, Esposito looked worse. He had dark circles under both bloodshot eyes.
The whole division was operating on adrenaline and training and little else.
For now, Worms was the future. The here and now involved closely following their cavalry element, callsign Rattler.
Vance could see Rattler's vehicles—a quartet of M3 Bradleys—driving just ahead, weaving along the narrow road as they all did. Distantly, visible even without the benefit of his night vision goggles, Vance saw the horizon flash with explosions, like ground-bound lightning. The French were clearing out a beachhead in the dark. 
Vance lifted his goggles to rub his eyes and sigh.
"You alright, sir?" Dalton asked. 
Vance was startled by his loader's question, he'd expected him to try to get some semblance of sleep while things were quiet.
Vance ducked down into the turret and closed the hatch so he could be better heard.
"Fine," Vance said. "Just ready to get this over with. Sooner we get across this river the sooner we can get this done. Just depends on if the engineering guys are ready with the bridging gear I guess."
Dalton nodded. "Are you worried?" He looked it.
"No," Vance lied. "You?"
"Yeah," Dalton said. "I thought I'd be used to it by now."
Vance shook his head. "I don't think you get used to it."
"Ever?"
Vance thought about the sight of burning tanks in the fields outside Metz. Scores of men dead in an instant. He thought about what it felt like to scythe down those Russian troops with the .50 cal. He wondered if he would ever forget those things.
"I hope not," Vance said.
Dalton didn't answer.
The closer they got to the Rhine, the heavier the sounds of fighting became. Once they merged off the highway and onto a churned, muddy field, Vance saw the extent of the bridging operation. Four massive pontoon bridges had been erected across the Rhine, watched diligently by NATO anti-aircraft guns and missiles. Other tanks and vehicles from Seminole Division were streaming east, crossing the bridges and fanning out quickly.
The Bradleys of Rattler led the way toward the bridging operation. The night was lit with the flickering of parachute flares and flames from burning vehicles and buildings.
"Holy shit," Waxman said, seeing all this through the gunsights.
The engineering battalion that had secured this crossing had paid dearly for this. Rows of bodies draped with sheets lined one edge of the battlefield and burned out vehicles were seen bulldozed aside to clear a path for friendly forces to cross. 
The Belgian and Dutch engineers had braved hell to make this happen, and the French were in the midst of a nightmare themselves. Come morning it would be Vance and the Americans’ turn.
"Alright, Kinney," Vance said. "Take us in."
***
Sleep eluded Morris's grasp. He lay awake on the floor of what seemed to be a spare bedroom in Stefan's house. With a pillow wedged under his head and a rough blanket draped over him, their host had done what he could to provide for comfort in his overcrowded home, but a lack of comfort wasn't what kept Morris from sleeping.
Fredricson snored softly from the bed at the other side of the room. Morris was impressed that somehow the fighter had never snored in the field, but now that they were comfortable and somewhat safe he cut loose.
It wasn't the snoring that kept Morris up either. He was a heavy sleeper on a good day. Ironic, since that's exactly what this should be for him: a good day. He was going home, and soon. Sergeant Hultberg had said friendly lines were just an eight hour hike away. The trip would be difficult, but at the end was a return to his old life. So why then was he not able to sleep? Why did he have such a bad feeling about the future?
Morris sat up and threw off the covers. He was giving up on sleep, damn the consequences. He wasn't going to spend the rest of the night just lying in bed. As quietly as he could, he stood and slipped out of the room, closing the door softly behind him.
Stefan's small home was dark and quiet. The only sound other than the hum of the furnace was that of sleeping soldiers. Hultberg and his group were out cold, draped over couches or curled on the floor around the living room, weapons close at hand.
Not wanting to wake them, Morris snuck by, moving through the living room and into a dark hall. He stopped by a window and cracked the blinds to peer out into the night. 
The town slept too. The street outside was silent and empty, each house devoid of light, as if trying not to draw attention to itself. Faintly Morris heard the rumble of distant heavy traffic moving through what he imagined was the heart of the town. It was likely the sound of the enemy, the sound of occupation. Tanks and trucks on the move. It was a sobering reminder of the danger they were in here, and the danger they might still bring down on Stefan and his family. He looked over his shoulder to the closed bedroom door of Stefan's boys. They'd gone to bed when the soldiers did, thinking—Morris hoped—of the fun they'd had playing superheroes with the American.
The clink and rattle of dishes came from further down the hall. Morris followed it to its source, stepping into a lit kitchen.
Stefan pulled the top off a can of coffee grounds just as Morris walked in.
"Ah, am sorry," Stefan said. "Too loud."
"No, it's okay," Morris said. "I couldn't sleep. Coffee?"
"Yes, you want? Is only instant. All we have."
Truthfully, Morris would kill for coffee. He was in such a sorry state that instant canned coffee had fallen into the category of "good coffee" for him. 
"If you have enough," he said.
Stefan smiled. "Always to share. Always." He gestured to the wooden dining table and Morris took a seat. "No sugar." he added. "Milk?"
"That's okay," Morris said.
Stefan nodded once and set to work filling the coffee maker. "No more," he said. "After the invasion. Store is empty. No sugar, no creamer. All gone."
"I'm sorry," Morris said, not sure what else to say.
Stefan started the coffee maker and put two mugs down as it brewed. "Hard times now. Maybe better soon."
"I hope so."
They listened to the coffee maker burble and churn. Aromatic steam rose from it leaving Morris hankering for a hot mug. Again his thoughts wandered to his impending freedom. But what freedom would there be for Stefan and the others? How could he just leave them here like this?
"Here," Stefan laid out the full mug.
"Thank you." Morris sipped gratefully. It was hot and bitter, but it was coffee exactly like he remembered from before the war. "This is good."
Stefan laughed softly. "I think you hit your head in the crash maybe."
Morris smirked. "It's good for what I'm used to lately."
"That may be so." Stefan splashed some milk into his coffee.
"What has it been like here?" Morris asked. "Since the Russians came. Are they going to keep everyone fed?"
"Fed, yes. But imports are getting difficult. No coffee or sugar to grow here. We only have what was here before the war and I think most of that finds its way to Russian pockets." He scowled. "They are more like pirates than soldiers."
"Are they dangerous?"
"Dangerous? Oh yes. Yes dangerous. Because they are scared. You see?"
Morris shook his head.
"Not enough of them," Stefan continued. "Too many of us. The ones they leave here are like a frightened animal. Violent. This is why they take hostages." Stefan stared bitterly at his mug. "Hostages to make us behave."
Morris thought about Stefan's family photos, his boys and his wife. A wife he hadn't seen still. "Is that what happened to her? To your wife? My god, that's awful."
"Hm? No. Oh no." Stefan forced a smile. "My wife away on business. She is in Oslo. This war make her stuck there now. No, she is safe. Not here."
Morris felt both relief and sadness for Stefan. "Sounds like we're in the same boat."
"Boat?"
"My family is stuck back in America," he said. "Safe."
"You want to be with them again?"
Morris wasn't able to answer right away. He wanted to be safe, and he wanted to be with them, but mostly he worried about them worrying about him.
Before he could answer, Stefan held up a hand to stop him. "I understand. Yes. We are the same boat." 
Morris drank down the last of his coffee as Stefan finished his own.
Alphand came into the kitchen, rubbing sleep from her eyes. "Coffee?"
Stefan replied in Swedish and gestured to the put still in the brewer. As Alphand poured herself a mug, Stefan stood. "Thank you for the company, major. I have to prepare for work now. I will be gone when you all depart."
"Thank you for the coffee," Morris said, rising to shake Stefan's hand.
"Good luck, major. I hope you get back your family soon."
"You too."
Stefan left and Alphand took his place at the table across from Morris. "Stefan is a good man," she said. "Very brave."
Morris nodded. "He's in a lot of danger from helping us like this, isn't he?"
She blew on her mug to cool it and nodded. "Yes. Tremendous danger. It's really unfair."
"Yes," Morris said. "That's exactly what I was just thinking. I hate asking him to do this."
"He would do this without asking," she said. "Stefan knows the risks like we all do. After all, who would do this if not us?"
Morris wanted to answer 'someone else' but he knew she was right. It was the same reason he felt he had to be out here flying jets instead of back home watching the news. He wasn't the sort to leave battles to other people, neither was Alphand, neither—it seemed—was Stefan.
"You could not sleep?" she asks.
Morris shook his head. "No. I was up worrying."
"About getting home?"
He hesitated. "Sort of. About leaving I guess. It doesn't feel right."
"Why not?"
That crack had opened the floodgates, Morris couldn't hold back. "I'm going to be taken back to my base and my unit, safe and sound, while you guys are all out here still. And not just you, but I mean everyone. It doesn't seem right for me to get a pass."
Alphand reached across the table and touched the back of his hand. "You have a job to do. Your job is to fly planes, yes? I think you do that better than I could. And maybe I do this part better than you can." She smiled a little and Morris couldn't help but smile back. "You go back, not to be safe, but so you can keep fighting. One day, when we win, then everything can be as it was before."
Morris hoped that were true, but he also knew that the future wasn't set in stone. Anything could happen between now and that hypothetical victory point in the future. He realized Alphand's hand was still on his a moment before she made the same realization.
She took it back and smiled apologetically, leaving them both momentarily at a loss for words.
Morris sipped his coffee and tried to think of something to say. Alphand beat him to the punch.
"Can you tell me what it is like in America?" she said. "I've never been there."
"That's a tough question," Morris said. "I mean it's pretty much like anywhere else."
"What do you do for fun?"
"Me?"
She nodded.
"I'm a big football guy," Morris said. "So whenever that's on TV that's what I'm doing. Watching the Bengals lose."
"Bengals?"
"Local team," Morris said. "I do a lot of barbecue with my friends. Drinking. Uh …" Morris was starting to realize how boring his life sounded. "What about you, Alphand?"
She laughed.  "You can call me Astrid. Astrid is better."
Morris grinned sheepishly. "Astrid. I'm Ken."
She smiled back. "I like to watch movies, Ken. Mostly scary movies."
"Horror movies?"
She nodded. "I like to feel afraid. It's exciting, don't you think?"
Morris hadn't thought about it, but he didn't disagree with her. Really, he was just glad to finally take this moment with her. Having coffee with Astrid looked different than he'd imagined, but he was glad for it all the same. As the hours bled away, so too did his sense of impending dread. For now, it was just the two of them sharing a drink and talking about happier times. For now, that would have to be enough.
***
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Vance's company was deployed to the front of the battalion, which was the first in the brigade, which was first in the division. It meant that Vance was on the cutting edge of the American military machine as it swept northeast from the Rhine river crossing. The only friendly units further ahead than them were the cavalry scouts and helicopter recon, probing for the enemy. The French had carved out a foothold on this side of the Rhine and now the Americans drove on, stabbing into the heart of the enemy.
The weather outside was beautiful, with no hint of the danger or significance of this attack. The sky was clear, a delightful shade of blue dotted with puffs of white clouds, a hint of summer before autumn truly seized hold.
