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 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The Philadelphia-headquartered Office of Colonial Supply and Transportation (OCST) had been created within a fortnight of the Japanese attack on the new Crown Protectorate of California, and the first ration books had begun to be issued across the East Coast colonies of the Commonwealth of New England some three weeks later in August 1979.  Granted the twenty-twenty precision of hindsight, rationing, a prime component of any command economy, ought to have been introduced after the outbreak of the war in the Pacific before relatively easily anticipated materials and production bottlenecks began to seriously impinge on the general military and industrial mobilisation which had commenced at the height of the conflict with the Triple Alliance. 
 
    Its creation had, in fact, been the principal recommendation of a report written as long ago as 1971 addressing the then thought to be wholly hypothetical question of New England’s role in the event of a major outbreak of hostilities in Europe, penned by a man whose name nobody had ever heard of before the war in the Pacific but who was destined to become the ringmaster of the continental economic reconfiguration from a pre-conflict, traditional laissez-faire colonial model which took advantage of the Imperial Preference regime to a centrally controlled command economy which was to see the great, sleepy industrial leviathan spectacularly awaken from the partial slumber of the preceding decades. 
 
    At the time of the Philadelphia bombing in December 1978, Sir Malcolm Carnegie had been the Deputy Chief Officer of the Department of Industrial Planning at Government House.  Prior to that he had been Assistant Permanent Secretary to the Comptroller of Economic Development in the Colonial Administration of the Crown Colony of Pennsylvania.  He was fifty-nine-years-old when he was helped, bloodied and shocked – but mercifully not seriously injured - from the rubble of his office on Walnut Street opposite the half-collapsed Bank of New England building on that fateful day.  Within days, more or less on the basis that he was the last man standing with a proven background in colonial economic planning, he had been appointed Director of the New England War Planning Office (NEWPO), whose headquarters and over two hundred of its staffers, including its entire executive board – by a sad happenstance, attending its monthly meeting – had been killed in the outrage. 
 
    The OCST was just one of the institutions which emerged under Malcolm, later Sir Malcolm Carnegie’s stewardship of the NEWPO; inevitably, its mandate was to guarantee it its unique place in colonial history even if in terms of its contribution to the overall war effort, its impact was dwarfed by other divisions of what was to become an all-powerful multi-headed hydra tying together what would otherwise have been the significant but uncoordinated efforts of the individual colonies and territories of the Commonwealth of New England.  However, as Carnegie was to record in his memoirs, somewhat plaintively given the opprobrium that fell upon him at the time and adhered to his reputation later: ‘Contrary to the public perception; I was not the man who invented the ration book!’ 
 
    In fact, dusty colonial defence plans drawn up decades earlier – some dating to the latter part of the nineteenth century – had assumed that the rationing of the supply of so-called ‘key strategic minerals and stores’ would be axiomatic in the event of the outbreak of any major conflict based on the hard-won experience of the major industrial powers in the Great War of 1859-66.  However, by the second half of the twentieth century memories of the reality of that truly global international convulsion had faded, and even the members of the Committee for Imperial Defence – deliberating in their gilded, ivory tower in Whitehall – shied away from its political reality, namely the unpleasantness of the very idea, of inflicting rationing on its ‘subjects’ around the world. 
 
    And of course, when it was faced by just such a war, the government of Sir Hector Hamilton was not immediately convinced of the necessity for adopting the targeted rationing of ores, metals, minerals, fuel (mainly crude oil and its refined by-products most notably, petroleum) and certain basic foodstuffs (the latter by price controls rather than physically restricting supply), possibly influenced by the fact that it was not confident it was actually capable of getting the necessary emergency legislation through the Imperial House of Commons.  In this it was probably justified.  Later, when it finally bit the bullet, as it were, and attempted to do the right thing, that is, take the measures dictated by the developing exigencies of the war in the Pacific and acknowledge the need to bolster home and other defences to deter German and Russian opportunism in Europe, Africa and the Middle East, it probably hastened the fall of the final Hamilton administration.  Which, faced by worsening ‘mobilisation bottlenecks and shortages’ meant that the Governor General of the Commonwealth of New England, Lord Washington, was obliged to exercise his vice-regal powers to the full – and eminent constitutionalists still claim excessively and almost certainly beyond the traditionally accepted extent - to introduce an adapted ‘Continental Command Economy’ to facilitate the prosecution of the fight against the Empire of Japan. 
 