Riding unbuttoned, Vance was head and shoulders out of the top hatch on his tank, watching the German countryside go by. He kept his eyes peeled for any sign of the enemy, scanning hedgerows and shadowy treelines as they neared them. It was unlikely, but not impossible that Rattler had missed something. Recon was imprecise work at the best of times, and it wasn't unheard of for enemy emplacements to allow scouts by unmolested before lashing out at the main body.
Vance's over-ear headphones blocked out much of the road noise, letting him hear the company's radio chatter over the roar of the engine and rush of wind. His platoon leaders checked in with one another periodically, ensuring the company was formed up and on task. That task was to cover as much ground as possible and locate the enemy. His last word from Major Esposito at battalion HQ had been that Czechoslovakians were on the run. The heavy casualties division HQ had expected so far hadn't materialized, much to Vance's relief. The Czechoslovakian tankers were apparently uninterested in slugging it out with the Americans and much more interested in saving their own skins.
The tanks of Cutthroat company traveled in a staggered line, alternating positions on the left and right lanes of the empty highway, guns angled out to watch the flanks. Scattered among the M60s were M113s, the Georgia National Guardsmen assigned to his company as infantry support. The armored lozenges were covered in furry green foliage, just as Vance's tanks were. Only weapons and reflective glass optics protruded. But what worked well in the countryside looked positively silly on the highway. Still, Vance didn't anticipate any urban combat so it was better safe than sorry.
"Cutthroat Six, this is Cutthroat One-Six. We have visual on smoke ahead." Lieutenant Gentry's voice carried over the radio. "Have the cavalry reported trouble?"
Vance turned his head forward, rising up to get a better view. Sure enough, gauzy gray smoke wafted upward behind a low, wooded rise beyond a village. He toggled his mic, "Copy One-Six and confirm smoke. Hold two." Vance switched to radio the scout platoon that was deployed ahead of them. "Rattler, this is Cutthroat, do you have eyes on smoke?"
Silence.
"Rattler, how copy? Over."
Nothing but the hiss of an open channel.
Rough terrain like what was ahead could easily scatter radio signals, even at short range. Dead zones existed which could leave units momentarily isolated. Equipment failure also wasn't impossible, and yet that smoke continued to climb skyward. Cavalry recon's job was often to trip enemy traps and set off ambushes ahead of the main body. Sometimes that mission was fatal. Vance suspected that Finley had run into trouble, maybe something he couldn’t get himself out of. He switched back to the company channel. "Cutthroat Six to all units, possible enemy contact ahead." He ducked down into the turret interior and consulted his map carefully. They were approaching a little nothing town called Lautertal. It was hardly more than a Y-shaped crossroads surrounded by houses and fields and flanked by thickly wooded hills on either side forming a narrow choke point.
"Deploy by platoon and advance with caution. Infantry remain mounted until we have hard contact."
The tanks and tracks of Cutthroat turned as one. Veering off the highway, they crumpled the guardrail beneath them before passing over and into the wheat fields that lined the road. Vance was already toggling to battalion frequency. "Hammermill, this is Cutthroat Six. We are negative contact with Rattler, deploying and advancing on last known position. Grid reference delta three-mike five, six six one four. We see smoke ahead, possible enemy contact."
"Copy Cutthroat Six, sweep and clear."
"Affirmative." 
Vance lurched as his tank's treads struck the guard rail and chewed through it with a shriek of metal. Now on the open, soft ground beyond, the tanks fanned into a rough triangle formation, two platoons forward, one back. They advanced on the town with their weapons trained forward expectantly.
Within a minute they'd reached the town. Open ground was a tank's natural environment, allowing them to get the most out of their speed and long-range firepower.  Close-in areas—even little villages—made dangerous territory for armor. Close-range cover and concealment for the enemy made anti-tank ambushes all the more effective. While an infantryman had no hope of reliably killing a tank at 1,000 meters, they had much better odds at fifty.
"Cutthroat Two, swing south," Vance said. "Circle clear of the town and watch our flanks. One, Three, deploy infantry and advance through the town. Don't let your boots get away from you."
His platoon leaders signaled acknowledgement and the unit deployed. The M113s dropped their ramps and soldiers spilled out. Mottled green figures hustled into a thin skirmish line and advanced on the double for the town, eager to get out of the open. Boots on the ground would give that many more eyes on possible ambushes and would probe the way through the town. 
Just east of Lautertal was that wooded high ground overlooking the town and the road. A small stone church sat on the high ground. The small clock tower atop the church was unreadable at this distance.
First Platoon was only just beginning to funnel into the town's narrow roads when there was a flash of fire and smoke from beside the church. A missile streaked down from the heights and struck one of First Platoon's tanks square in the turret.
"Contact! Contact front!"
The M60 that had been hit blew up just a second later, fire bursting out of its open hatches. No one had bailed out. Vance stared back in shock as it registered that those men were dead.
The Americans replied with a fusillade of shells as half a dozen tanks simultaneously targeted the shooter. In a moment the hillside was blanketed in smoke and dust. Two of the shells overshot and smashed into the small church, collapsing its steeple and throwing up yet more dust.
Throughout this chaos Vance fought to stay focused on the bigger picture. Some of his men were dead, and likely more were about to be, and they were counting on him to have things under control. He couldn't afford to fixate on any one moment at the expense of everything else. "Second Platoon, we've engaged enemy scout forces, stay alert, watch your right flank."
"Copy, Six."
Scouts meant the main body would likely be shortly behind.
While Vance watched out for the whole company, Sergeant Waxman functioned as interim tank commander, monitoring the area through his gunsights. Waxman shouted orders to Kinney, who steered the tank around an isolated house, past a one car garage and across an empty road.
On drawing closer, Vance saw that wooded hill would be murder for tanks. It was too dense to easily navigate and visible for miles in all directions. Any tanks trying to cross over would put themselves in a perfect firing solution for the enemy. "Infantry elements advance through the town and secure that hill. See if we can get some TOW launchers up there and make damn sure the enemy doesn't."
Consulting his map again, Vance saw that the town's road split like a Y, one branch northeast, the other southeast, with the main highway continuing due east as an overpass. He controlled the town but was facing good defensive ground ahead. "Cutthroat Two, what's your position?"
The platoon leader's response was quick, "We're drawn up in a hedgerow about three hundred yards south of town. My infantry is on our flanks."
"Good. Hold position, watch the road. My map shows a road headed southeast."
"Copy, I see it. Clear so far."
Vance rose again to stick out of this hatch. Resting a hand on the .50 caliber machine gun turret he saw they were driving through the heart of the town, already coming out the other side. 
American infantrymen hustled from street corner to street corner, checking angles and staying low.
"Six, contact north. Just beyond the overpass." Gentry's voice was tight, nervous.
Vance heard the boom of a main gun echo through the air.
"Scouts?"
"Negative, sir. I make T-72s and BTRs. Infantry are dismounting in the treeline north of town."
"How many?"
"A platoon of tanks and APCs. Can't tell much more. They're popping smoke and my thermals are acting up."
Vance grimaced. His guys weren't thinking clearly under pressure. "If your thermals are out, get the info from the infantry or another tank. Find out what we're facing."
"Affirm."
Vance heard the boom of more tank shots, battle being joined in earnest, this time from the south.
"Contact, BMPs and dismounted infantry," Cutthroat Two said, "looks like two platoons."
They were pinning Vance's company, pressing from both sides like a vice. Withdrawal was no longer an option, to fall back now would be to abandon the defensive ground they had.
"Copy, hold position and keep them suppressed."
"I've got two of my tanks burning so far," the Second Platoon leader responded, his voice strained, raw with anger and fear.
Vance swallowed dryly. "I copy, but we can't blink here. Stay on them, Two."
"Roger."
Vance knew such successes wouldn't last if his platoons were nailed down. Those BMPs carried deadly anti-tank missiles that would make short work of an M60 at range. It seemed like the Czechoslovakians weren't quite ready to roll over.
He switched to battalion coms. "Hammermill, this is Cutthroat Six. We're heavily engaged with what I estimate is a motor rifle company. Request immediate fire support."
"Hammermill copies, Cutthroat. Allied air assets are on standby. Call the target and we can have rockeyes on in five."
Vance felt something like relief. He consulted his map, verifying positions with local landmarks before calling the grid reference back.
"Roger Cutthroat, air mission inbound."
Kinney drove the tank to rest in the shadow of a lone farmhouse while Waxman kept the gun trained toward the enemy. Vance alternated checking his map and surveying the area to get a better fix on where he was. The Czechoslovakians were pressing from two directions, hoping to smash his company in a pincer attack. Given enough time, they might have been able to do that, but German air support arrived before then.
A pair of fighters streaked overhead and scattered cluster bombs across the enemy attack. 
A chain of explosions walked across the hedgeline the Czechoslovakians were staging from, uprooting trees and shredding vegetation. The munitions touched off a few sympathetic explosions and fires as engines and fuel tanks were compromised.
When the Germans pulled away, they did so chased by tracer fire and a white contrail—possibly a shoulder-fired SAM. 
The air strike brought a momentary lull in the fighting as the Czechoslovakians were left reeling. It didn't take them long to recover and renew the attack, this time needling at the Americans with mortar fire and anti-tank guided missiles.
"Enemy armor in the open," the leader of Second Platoon said. "They're advancing blind."
Vance heard the volley of main gun fire echo through the valley.
"Scratch two. Third one is withdrawing."
"Cutthroat One, pulling back," Gentry said. "I'm dropping back to the hedgerow one hundred meters south of my current position. They've got this one zeroed with mortars."
"Copy, One," Vance said, tracking the positions of his platoons on the map. "Don't let them pin you down."
"Doin what we can, Six!" Gentry responded.
Vance toggled back to the battalion frequency. "Hammermill, Cutthroat six. We're pinned in place here. Looking for reinforcements."
"Copy Cutthroat, wait one. You have friendlies coming up."
Vance felt a bit of his tension unknot. Relief filled him. "Copy, Hammermill."
Just over a minute later Vance caught sight of the reinforcements arriving.
A few hundred meters to the south, just beside a small industrial complex, the Abrams main battle tanks of Benyo's company appeared at speed, sweeping in off Vance's left flank, crashing like a wave on the flank of the attacking Czechoslovakian infantry company.
A volley of fire from the Abrams detonated a half dozen BMPs and sent the remainder scattering. 
Benyo's company didn't slow their advance. They fired and maneuvered, trailed closely by a pair of helicopter gunships which hovered above, belting off rounds from their vulcan cannons and spotting targets before they became threats.
The effect was immediate. The enemy withdrew as one, firing their smoke emitters and falling back into the woods they'd emerged from. Vance breathed a sigh of relief as the pressure was relieved from his company all at once.
"Thanks for the assist, Brawler," Vance said.
"Anytime, Cutthroat. We're slipping to their right flank to keep them mobile. Get your guys moving and press the center. Division tasked us an MLRS battery in case we hit stiff resistance, but I'd rather keep rolling the Reds while we can."
Vance was apprehensive about charging into the guns of a withdrawing enemy, but saw the clear wisdom in not letting them settle down. "Copy. We're moving."
***




35
Strelnikov watched a pair of delta-winged Soviet attack aircraft racing north, passing low overhead. He waited until after the scream of jet engines faded away before speaking into the headset microphone he wore. "Repeat all that," he said. "Everything before 'retreating'."
"I repeat, the 9th Tank Division is retreating," Colonel Sidorov said, voice barely audible over the earphones. "My recon scouts report Czechoslovakian soldiers abandoning their positions and fleeing east. It looks like a total rout."
Strelnikov swore, feeling dread gripping his guts. "Have you confirmed it with their commanders?"
"How?" Sidorov asked, his tone bitter. "I do not have their radio frequencies. I do not even know where their field HQ is."
Strelnikov swore again. He ducked back into the headquarters APC and pointed to one of his clerks. He covered the microphone. "Find the radio frequencies for the Czechoslovakian 9th Tank. Now!" As that staff officer hurried to comply, he spoke to Sidorov again. "Are you sure?"
"I only have what my scouts tell me, comrade general," Sidorov said, "But I do not think they are wrong. I can hear heavy fighting to the north. Radar returns show numerous NATO bombing runs. I would estimate they have crossed the Rhine in at least brigade strength, likely a full division."
If that were true it was very, very bad news. The Czechs were ill-equipped to stop a major push and with the armies hinging on them for the drive to Frankfurt, it meant the rest of the Soviet flank was exposed.
"I have them, comrade general!" his clerk called.
"Halt your advance on the Rhine, colonel. Deploy a regiment to screen the north. We may have a change of plans."
"Yes, comrade general," Sidorov replied dutifully.
Strelnikov cut the broadcast and looked to the staff officer again. "Get me a line with the commander of the 9th Tank division immediately. Time is short."
As the clerk fiddled with the dials on the radio, Strelnikov felt his mind racing. Was it possible that NATO had crossed nearby? If that were the case why had he not been told? A NATO thrust here could undo everything. The plan was already unsound enough, an enemy counterattack could unseat everything, possibly even lead to a major breakthrough.
"I cannot raise them, comrade general. I cannot reach anyone from the 9th Tank Division."
Either their transmitter had been destroyed or the HQ had. Whatever the case, they were out of contact and leaderless. He didn't count on any of the lower-level officers of the division seizing command either, not until they were tumbled to ruin by NATO tanks and aircraft.
"Get me Turgenev," Strelnikov snapped. A moment later he was connected. "Comrade general," Strelnikov said, "There have been developments to my north. I have word of a NATO river crossing."
"Correct," Turgenev replied. "There has been a minor incursion but it is contained."
"Contained?" Strelnikov asked. "By the 9th Tank Division by any chance?"
"Correct."
Strelnikov fought to not swear at his commander. "Comrade, I have reports that the 9th Tank is in total retreat. I am unable to raise their division HQ by radio."
There was a short beat of silence before Turgenev responded, but it was long enough that Strelnikov knew his commander hadn't known this until now.
"General Strelnikov, the 9th Tank is outside of your chain of command. I suggest you focus your attention on your feint attack. I will deal with the 9th." There  was no room for argument or discussion. Strelnikov motioned for the transmission to be cut.
"What will we do, comrade general?" Mishkin asked, for once looking uncertain.
Strelnikov looked over the map of their operational area, noting the markers for friendly and enemy units, seeing the clearly marked paths for his regiments to advance on the Rhine. Strelnikov was overcome with a sense of being quite small and powerless. It was a sense of historical vertigo. He imagined for a moment that he could see the whole of history spanning behind him, and ahead, the future unknowable. It made him, for a fleeting moment, feel like a child again, lost in the mythology of history. He felt a nagging fear that all of this could come apart. He had a decision to make, one that once again could decide the fate of everything.
"Our division is best placed to stop this enemy thrust," Strelnikov said. "We are uniquely suited to counter it. We are already assembled and on the move, our SAM network is shielding us."
"Surely General Turgenev is aware of the danger at hand," Mishkin said.
Strelnikov spared him a look. "If he is aware, he has decided  not to use us. More likely he is trying to contact the high command for orders."
"Given time I am sure General Turgenev will see reason," Mishkin said.
Strelnikov let out a dry bark of laughter. "Not likely. By the time he's decided what to do his army will be burning in the field."
"Then what will we do, general?" Mishkin repeated.
"We will march to the sound of the guns of course. Wheel the division and advance north, catch the enemy in the flank." He drove his fist into his palm. We don't have the fuel reserves to keep up the attack for long, but we can force them to stop long enough for Turgenev to find his head and commit troops from the north to pinch off this salient."
"General, isn't that a violation of our orders?" Mishkin asked, keeping his voice low.
"Who gives a damn. If we sit and do nothing we throw everything away." Strelnikov looked at Mishkin. "We will send on a single regiment to maintain the letter of our order regarding the feint, however our main weight will be shifted to deal the Americans a backhand blow." Seeing the uncertainty in Mishkin's eyes he continued, "I accept responsibility for these orders. Wheel the division. Contact the regimental officers and tell them the change in plan. Sidorov will strike first, Lukin next. By then Turgenev should have a plan. Until then, we will just have to make the enemy bleed."
Mishkin saluted. "I will see to it, comrade general!"
***
After the short but fierce battle against the Czechoslovakian counter attack, Vance took stock of losses—two of his twelve tanks destroyed, one crippled along with a dozen or so infantry wounded or killed. He focused on the material costs, the human toll was too staggering to think about. They were men he'd trained with for years, men he'd led, men who weren't coming home the same, or weren't coming home at all.
Vance stared at a burning T-72 as they drove past it. The Czechoslovakian tank was half-tipped into a ditch, its olive paint scheme charred and blackened. A large circular hole in its turret marked the spot where it had been penetrated. Acrid smoke stung his eyes and made him cough before they'd driven clear. No matter how bad his company had been hurt, the enemy had come out worse. It was scant comfort to know he'd created more grieving families than the enemy had.
Vance was glad to be moving still, with the Czechoslovakians smashed, there was a clear path for them to race deep into enemy-held territory, liberating towns and villages as they went.
"Hammermill Six to all units," Major Esposito's voice came through Vance's headphones.
Vance pressed them tighter over his ears to shut out the noise of the tank to hear better.
"We've confirmed the Czechoslovakians are retreating right now and it's our job to make sure it stays that way. All companies are to advance east. Our target is Wertheim am Main. Secure roadways and bridges as they come. We're going to throw them back. Maximum speed, maximum force. Benyo, you and Rodriguez are up front. Vance, I want you in reserve."
Vance sounded his acknowledgement of the orders along with the others.
"Let's get to it, Hammermill out."
"Cutthroat Six to all units," Vance said on the company channel. "We've got our marching orders. Battalion wants us to hold back, we're reserve for the forward companies. Let's stay alert and stay ready. Six out."
Vance listened as his platoon leaders confirmed as he kept his eyes on the countryside around them and the retreating scene of battle.
***
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The M1 Abrams main battle tank cost over six million dollars per unit. During the course of its lifetime, it would rack up a bill at least as high in maintenance and upgrades. It was capable of moving thirty miles per hour off-road and firing with near pinpoint accuracy while doing so. It was a finely-honed precision machine—arguably the best tank ever built—and Captain Victor Benyo was using every ounce of his tanks' capabilities in his headlong pursuit of the enemy.
With his head out of the open commander's hatch as his tank thrashed across German wheatfields at speed, he felt like a cavalry rider of the last century. He was running down the fleeing enemy, saber in hand. The fields behind him were dotted with the dead and wounded and yet he charged on.
Arrayed in a rough line ahead of him were the tanks of his company. Their weapons tracked for targets as they neared a narrow tangle of woods that stretched along between two fields.
The woods were wreathed in thick gray smoke that was spewed by the exhaust systems of the retreating Soviets to cover their withdrawal.
Rodriguez's company was out of sight on his left, leaving Benyo to hold down the right flank.
"Brawler Six, this is Brawler Three-Six. We're leaving our boots behind sir."
Beyno looked over his shoulder and saw the boxy M113 infantry carriers trailing behind.
The M113 was built to pair with a much older generation of tanks than the Abrams and couldn't keep pace on rough ground. Even with their comparatively low speed, Benyo was sure the soldiers in those APCs were being rattled to pieces.
"I want to get them ahead of us to clear those woods," his platoon commander continued.
"Negative," Benyo said, knowing in his gut it was the right move. "We're rolling them now and I don't want to give them a chance to breathe. This is the charge. We can't stop now. We'll form up at Reichelsheim.
His lead tanks reached the wood and hardly slowed down as they navigated around large trees and crashed through the brush between them.
"Affirmative, Six," his platoon leader said.
Benyo's tank—Bad Time—was into the woods. Leafy green overhead cover turned the sun into a broken scattering of light which dappled over the hull of his tank. Trees flashed by with alarming speed as his driver delicately navigated the Abrams between them for a few moments until he burst out into open countryside on the other end.
***
The Americans came on just as Lieutenant Novikov expected them to—full of lightning and thunder. He watched through the gunsights of his BMP as the large, angular American tanks crashed out of the hedgerow in pairs, accelerating into the open wheatfield in pursuit of the fleeing Czechoslovakian tanks. 
Novikov's BMP and the two others he led were nestled deep in the shadow of a hedgerow running parallel to the American's line of advance, a few hundred meters away alongside his infantry compliment which had already deployed tank hunter teams with anti-tank guided missiles, ready to deliver a deadly volley toward the enemy, they were only the small tip of the spearhead General Strelnikov leveled at the enemy.
Novikov was only a junior officer. He knew virtually nothing of the course of the war outside what he saw with his own two eyes, but if there was one thing he believed in, it was Strelnikov. He'd taken them to victory before. Now would be no different.
One of the fleeing Czechoslovakian T-72s ground to a halt—its turret already rotated to the rear—and fired. The shot struck the flank of one of the American tanks, sending it shuddering to a halt as it slipped its track. 
The American tank fired back and struck the T-72 squarely in its engine compartment. There was no dramatic explosion, just a puff of smoke and then the flash of flames. The tank slewed sideways for a moment and rattled to a stop.
"Now, comrade sergeant?" his gunner asked,
Novikov turned to the young private. "If you are ready to die so soon, comrade."
The private flushed and looked away before Novikov returned to studying the American tanks as they fired and advanced. The further they drove, the more of their flanks they exposed to Novikov's missiles. After the first wave passed, a second, smaller wave came forward, this one trailed by a lone pair of tanks.
"There!" he pointed. "Those, the command tanks. We start with them, private." Novikov closed the hatch to his turret and hoped the other tank hunters of his unit were preparing to fire. He hated to be the first and draw attention to himself. "Take careful aim and fire."
***
Vance's tanks passed over a low hill and came into sight of a group of M113s advancing in a line ahead—Benyo's infantry support, Vance thought. It was typical of Benyo to outpace those slower than him. Vance keyed on his mic, "Company, follow those 113s. We'll pass through that hedgerow ahead by following in their tracks."
The field they crossed now was slashed through with multiple parallel tracks marking the passage of tanks—Benyo's Abrams.
Vance's own treads tore a fresh scar across the field as his Kinney maneuvered the tank onto a pre-existing set of tracks to follow. He'd rather take paths he knew were clear than forge new ones. The risk of landmines was minimal, but there was no reason to risk anything.
"Six, Five. Smoke ahead."
Vance looked from the wheat to the sky and saw it. Lots of smoke. He felt a growing unease in the pit of his stomach.
"Copy, Five," he told TJ. "All units stay alert."
Benyo's M113s disappeared into the hedgerow and a moment later Vance heard the concussive boom of a vehicle explosion just on the other side. He could barely make out the flash of flames through the wooded tangle. He felt his stomach sink.
"Dismount infantry," he said. "Company deploy in line of battle. Ambush ahead."
The Cutthroats slowed down enough for their accompanying M113s to unleash their infantry who dashed ahead, making for the cover of the hedgerow. The M60s shadowed them, following behind, weapons at the ready.
Now the chatter and bang of gunfire was clear over the roar of the tank battle unfolding ahead. 
"Brawler Six, Cutthroat Six, what's your status?" Vance asked.
Only the hiss of the radio responded.
"Brawler Six, copy?"
Nothing.
Vance's sense of unease only grew.
The National Guardsmen reached the hedgerow and pressed in, platoons fanned out by squad. Next his first and second tank platoons reached the hedgerow.
"Cutthroat Six, this is One-Six. There's burning tanks ahead, Abrams. They're caught in the open, ATGM fire coming from the right flank," Gentry said
Vance's heart sank. Benyo's company … "Copy," he said, shaking his dread off. "Relay me the coordinates, I'm going to call MLRS fire on them. Be ready to have your infantry swing right and flush them out."
"Affirm."
"Third platoon, cut right, move two hundred meters south. We have reports of enemy ATGM fire coming from that direction. Could be BMPs."
"Copy, Six."
Vance switched off his mic as he carefully copied down the coordinates Lieutenant Gentry had relayed. "Where the hell is our advanced recon?" he muttered, loud enough that his gunner and loader each glanced at him then at each other before returning to their respective jobs. Vance relayed the coordinates to battalion HQ as the sounds of battle ahead of him increased. 
Kilometers away, an M270 Multiple Launch Rocket System let loose its deadly volley of rockets, targeting the coordinates Vance had fed back to them. The MLRS was accurate, but it wasn't a precision weapon. Vance had seen the after action reports that had come out of Somalia where these were first deployed in battle. They'd flattened and burned everything they'd targeted. Troops on the ground called it "steel rain". He needed some of that right about now.
Within a minute the ethereal howl of rockets passed overhead and a ripple of explosions tore through the flanking hedgerows. From this distance Vance only saw the plumes of earth and smoke thrown upward from each rocket impact. The dirt hadn't finished falling when his first infantry platoon surged forward. Moving under suppressive machine gun fire, they inched across open fields and ducked through hedgerows, closing on the surviving Soviet ATGM vehicles.
In a minute, the company resumed its forward advance. Vance's tank reached and entered the hedgerow which was now flattened in enough places that it provided little concealment anymore. The carnage on the other side was remarkable. Virtually an entire company of Abrams tanks sat burning on the field, intermixed with stricken M113s and Soviet vehicles destroyed in flight. The smoke was thick enough that Waxman had to switch to thermal optics to peer through it and to potential threats beyond.
"Shit," Vance said aloud.
"What?" Dalton asked. "What is it?"
"Shut up," Waxman said, breathlessly.
His loader had no easy way to see out of the tank on his own, and so was totally reliant on the others to describe the battlefield, a task Vance was in no condition to do right now. He swallowed and felt his stomach turn.
Benyo was dead. He had to be. There was no other possibility. His company was annihilated, caught in the open and picked off by anti-tank missiles and autocannon fire.
"Hammermill, this is Cutthroat Six."
"We copy, Cutthroat, proceed."
"Brawler is … I think they're wiped out. I see lots of burning Abrams. I am negative contact with Brawler Six. It looks like an ambush."
After a moment the radio operator's voice was replaced with Major Esposito's. "Vance, confirm Brawler's status. Is it wiped out or not?"
Vance swallowed, his eyes again sweeping the devastation. A tank graveyard. "There's at least ten dead tanks, sir. Confirm, Brawler's had it."
There was no warning before the first shell exploded twenty yards away in the brush. The concussive force of the blast drowned out whatever Esposito said in reply.
Vance flinched away on reflex, ducking back into the tank.
More artillery shells fell across the field, exploding with lethal force and deafening those they fell near.
Vance pulled the hatch closed with a clash of metal to shut out the noise and shrapnel whizzing through the air. He first thought they were friendly guns undershooting a target, it was only when the pace and intensity picked up dramatically that Vance realized it wasn't friendly fire. Vance didn't want to believe it at first. He knew a heavy bombardment could only mean one thing: enemy counterattack.
Something metallic rang off his turret, followed by more bangs and thuds that sounded like a hail storm as more shells crashed around them. The noise was deafening, even inside the armored confines of the tank, the knowledge that one of those shells might just be lucky enough to strike him directly was paralyzing.
As the barrage wore on, the men in Vance's tank were alone together, cut off from the outside world, optics blocked with dust and smoke, deafened by shrapnel rattling off their armor and the boom of shells.
Something heavy landed on the turret once, and then a second time. 
The boom of high explosives was replaced with muffled pops.
Then the barrage was over. It had lasted mere seconds though for the men in the tank it had felt like an eternity.
Vance realized he was gripping the interior of the hull itself hard enough that his knuckles were white. 
"Jesus Christ," Dalton said, his eyes wide with fear.
As Vance's sense returned, he flipped on the battalion frequency again. "Hammermill Six, we're taking heavy artillery fire. I anticipate an enemy counter attack. What fire support assets do we have on standby?" Vance said, hardly hearing his own voice. 
Silence met him.
"Hammermill?" There was no response, not even hiss. Sitting up, Vance checked his optics, peering through one periscope at a time, seeing only a thick veil of smoke. He toggled to the company radio channel. "Cutthroat Six to all units, report."
One by one his platoon leaders sounded off, alive, if shaken. The situation with the infantry was less clear, they didn't have the advantage of armored hides to protect them, Vance expected heavy casualties.
When Vance reached the forward viewport he saw only a green blur. Something was blocking the periscope. With as much courage as he could muster, he opened his hatch again. Vance saw a pair of heavy tree branches—severed from nearby trunks—had fallen across the turret. He leaned over and carefully tossed one to the ground. Visibility was cut to almost nothing. A thick Soviet smokescreen covered everything like eerie fog but with a lingering chemical stink. 
Vance turned and saw one of his tank's antennas—presumably the battalion radio antenna—had been sheared away by flying shrapnel, leaving only a sharp metal stump which explained the silence he got from Hammermill. He would need to relay orders through TJ in order to stay in the fight. Vance didn't have time to dwell on it. The sounds of gunfire were suddenly all around them from the chatter of small arms to the boom of tank guns.
Vance spotted a T-72 forging across the open field ahead, weaving carefully between burning tank wrecks. He didn’t have time to call it out to Waxman before the gunner spotted it and fired.
Vance's tank rocked on its suspension as the main gun fired. The blast blew the smoke into micro torrents.
"Shot!" Waxman said, already looking for more enemies. 
They weren’t long in coming. 
"Target identified!" Waxman shouted. "T-72. Load AP!"
Dalton swung into action, selecting the heavy shell, drawing it from the ammo case, and sliding it into the breach of the gun before locking it. "Up!"
Again Clint Eastwood roared, slinging a shell into another tank.
"Six, this is One-Six, we've got Soviet tanks and infantry approaching! Request orders!"
Benyo's men were dead, slaughtered on the same field that Vance's were being pressed on. He was damned if he'd join them.
"Fall back to the hedgerow," Vance told Gentry. "Third Platoon, provide overwatch."
The Soviets advanced under the perceived cover of smoke. Their tanks and ATGMs fired on targets as they spotted them. Occasional rains of artillery and mortar fire dropped down to keep the American tankers suppressed.
With the benefit of his thermal sight Vance was able to track events that would have otherwise been invisible in the dense haze outside. What he saw was disastrous. 
First platoon reversed out of their forward positions, racing backward for safety. One by one the tanks of First Platoon were struck by enemy main gun fire and exploded. Gentry's tank was hit last, a direct strike on the turret which set off the ammunition inside. Flames blew open the hatches and consumed the interior. Gentry was dead.
Second Platoon's tanks were lost somewhere on the right while Third Platoon fought on from within the hedgerow around Vance's command tank. 
While trying to take a count of what assets he had left, he saw Brubaker's tank struck by a pair of main gun shots before it too exploded.
The infantry were savaged by withering barrages and were left either pinned down, wounded, or dead. It was a textbook perfect Soviet attack. This time the enemy had all the elements that his first fight outside of Metz had been missing: artillery to soften and disrupt them, pinning fire to hold them in place, and aggressive maneuvering on his flanks to isolate and destroy him.
This was Soviet aggression at its most dangerous.
While Vance tried to keep his company alive by relaying orders and information, his tank fought on. Waxman selected targets and destroyed them as they appeared. Dalton loaded shell after shell, sliding each one home. After ten or so rounds he was starting to slow, the heat was getting to him. Sweat dripped from his reddened face as he tried to catch his breath. Even with the ventilation fans running full tilt, the interior reeked of sweat and spent propellant.
"Target!" Waxman cried, lining up another shot.
Vance's tank exploded. Or it seemed to explode. Vance's ears rang sharply and hot pain stabbed through his thigh. Yelping and swearing, Vance clutched at his leg on reflex, even as his mind reeled, trying to process what just happened. His nostrils filled with the stink of scorched plastic and pungent smoke.
Somehow the interior of the tank was now just as smoky as the air outside.
Through the ringing in his ears, Vance realized that Dalton was screaming.
"Dalton!" Vance called hoarsely.
"We're hit! Captain we're hit!" Waxman shouted.
Vance's hand came away from his leg bloody. The sight was shocking, a vivid red on the pale flesh of his hand. His hand shook.
Blood.
His blood.
Fresh pain lanced through his leg. More blood oozed from the gash on his thigh. A sharp, piercing wail seemed to fill the tank interior
"Captain!" Waxman called again, wrenching Vance from his panic.
He had no time to fall apart, his crew was counting on him. "Driver reverse!" Vance ordered. He had sense enough to fire the smoke launchers himself. A burst of smoke grenades arced from the left side of his tank in a semicircle and exploded, clouding the air further as the tank lurched backward. Vance couldn’t fathom why the right side launchers hadn’t triggered, but didn’t have time to think about it.
"Dalton?" Waxman called. "Dalton!?"
It was then that Vance realized the wailing was coming from his loader. Dalton was slumped to the floor, curled awkwardly in the cramped space. He kept a hand pressed tightly against his ribs and screamed. Blood was seeping from between his fingers with alarming quickness, his entire right side was stained red.
Vance's stomach fell out, he felt dizzy. Dalton was hit. Badly. 
Waxman knelt by Dalton, ripping open a package of thick gauze. He pressed it awkwardly against the wound as Dalton continued to scream. 
"I got you! I got you!" Waxman shouted back, his hands shaking as he tried to stem the bleeding.
Their tank had been hit though miraculously their armor hadn't been penetrated. There was no visible hole in the hull. Instead a glancing hit to the turret had sent spallation spraying through the cramped turret interior, casting metal fragments into the crew. Dalton had taken the worst of it. His body had shielded the others, though Vance still caught a fragment in the thigh. Had the round gotten through their armor, then they would all likely be dead. 
There wasn't time to worry about it, there was still a battle on, and their fortunes could turn worse at any moment. Vance spared a glance through his vision block and saw the Soviets were still coming on, tanks and infantry advancing through the woods and smokescreen.
"Load AP!" Vance snapped at Waxman.
His gunner looked up at him, mouth agape. "But—"
"If you want to live, then you load that fucking gun, now!" Vance yelled over his own partial deafness.
The tank rocked so violently that at first Vance thought they'd been hit again. It took him a moment to realize they'd backed into a tree.
Kinney swore over the intercom and the tank lurched again as he worked it free as Dalton's screaming grew hoarse and feeble.
Vance's right leg felt numb. He squeezed his hand tighter to the spot where he'd been hit, grimacing in pain, and tried not to think about it. 
Waxman stood up, standing over Dalton's crumpled body and took a shell from the ammo storage and rammed it into the breach. "Up!"
Vance pressed his face to the periscope and took manual control of the turret, searching for targets. There he spotted a BMP advancing. It was just visible as a hazy blob of heat through a gap in the hedge. He squeezed the trigger and the main gun boomed, shaking the tank. "Shot!"
The BMP was burning when he acquired it in his sights again before it suddenly jumped and vanished. Vance's tank had reversed down into a shallow depression just behind the hedgerow. Cover.
While Vance went from the periscope to his radio, Waxman reloaded the gun.
Vance toggled to his XO's channel. "TJ, we're hit. Copy?"
"I read you. Casualties?"
"Dalton's hurt bad," Vance said. "We've pulled back for now. My radio to battalion is wasted. I need you to take command of the company. Keep firing and maneuvering. Don't let the Russians pin us down. And let battalion know we need backup ASAP."
"Copy." TJ sounded shaken.
"Make it happen, TJ." Vance killed the channel.
Waxman crouched beside Dalton in the narrow turret, turning him to try to see his wounds. Dalton was too weak to resist, rolling over limply. Blood was pooling on the turret floor and Dalton's clothes were stained a deep purple. Only his groaning indicated he was still alive.
"Is he alright?" Vance asked, knowing the question was stupid even before it left his lips.
Waxman's face was streaked with tears when he looked up. He gave a short shake of his head. "You're gonna be fine bud," he said, cradling Dalton to him.
"I wanna go home," Dalton murmured. "Wanna go home." His breathing was ragged and wet, blood foaming his lips.
"We'll get you home, man," Waxman said.
Vance licked dry lips and looked through the periscope again. His vision swam and dizziness again threatened to overtake him. He couldn't make anything out through the smoke. Vance swore softly then threw open the commander's hatch and stood up, defying his fear. The effort of standing told on him, his right leg suddenly felt weak. Vance had to use his arms to stay upright. He took it as a bad sign that his leg was so weak but also not in much pain.
"Man, your leg," Waxman said. "Shit, you’re bleeding bad."
Vance looked down and saw dark stains running down his pant leg. He thought briefly about looking for a tourniquet when something drew his attention.
Peering fearfully into the smoky air, he made out movement, shapes in the shadows of the hedgerow advancing—infantry in battle array, moving this way with deadly purpose. Soviets.
They advanced from the hedgerow and fanned out. One of them shouldered an RPG and fired it into a nearby M113. The fuel tank ignited and the vehicle exploded.
Vance felt the heat from the fire on his face even from this far away. It snapped him from his daze. "Enemy infantry!" He shouted the warning into his tank and seized control of the cupola-mounted machine gun before even thinking. The .50 caliber belted out a long stream of shells toward the enemy, sending them scattering.  The shot was hurried, panicked. Swearing, Vance readjusted aim and fired again.
***
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Colonel Sidorov smiled to himself, listening to the echoing booms of combat. The concert of war was well underway now. His regiment had smashed into the unexpecting Americans and bloodied them. It felt good to make the Americans dance to his song after the bitter defeat outside Metz and the humiliating retreat across the Rhine. The 121st Division, and his regiment, was only a shadow of what it had been at the start of this war. Hell, even then it was only an echo from its peak strength on the eve of the Yugoslavian invasion. Despite constant attrition and heavy losses, they'd managed to keep it afloat with timely additions of fresh inductees, mobilized reserves, and mothballed equipment.
Sidorov frowned, and looked northwest, sweeping the field with his binoculars. He saw no sign of the enemy, and only fleeting glimpses of his own men advancing from cover to cover, passing out of sight into woods, through towns, or over ridgelines. Gone were the days of Waterloo when the whole battlefield was observable to one leader. Sidorov couldn't even see all of a single battalion, let alone his regiment. Still, the evidence of their progress was all around him. Pillars of smoke dotted the horizon. The boom and bang of guns and missiles resounded over the deserted countryside. A great battle was being waged here. The vaunted American military was getting a taste of what the Soviets had been enduring for so long. Sidorov doubted they could endure it as well as his own men had.
Of course, he also doubted he had the material to maintain this attack.
He frowned and lowered the binoculars, consulting a map to check the status of his battalions. He resisted the impulse to radio his commanders for fresh updates. Strelnikov had drilled into him and the others that individual initiative was the key to success, and his subordinates wouldn't be able to exercise that if he hovered over them like a mother hen. Still, he worried.
Sidorov produced a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. The cigarette hung from his lips as he watched a column of support vehicles moving forward. Mobile ambulances, anti-aircraft guns, trucks carrying fresh ammo and fuel. It would help keep things moving, but not for much longer.
"Get me the old man," Sidorov instructed a staff officer.
***
"Comrade general," Sidorov said, his voice distant over the radio. "We have the Americans pinned. I'm told several companies of armor have been destroyed and we've stopped their attack but losses are mounting. I don't have the numbers to keep the attack up."
Strelnikov consulted a map as the colonel spoke. Lukin was likewise bogged down against the enemy. His division was simply too worn down to bully their way through like they had at the start of the invasion.
"I will need more supporting fire if we're to push them back," Sidorov added.
Another shortfall. Strelnikov's chief of artillery had told him their supply of shells and rockets was dangerously low. If they maintained this volume of fire they soon wouldn't have enough left to support defense, let alone offense.
"It's no matter," Strelnikov said. "We've accomplished the first part of our goal. The enemy is stalled, they won't risk driving deeper in. The Czechoslovakians will regroup and dig in again."
"This is a high bill to pay just to stop them, general," Sidorov said. With any other Soviet general, Sidorov's flippancy might earn a stiff rebuke or even an official reprimand, Strelnikov however, welcomed it. Initiative could only be bred from independent thinking, and independent thinking meant that his subordinates had opinions, sometimes they felt the need to express them. In this case, Strelnikov also happened to agree.
"Leave that to me," Strelnikov said. "Keep your line together, keep the Americans pinned. You must ensure all their attention is on you. I think we have the opportunity to destroy one of their brigades, maybe even an entire division."
"Music to my ears, comrade general," Sidorov said.
"Mine as well. See to your job. Out."
The attack had gone better than Strelnikov had expected. Tired and short handed as his men were, they had done a marvelous job of stalling out the overconfident Americans. It was a shame he'd run headlong into their spearhead rather than the softer, trailing elements of their forces, but it would have to do.
"Good news, general" Mishkin asked.
"So far. We have an opportunity here, Mishkin. Get me Turgenev. Let's see if the goat has got men in position yet."
Strelnikov was connected in minutes. "General Turgenev, because of the enemy movement on my flank, I was compelled to wheel and meet them. Losses are high, but I have the enemy pinned in place."
"And the feint on the Rhine?"
Strelnikov was at a loss for words. Couldn't Turgenev see that the feint was a waste? It no longer mattered. The entire operation to crush the Frankfurt salient was in jeopardy. He managed to pull himself together enough to provide a quick answer. "I have sent a regiment forward to bait the enemy. However, with the Americans here I do not think I can continue without risking everything. Comrade general, since the enemy is pinned in place, they are vulnerable. I do not have the reserves to capitalize on this attack. If a fresh unit, perhaps the 111th, were to peel away from Frankfurt and come south, I believe we could get the Americans in a vice and crush them."
"We have no units available for such an attack. Our orders are to maintain the line and focus on Frankfurt."
Again, Strelnikov was dumbstruck. "Comrade, the enemy is pinned. We can smash their armor without—"
"I have no units to spare for such an endeavor."
"A single motor rifle regiment," Strelnikov said. "General, simply provide me a regiment and—"
"Until I have word from command, I cannot change our impetus of attack."
Strelnikov heard mounting anger in Turgenev's tone, but beneath it he also noted stress and panic. His superior was either unable or unwilling to go against the grain and unilaterally deploy forces away from the main attack on Frankfurt. 
On his own, Strelnikov didn't have the numbers to exploit the opportunity dropped into their laps. He wanted to scream, he wanted to cry. Instead he simply slumped his shoulders. "Comrade, we must at least screen the enemy."
"The 7th German Motor Rifles are redeploying to screen the Czechoslovakian 9th Tank. There is nothing more to do. Cease your attacks, General Strelnikov. I won't have you wasting valuable supplies when the real offensive is going on to the north."
Arguing further was useless. "Understood." He handed the microphone back to Mishkin, offering a grim look. "The fool has doomed us."
***
The barrel of the .50 caliber rolled with smoke and heat as Vance fired, swung, and fired again. Spent brass casings rattled and spun across the sloped turret of his tank. Small arms fire clanged off the turret hull nearby, each shot threatening to end his defiant stand, but none found him.
A missile streaked by. Sailing just overhead before spiraling away, lost in the drifting haze.
Vance sent a long burst in the direction it had come from. 
There was no more sense in staying. Regardless of the risks, he had to retreat. This defilade was rapidly becoming a death trap as Soviet infantry teams closed in. Leaving this depression would put him back into the line of fire of Soviet armor, but he would just have to take his chances with that.
"Kinney," Vance shouted into the mic, overcompensating for his own deafness. He didn't get a chance to follow up on the command.
The rip tear of Vulcan fire cut through the sounds of battle. A pair of helicopter gunships came in low overhead, raking the Soviets with precision gunfire.
Shell casings rained down on Vance's tank as they passed by.
Almost instantly the attack tailed off. The enemy withdrew in the face of this new threat. Where before they'd been pressing Vance relentlessly, now they fell back in disorder.
Out of the smoke came reinforcements. M3 Bradleys and Abrams main battle tanks. The first of them passed nearby, pressing in on the enemy as they retreated. 
"Captain?" Waxman called up from inside the tank.
"Reinforcements," Vance said, watching in awe.
"Captain," Waxman said, more insistent. "Dalton."
Vance ducked down in the turret. "How is he?"
"Still there sir, barely. I've got him wrapped up best I can but—"
"Hang tight!" Vance started to duck into the turret to call for help when he saw a trio of Bradleys approaching.
Vance didn't wait. He climbed from the turret, intent on getting help from the passing infantry. When he put weight on his right leg it gave out with a jolt of pain, nearly sending him topping from the top of the tank. Vance cried out and caught himself, arresting his fall. He grabbed at his leg again and saw that it was sticky with blood. He realized now that his boot was full of blood, his foot squelching sickeningly. Dalton wasn't the only one in danger of dying.
He quickly searched his pockets before finding a tourniquet. He wrapped it around his thigh just above the wound and cinched it tight.
The Bradleys roared closer.
"Medic!" Vance cried, waving his arms at the passing soldiers. "Medic!"
The first two armored fighting vehicles passed by without stopping. The crew who had their heads out of the hatches kept low, their eyes fixed forward, more intent on pursuing the fleeing Soviets than in helping him.
Despite the tourniquet now in place, he felt spreading numbness through his leg threatening to draw him into unconsciousness.
Vance started walking toward the Bradleys, waving his arms. 
Dizziness threatened to topple him, but weakness in his leg did it instead. Vance fell first to his knees and then rolled onto his side, gripping a sapling on the edge of a hedgerow to stay upright. His vision was tunneling out. His breath rasped in his ears.
"Medic!" he cried again, weakly lifting an arm as unconsciousness threatened to claim him.
Then a moment later, Vance heard the rattle of treads and roar of an engine as a Bradley stopped. He could hardly see by this point. Friendly hands found him and he felt someone cutting away his pants leg to apply a bandage.
"Dalton," Vance blurted. "Dalton. Wounded. In my tank. Dalton!"
"We've got him, sir," one of them said. "Lie down, you've lost a lot of blood."
Vance did as he was told, laying down in the cool grass and looking up at the blue sky. His skin was clammy and cold but he was sweating. He rolled his head over and could faintly make out the shapes of American soldiers clambering up his tank and helping Waxman get Dalton out.
The soldiers laid Dalton beside him in the grass and started trying to dress his wounds.
"Alive?" Vance croaked. "Is he alive?"
"He's alive, sir," someone said. "Take it easy. We're getting our medic."
Vance tried to nod but only weakly bobbed his head. He was tired. Very tired, but he was alive. He only hoped Dalton would stay that way. Squinting, he saw the graze on his tank. It was an ugly scar that revealed bare metal beneath the paint. It had been close to a full penetration, only dumb luck had saved them. Most of them.
Dalton's right arm was badly mangled, wrapped thick in blood-soaked gauze. The private was mercifully unconscious, his breath shallow. Vance didn't know if Dalton was going to make it. By that same token, he didn't know if he was going to make it. But he'd be damned if he didn't try. Molly was counting on him coming home and he couldn’t let her down.
***
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The sounds of battle grew as the small band of Swedish fighters moved forward. The rattle and pop of machine gun fire was joined by the hiss and scream of missiles and the flat bangs of cannons. 
Morris tried to move like his companions did, staying low, stepping carefully, pausing to look and to listen before moving. The grip of his carbine was hot in his hand, reflecting his own body heat back at him.
Sergeant Hultberg held up a single hand to pause.
The others behind him—Morris included—dropped down into low crouches, dead leaves and forest detritus crunching underfoot. 
Morris wasn't sure what Hultberg might have seen, but he knew better than to doubt his prudence. Time crept by at a snail's pace before the sergeant rose back to his feet, the others mirroring him to continue their advance. Ducking low under a tree branch, Morris saw Alphand waiting a moment for him to catch up.
"Nervous," she said.
"A little," Morris replied, "yes."
"No," she said, "I am nervous." Her voice was a hushed whisper.
"Hultberg knows what he's doing," Morris said, trying to sound confident, drawing an absent nod from Alphand.
Hultberg hissed for silence before leading the group on. 
Knowing that his supposed escorts were just as scared as he was was a poor comfort. It was easy to see where their fear came from. The further they went, the more the war seemed to envelop them. The steady howl of artillery and the shriek of mortars and rockets passing overhead seemed like the sky itself was about to split open. At the edge of the woods, Morris and the others gazed out over an open stretch of fields which climbed the foothills and seemed to flow into the distant mountains that lined the horizon.
"Norway," Hultberg explained to Morris, indicating the distant peaks. "The lines."
"The lines?" Morris asked, looking left and right along the open ground, marveling at the natural beauty of the area. "This is the front?"
"Yes."
The empty battlefield. Morris could see smoke rising from several spots around and distantly made out the plumes of dust and debris thrown up by an artillery barrage, but so much of this land was untouched, intact. To expose yourself on this plain would be to invite death, and yet soldiers did it regularly. Morris had seen as much from the air, massed offenses marching into churning conflagrations of fire and death. For now, things were quiet. It made him afraid to imagine what a ground-level view might be like when things really opened up.
"I cross here?" Morris asked.
"When the time comes." Hultberg shielded his eyes with a hand, squinting toward NATO lines. "We made plans. A signal."
The others in the squad fanned out, rifles at the ready, watching their flanks and rear, on edge.
"Thank you," Morris said, "for getting me this far."
Hultberg spared him a glance. "Yes. You do your job when we get you back and I do mine, yes?"
"I will."
Alphand came beside him. "When you cross, stay low, move quickly," she said. "Don't stop."
Morris nodded, trying his very best not to look afraid, especially not in front of Alphand. It was a silly thought and he banished it as soon as it came. Alphand was risking her life as much as he was. There was no sense in being ashamed of his fear, especially since she'd been open about hers. "Thank you."
She returned a grateful, if apprehensive smile. Her expression clouded for a moment and then she handed him a slip of paper, folded into a neat square. "Take this."
"What—"
"So you can find me," she says. "After the war. After this is all over."
Morris's heart, already racing, beat just that much harder. "Yeah. I will. Promise."
"Time," Hultberg said, voice strained with excitement. 
Morris followed his gaze and spotted the faint shine of a flashlight across the field. The light flicked twice and was gone.
"You go now," Hultberg said.
"Good luck, Voodoo."
"Good luck," Morris said, his mind was too frayed to think of anything more profound at that moment. His legs carried him away from their hiding spot almost on their own. As he stepped free of the brush and into the open, he was overcome with sudden agoraphobia. The stuttering gun fire he heard echoing through this valley could be directed his way in an instant, Soviet rifle fire finishing what their missiles had started.
He had about two hundred meters to clear on foot. Two hundred meters, a heartbeat in his F-15, an eternity on foot. Morris started walking. Ahead, about halfway, was a hedgerow separating two fields. It was sparse cover, but better than nothing. He made it his goal. Twenty meters down. Fifty. His carbine felt laughably useless out here in this open space.
The banshee howl was on top of Morris before he realized. He dove for cover on instinct, thumping to the ground near the hedgerow. Morris's teeth clacked together as he fell to his stomach and thunder rolled over him. Glancing up, he saw the unmistakable dagger shape of two MiG-21s angling and banking to fly parallel to the treeline that NATO held. He'd seen enough of these aging aircraft in his training to know them by heart. In his F-15 they would be no threat, barely a speed bump. Here, on his own, they could be the end of his life.
Gunfire arced up at them, tracer rounds cutting the air without hitting their mark. A second after their turn, bomb pods separated from the under-wing pylons, breaking apart to scatter bomblets through the woods, which exploded in a wave of fire, thrashing nearby trees and felling dozens.
The sound was tremendous, the heat from the blast felt even hundreds of meters away. Morris couldn't help but be in awe of the sheer destructive force these aircraft wielded. It also made him wish he was in his Eagle so he could put a missile up the exhaust of each of those jets.
As if the bomb blast was a signal, the tempo of the sounds of battle increased around him. Mortar rounds hissed and exploded across the distant treeline and machine gun fire started up from several points behind him.
Morris turned and looked to his left to see a company of Soviet tanks burst from the woods, gunning their engines and speeding toward the enemy. It was a small, piecemeal attack, maybe  to probe the line, or to secure some crucial piece of ground. It was far enough, enough that he wasn't in the path of their advance, but he was still close enough to hear the chatter of Kalashnikov rifles fired from soldiers who rode the tanks into battle.
Morris pulled himself to his feet and began to run now. His legs pumped, arms swinging. In a minute he was to the hedgerow, carefully wriggling through the thorny branches that scratched his face and hands before emerging the other side and resuming his run. Only a hundred meters left to go. He'd made it another twenty before his lungs were burning, sucking his breaths of cool air as he ran.
With less than fifty yards left to go it occurred to Morris that he was running roughshod straight at what was likely a band of soldiers, each of them on edge from the attack occurring near their flank. It might not be the Russians he needed to worry about.
Ahead, a soldier stood, suddenly visible in the green undergrowth. He waved Morris on with the encouragement of a high school football coach.
It was a second later that Morris crashed through the undergrowth and fell to his knees before being helped up by two pairs of hands.
"Morris?" the waving soldier asked, "Major Morris?"
"Yes," Morris gasped, trying to catch his breath.
"Glad you made it, sir. Get him back."
Morris walked, under his own power now, still panting. As the men around him assumed fighting positions, Morris looked back over his shoulder, across the open sun-lit fields to where Hultberg, Alphand, and the others might still be sheltered. Morris's future was looking more certain, but he couldn't help wondering about theirs.
***
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A pair of infantrymen laid Vance's stretcher down on the grass as part of a row of others. With a fresh infusion of blood being fed into his arm by a blood-filled bag hanging over his stretcher, he felt a bit more cognizant. Every time Vance felt foolish for being carried around, he'd try to sit up and feel a horrible, tugging pain in his thigh and clawing waves of dizziness pull at his mind, making him lay back down.
All around him were other wounded in various states. Those with less serious injuries sat or stood nearby, smoking and waiting despondently. Vance was part of a line of men who weren't considered ambulatory. They were all stretcher bound. At the far end of the line was a pair of men with horrible burns across their face and hands. Their uniforms were charred and blackened. Both of them were drugged heavily and were mercifully unconscious. 
Vance saw men with tourniquets, gunshot wounds, shrapnel wounds, and broken bones. Most of the wounded were American infantry with wounds from shrapnel. Some of these soldiers might have been part of his own combat team. 
If they recognized their captain, they gave no sign. There was no talking, just the soft moaning of the worst wounded.
A single medic tended to them, going from man to man, checking bandages, IV drips, offering water and words of comfort as they waited to be evacuated from the field.
Beside Vance was Dalton. He lay motionless on a stretcher, eyes closed. His right side was heavily bandaged, some of which was already soaked with blood.
Vance couldn't see him breathing. He reached out and took Dalton's hand in his. Dalton was warm to the touch. When Vance squeezed his hand, Dalton faintly squeezed back. Still alive.
"Dalton? Hey man, are you awake?"
Dalton didn't answer.
Vance swallowed. He felt sick. Dalton was just a kid. All these guys were. None of them should be in this situation. "We're safe now, man," Vance said. "We're going to get you home, okay?" 
Dalton was silent.
"Hang on. Just hang on, alright? I'm right here with you. You're not alone."
A boxy M113 APC with a prominent red cross painted on the top approached across the field, coming to ferry casualties back to nearby field hospitals. The medic began to triage the men, separating the most serious injuries from the others, marking them with a scribbled card. He gave one to Dalton but not to Vance.
"You're going to the rear, man," Vance said, keeping his voice low. "You did good work today. I'll see you when we get home, okay? I'll see you stateside, man."
"Yes, sir," Dalton murmured. 
Relief flooded Vance's mind.
"Am I gonna die?" Dalton asked.
Vance felt tears on his cheek. He squeezed Dalton's hand tighter. "No. No, you're gonna be okay man. Just got rattled is all. Don't worry."
"Okay," Dalton said, drifting out of consciousness again.
Vance released Dalton's hand when he was sure he was out and wiped away his tears.
Was this success? Was this defeat? It didn't feel like victory to Vance, not in the way the turkey shoot outside Metz had. Wellington had said something about this, something about victory being almost as bad as defeat. He couldn't think of the words now. The drugs they'd given him made his pain a haze, but they also muddled his mind. Benyo and his company were dead, but Vance was alive, as well as most of his men. Given the choice, Vance accepted his lot.
He lay back against the canvas of the stretcher and listened to the approaching ambulance APC. He just needed to think of how he was going to explain this all to Molly.
***
The underground Stavka offices managed to somehow be even more off putting than the Politburo offices. Only the macabre "city" portion of the D-6 was worse. Its empty corridors and barracks seemed prophetic of a future bleaker than what the darkest human minds could imagine.
Gaunt-faced soldiers stood sentry at the thick blast doors that separated the Stavka offices from the rest of the D-6 complex. They saluted Gradenko as he passed, but there was no ceremony in it so much as duty. Beyond them there were no more fading mosaics or murals of unmaterialized socialist utopias, but the communist symbolism seemed to increase tenfold. A brutal granite hammer and sickle marked the high wall of the conference room Gradenko entered. It—like the haggard sentries—seemed more a symbol of duty than one of prestige or honor. It was as if the symbol of socialism were a stigma, a burden that had to be endured rather than a banner to be hoisted. Like so much of Russian socialism, it reeked of a tired complacency, a system born of suffering.
Dwarfed by the carving was General Tarasov, the reason for Gradenko's visit. 
Like the carving, Tarasov was an aging reminder of a darker past, one that felt more relevant than ever.
"Comrade minister," Tarasov greeted. His eyes were no less alive despite the slack exhaustion on his face. The weight of the war was telling on him, even a man as solid and unrelenting as Tarasov was being worn down. "Welcome."
Gradenko stood in the doorway a moment before closing the door behind him with an echoing click.
The meeting room felt more like a crypt than an office. With bare cement walls and a vaulted ceiling, every sound echoed here. He and Tarasov were alone, the table bare, which only added to that strange feeling.
"Come. Speak, comrade," Tarasov said. "This is a safe place. All the resources of the Soviet Army have ensured that this room is free of KGB infestation."
Unsmiling, Gradenko took a seat near the general. "Karamazov took my son, did you know?"
Tarasov's friendly smile collapsed to a snarl. "Your son? As insurance? The bastard."
Gradenko shook his head. "Yes and no. I … it is my fault you see I asked Vladimir to help me."
"Help?"
"Before things grew worse I was going to use his diplomatic connections to establish contact with the West. Reopen negotiations."
Tarasov frowned. "A dangerous decision, comrade. You need the army to free him?"
"I would not ask that," Gradenko said. "Though it would kill me, I could not. Karamazov would see that as a coup."
"It would be hard not to suspect a coup when my men seize Lubyanka."
Tarasov's casual certainty shook Gradenko, as did his use of "when" rather than "if".
"No," Gradenko said. "I believe I have worked out an alternative path to his freedom."
Gradenko stared at the old general and Tarasov stared back, stone faced a minute before speaking. "You've crossed Karamazov," Tarasov said. "Tried to unseat him. He won't allow you to live through this war. You know this."
"I know." Though he tried not to think about it.
"He won't accept a negotiated peace. Nothing less than total victory."
"I know this too," Gradenko said.
Tarasov folded his hands over his stomach. "You know what needs to be done then. Don't you, comrade?"
Gradenko didn't speak. He stared fixedly up at the stony hammer and sickle above Tarasov.
"Say it."
"Karamazov," Gradenko said at last. "Must be dealt with."
"Dealt with?"
"He must be replaced. By any means."
Tarasov smirked. "You're proposing—"
"A coup," Gradenko said, meeting Tarasov's eyes. "Yes. At this point it's unavoidable if we hope to salvage anything. The situation in Germany—in Sweden—nothing is improving. You have the power to do that, don't you?" Gradenko asked at last, trying not to plead.
Tarasov nodded. "I have just spoken with staff close to me. I am recalling men that I trust to Moscow." Tarasov leaned back in his seat which groaned with protest. He regarded Gradenko with dispassionate eyes before replying. "They will see to Karamazov's downfall."
Gradenko felt relief and horror in equal measure.
Tarasov pressed on. "When we take him down, I will ask that you replace him as general secretary."
Gradenko's gut twisted in a knot. "General secretary? Me?"
"A move long overdue," Tarasov added. "Karamazov has played his games. He has had his chance to lead us to victory. He squandered it. There is nothing left to be gained from continuing this fighting. We must end this war before it is too late to do so."
Gradenko said nothing.
"Comrade, I am no politician, I am no diplomat. I can seize control of this country at bayonet point but someone must lead, someone must govern. The men in the Politburo respect you, you are known to the West. You are fair, and most importantly you are not a general."
"There is no one else?"
Tarasov shook his head sadly before coughing. "Only you."
The weight of responsibility was enormous. Gradenko would finally have the authority to bring meaningful change. He would have the power to end this war. He had always accepted that a coup might be necessary, but he had never wanted to take command of everything himself.
"Me. Very well. I will accept. When the time comes."
"When the time comes," Tarasov agreed. 
Gradenko only felt the weight of responsibility grow heavier still.
"I am still putting the pieces together," Tarasov said. "The first is to gather men who will work for us. When we are ready, I will spring my trap. With your support we can put an end to this bloodshed."
An end finally in sight. It was reason for Gradenko to smile at last.
***
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"You've learned nothing!" The acid in Turgenev's voice was unmatched. Despite his own inner sense of rightness, Strelnikov still had to fight against recoiling away from his superior's vitriol. Outside the window of the small office they occupied, Strelnikov saw the sprawling train yard of Würzburg, working full tilt in order to replenish Soviet losses and shift in fresh ammunition and equipment. Traincars packed with fresh soldiers, ammunition, and vehicles were arriving by the minute under the watchful protection of nearby SAM sites and circling aircraft. 
"Nothing," Turgenev repeated. "You have it in your head that you are above order, above commands, is that so?"
"No, comrade general."
Turgenev slammed his palms down on the desktop, scattering pencils. "Liar!" His face flushed a deep red. "You are a liar, Pyotr Strelnikov. You have let your supposed fame go to your head. Promoting you this far was clearly a mistake, one that will never be repeated."
"Comrade general, with respect, my attack blunted the enemy advance. Had we not acted—"
"Your division is in ruins!" Turgenev roared. "What remains has been shattered, possibly beyond repair! Worse still, our attack on Frankfurt was a failure. Our chance to crush NATO there has come and gone."
Strelnikov doubted such a possibility had ever existed anywhere beyond the dreams of the Stavka. The outskirts of Frankfurt had been pounded into piles of masonry and smoldering wood through the weight of Soviet artillery, but no significant damage had been done to NATO's fighting capabilities.
"All our carefully laid plans are in complete disarray. Because of you."
Strelnikov bristled at the implication that he alone could have been enough to turn the tide at Frankfurt, or that somehow NATO's attack across the Rhine would have stopped all on its own. He'd offered Turgenev a chance to trap and annihilate a NATO division in the field. He could have smashed them utterly, destroyed men, weapons, and material that the enemy could never replace. Instead he'd only managed to just barely stave off destruction.
Turgenev was silent for a moment, collecting his thoughts and reigning in his anger. He smoothed the front of his uniform and sat back down, looking over the reports across his desk.
Strelnikov didn't move a hair, remaining at attention, eyes fixed ahead at a point on the wall above Turgenev.
"The Stavka wants heads to roll, for the failure here." He looked up at Strelnikov. "I will give them yours."
Strelnikov's blood ran cold in his veins.
"Your division is no longer considered combat effective. It will be rotated to the rear for replenishment. Comrade General Tarasov has requested you personally be sent to Moscow."
"The defense minister?" Strelnikov blurted.
Turgenev smirked at him. "No other. From what I know of Comrade Tarasov he is a soldier of the old school. In his day deserters, cowards, and traitors were shot. Maybe he will make an example of you." He picked a pen up from the chaos of his desk and scrawled a signature on the sheaf of paper before him and then offered it to Strelnikov. "Your transfer orders. The 202nd Motorized Rifles have arrived from the East and will be taking your place on the line."
Strelnikov took the sheet and saluted,feeling a bead of sweat trickle down the back of his neck.
"Dismissed." Turgenev returned to his work.
Strelnikov turned on his heel and marched out of the office. He and his men were returning to Moscow. He wondered if Tarasov would really put him before a firing squad. One thing he knew for certain, if the Soviet army continued on its current course, then this war was already lost.
***
President Bayern folded his hands, leaning in toward the chiefs of staff who sat across from him. "So, where do we stand, gentlemen?"
Behind them, the bank of monitors displayed maps of Europe flashing different battlegrounds with Soviet gains colored a bloody red.
"The second echelon attacks in Germany were only partially successful. Limited breakthroughs contained with counterattacks and airstrikes. They secured a Rhine bridgehead, but it doesn't look like they have the numbers to capitalize on that."
"That's it then? We bled them dry?"
"Not quite sir," the chief of staff said. "While their casualty figures are significant, it's important to recall that the Soviets have a deep pocket for this sort of thing. Stockpiled equipment going back three generations, a nation of reserve manpower waiting to be called up, and allies who haven't yet begun to be pressed for manpower."
Bayern grimaced. 
"The good news there, sir," the chief of the army said, "is that a lot of that old gear is of limited use on modern western armies."
"Didn't seem to stop them with the Swedes," Bayern said.
"That's the bad news. The Soviets can still hope to have something like peer status with a lot of peripheral allies."
"But we have them contained?" Bayern asked.
Here they hesitated. "As it stands we've fought them to a standstill in Germany—what little we still hold—but our ammo and equipment stockpiles are critically low. Sweden and Denmark are total write-offs. Our counterattack relieved some of the pressure on Frankfurt but failed to achieve a breakthrough. We still hold scattered ports in Norway, but … the North Sea is open at this point. The Soviets can sortie their navy without fear of Norwegian air cover."
The maps cycled showing the Soviet stain across Europe. 
"The Greek front is quiet but the Turks are already facing Soviet infiltrators across the Caucasus and Black Sea coast. We haven't seen any major action from the Bulgarians or Romanians yet, but expect them to commit to a southern attack."
"There is also the possibility of aerial and rocket attack on the UK and Iceland from Soviet bases in Norway," the chief of the air force added. "And that's just for starters."
"The Soviets have a command economy," the chairman added. "They're built for this. We're only now gearing up. We've hurt them. Bad. But it's not over, not by a longshot, sir."
Bayern sighed, staring up at the maps painting the score of the war in simple colors and patterns, belying the absolute devastation being wrought. They'd stopped them so far, but only barely. Whatever happened next, whoever came out on top would do so only by surviving the rigors of war. Both East and West found themselves plunged into a crucible with no other option than to outlast their opponent.
 




Afterword



Thanks so much for reading! Please be sure to leave a review and let other people know what you thought about it.
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0BGPXV4F6


Also consider following me on Twitter to be kept aware of upcoming  releases or feel free to drop me a line on email.
TKBlackwoodWrites@Gmail.com
https://twitter.com/TkBlackwood
Keep reading for a preview of Iron Crucible: Black Seas




About The Author

T.K. Blackwood
 

T.K. Blackwood is a full time IT professional and part time writer who lives in North Carolina with his wife, child, and too many reptiles.




BLACK SEAS

A soft breeze rustled the branches of the birch trees overhead, sending dappled sunlight patterns dancing across the forest floor. Corporal Ingrid Karlsdotter moved with the shadows. The tall grass here whispered against her boots and trousers, the black muzzle of her rifle trained unerringly ahead. She was grateful for the breeze, it kept the foliage around her moving which masked her own movement as she crept slowly uphill, step by careful step. In peacetime she's been an avid hiker, trekking up and down trails across Sweden. Weather like this was picture perfect for this time of year. This time however, she wasn't out here for pleasure.
Her platoon moved with her, fanned out in combat deployment, their own weapons ready. Just weeks ago they had been weekend warriors, soldiers in name only. Now, the platoon's survivors had seen enough of war to consider themselves veterans. 
Karlsdotter paused in cover behind a narrow birch tree, its white, papery bark rasping on her fatigues. She peered around the trunk and up toward the gravel road just ahead. Her heart beat a steady rhythm in her chest, the sound of war drums in her ears. The rising thrill within her shadowed mounting fear in her gut. Above it all though was the soldering furnace of anger in her chest
She tightened her grip on the handle of her rifle and resisted the urge to wipe the sweat from her face. It wasn't hot, if anything the opposite, but nerves always got the better of her just before combat. She couldn't help but think about all the times she had gone hunting with her father when she was a little girl. It wasn't so different from this; in better times she had crept through the woods in the mountains hunting for deer or hares or moose, all that had changed was the prey.
She rested her rifle in a crook of a branch to steady it, drawing a bead on her target.
Her prey stood fifty meters distant, a Soviet infantryman standing watch at the edge of the road beside a BTR armored personnel carrier. His sentry keeping was sloppy. Karlsdotter watched as he smoked and scanned the treeline anxiously. He was nervous, jittery, on edge. But his fear wasn't making him more observant. His gaze jumped around at random. He was tense. He probably thought every tree hid a Swede with murderous intent.
In this case, he was actually right.
The movement of Karlsdotter's platoon was hidden within the rustling of the trees. They'd painstakingly swept these woods looking for stragglers. Once they picked up the scent it was just a matter of enveloping them and closing in to range. If they had just wanted to wipe them out, it would have been trivial work. Instead, they had a higher purpose for these Soviets.
It was clear that this particular Soviet detachment wasn't expecting any real danger. They'd been clashing off and on with Swedish forces, but this unit had fled from where the front had been. As far as they knew they were safe this far out. The sentry was perfunctory. They hadn't yet realized they were wrong.
The sentry had an RPG launcher slung on his back and a Kalashnikov in his hands. Even from this distance Karlsdotter could see the telltale yellow headphone cable of a Sony Walkman cassette player. She knew that they didn't make Walkmen in the Soviet Union. She wondered what unfortunate soul he stole that bit of loot from as she pulled the trigger twice.
The gunshots were deafening.
The sentry jerked in surprise and rolled away, going for cover even as his body betrayed him by going limp.
Karlsdotter managed to put a third shot into him before he hit the ground.
Her platoon surged forward with a smattering of gunshots to suppress the enemy and she followed swiftly behind them, her boots digging into the soft earth as she climbed the shallow hill.
"Take prisoners!" Sergeant Hellström reminded her. Living prisoners meant gathering enemy intel. It was an unwelcome order, but one she intended to obey.
Karlsdotter crested the hill and reached the flat plateau of the road. She reached the downed sentry first and knelt by him as the rest of her platoon paired off and secured the remaining Soviets with gunfire and shouted Russian commands to surrender.
The sentry flopped limply on the ground, his eyes wide, wild, and searching. His eyes found hers. He gaped his bloody mouth at her, trying to speak, plead, beg for help. The bloody gash her round had torn across his throat precluded any of that. It foamed with red fluid which spilled down his neck and collar.
He was young—maybe just a few years older than her—but the dirt, and blood made that hard to tell for sure.
Karlsdotter kicked his rifle out of reach as his blood, bright crimson and thick, spurted with surprising intensity from the gash in his neck across the gravel road. His struggling grew weaker, his eyes became glazed. She watched him as he died bit by bit, waiting until his kicking legs stopped moving completely. His stolen Walkman sat in a spreading pool of blood, dark venous mixed with bright red capillary. One less invader to pollute, rape, and pillage her home.
She set to work checking the body for intel, tossing his pockets. A half empty packet of Soviet-made cigarettes followed a military ID that she couldn't read into the dirt. She pulled a small wad of Swedish krona from his pocket. The bills were ruined, stained with dark blood and pieced with a bullet. She let them fall and scatter in the wind around his body.
With a grunt and a heave, she rolled him face down into the blood pool and checked his remaining pockets. In one she found a small notebook. She fished it out and flipped it open, hoping to see notes, maps, orders, anything of value.
Instead the notepad was filled with sketches, drawings and doodles, a mixture of cartoon characters she recognized, and some she didn't. Prominently among them was a roguish wolf with long, unkempt hair and dressed like a Russian sailor.
"A wolf," she said, eyeing the soldier's body. "It suits you." Karlsdotter dropped the sketchpad on the dead man and stood back up.
The rest of the dead sentry's platoon had been rounded up by her platoon, those that had surrendered quickly enough anyway. She circled the silent BTR to find Hellström gathering the Soviet POWs on the side of the road, their hands on their heads.
Another soldier in her platoon, Bergman, came to stand beside her as they stared at the POWs.
"Wolves," Karlsdotter said.
Bergman nodded. "Looks that way." He thumped the APC with a hand. "No gas if you can believe it. I don't see any officers or NCOs with them either."
"Deserters?" Karlsdotter asked. In truth, she didn't care either way. An invader who followed orders was no different than one who didn't.
Bergman shook his head, "I don't think so. I think they were trying to get back to their lines. Who knows."
Karlsdotter stepped closer to the POWs, eyeing each one of them in turn. There were a half dozen in total and none of them met her gaze. Each was disheveled, dirty, and tired. Their uniforms were stained and torn, a state made worse by the search they were being subjected to as each one was checked for weapons and documents. She watched as military IDs, looted krona, and knick-knacks like cigarettes and chewing gum fell around them.
A captive soldier at the end of this line of prisoners looked up at her. The hate and fear in his eyes came close to matching her own. She looked at his hands clasped on top of his head and jerked his sleeve down to his elbow, revealing a string of watches decorating his arm, four total. Gold and silver, digital and analog. Booty looted from other Swedes no doubt.
He flashed her a toothy smile that she longed to break with the butt of her rifle. Instead she pressed the muzzle of the weapon against his belly, pushing hard against his gut as her finger looped the trigger.
The Soviet's face drained of color, his confident smile turning to shock in an instant.
"Karlsdotter!" Hellström shouted.
She kept the weapon against the Russian's stomach, cold metal on hot flesh. One trigger pull and she could send another one straight to hell. God knew that these thugs deserved it.
God. 
She thought of the Soviet soldier she'd gunned down in the ditch a few days prior. She thought of the way he'd gripped his cross necklace like a drowning man gripping a life preserver. She thought of his limp body and lifeless eyes after she'd finished him off.
Hellström stopped a short distance away. "Ingrid."
She didn't take her eyes off the Russian she held at gunpoint. Sweat beaded down his face, his once smarmy grin was now a rictus smile, his teeth were clenched tight as could be.
Karlsdotter lowered her rifle and looked at Hellström. "Contraband, sergeant." She nodded toward the watches.
Hellström gave a command and another trooper stepped forward to strip the looter of his ill-gotten wealth. He laid a hand on Karlsdotter's arm and steered her away from the POWs. THe barrel of her gun came away from the Russian's gut only reluctantly.
She waited until they were out of sight of the others before speaking. "I know," she said. "I just couldn't—"
"I know," Hellström cut her off. "But this isn't our job. We aren't barbarians. We aren't animals."
"So we let them do whatever they want?" she retorted. "God only knows what they've done to our families! To our homes!"
"Then we make the bastards pay," Hellström said. "But not these bastards. Their war is over. We log them as looters and send them back for processing. This war is far from over. I need to know I can count on you. I don't need a Viking warrior, I need a solider."
Karlsdotter exhaled a shaky breath. "You have one."
Hellström pinned her with his gaze. "Do I?"
She met it evenly. "Yes."
Hellström was unconvinced. He ran his hand over his braided beard and sighed. "You're a fighter, Ingrid. A killer. We're going to need people like you. I recommended you as corporal for a reason. I need to count on you."
She said nothing.
"Do not get yourself wasted on a court martial. We have rules—even if they don't, we do. Understand?"
"I understand."
Hellström thumped her arm, a show of solidarity. "Let's beat them first, then we can make them pay. Yes?"
Ingrid thought of her family, wherever they may be, she thought of her boyfriend Johann, wondering if he was facedown dead somewhere. She took a deep breath and let it out. "Yes," she said. "One at a time."
 
-COMING SOON-
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