    But then what had happened at San Francisco on 8th July 1979, Empire Day no less, had been the rudest of rude wake-up calls: several billion pounds worth of investment had been trashed in a day, nearly fourteen thousand military and civilian casualties had been sustained, not forgetting the abject humiliation of the whole of the British Empire.  In a very real sense, after the loss of eleven warships and over twenty merchantmen, the destruction of dockyards and airfields, the razing of whole townships, and the vast scale of the death and destruction so gratuitously broadcast around the globe within days despite the best efforts of the colonial administration ‘information machine’, the subsequent introduction of rationing was but the thin end of the wedge in terms of the seismic political reverberations of the whole ghastly affair. 
 
    More to the point, among the people of New England, not to mention elsewhere in the Empire, particularly in Australasia and the as yet uninvaded Far East from Burma to Bengal to Ceylon to the Madras Presidency, there was a very real, existentially experienced fear that if the Japanese could so brazenly attack the West Coast of New England then frankly, they could strike anywhere, at any time and that nobody was safe.  That this ‘panic’ was not widely understood back in the Old Country was the cause of immense angst, and no little resentment and infuriation across much of the Empire, and contributed to an inertia within the machinery of the Imperial Civil Service, and Parliament, that was to bedevil the war effort in the Pacific well into 1981.  In that sense, it clearly and permanently damaged the foundations of the century-old Pax Britannia. 
 
    As the Hamilton administration in England lurched from one crisis to another, bleeding support and authority almost by the day it was, therefore, a case of cometh the hour, cometh the man. 
 
    Enter Lord George Nathaniel Washington, a man snatched from virtual obscurity only three years before.  He was an old cavalryman who had retired to his estate at Trinity Crossing in the then Unincorporated Crown Territories of East Texas well over a decade before Santa Anna’s army, navy and air force had briefly threatened to sweep the mish-mash of dependencies, protectorates and imperial holdings in the southwest and the south of New England – the poorest of poor relations to the masters of the First Thirteen and the booming interior territories south of the Great Lakes that sprawled from the Alleghenies to the eastern banks of the Mississippi – into some quasi-theocratic version of historic Nuevo Granada, unintentionally inflicting the dominion of a hideous feudal Catholic crusade across the northern shores of the Gulf of Spain.  In the public imagination, Washington had been the man who had turned the tide against the Triple Alliance, driven the Mexicans back into their own lands, brought down the blood cardinals and dragged Santa Anna to the peace table. 
 
    Following the Japanese attack on San Francisco, Lord Washington, the newly installed Governor of the Commonwealth of New England, as any honourable man in his position would have done in his place even though he was the least culpable of all the major players, had tendered his resignation when, after seven days, the dust had begun to settle.  Thankfully, Hector Hamilton’s by then sinking administration dithered over the designation of an acceptable scapegoat long enough for the King to peremptorily ‘tear up’ His Governor’s resignation letter.  There might have been a constitutional schism of sorts had not Sir Hector Hamilton done the decent thing, and in a stunningly honest, and dignified speech to the House of Commons, accepted ‘as Prime Minister, fully and unreservedly’ all responsibility for ‘the fiasco’.  Thereafter, despite the hypocritical mewling of his ministers in London, the resignation of the Commander-in-Chief in the Pacific (Sir Cedric Blackwood), was similarly rejected, although his superior at Norfolk (Sir Anthony Parkinson) insisted on being allowed to fall upon his sword before, after a short interregnum ‘on the beach’ being reinstated on the Active Service List and accepting an appointment as Third Sea Lord, responsible for naval construction and materiel (including the design and development of all weapons systems carried on board His Majesty’s Ships).  Later in the summer of 1980, he also briefly became Vice-Chief of the Naval Staff, effectively First Sea Lord, Cuthbert Collingwood’s deputy. 
 
     It should be remembered that this governmental, and command and control drama played out in the full glare of the global media as the beleaguered Prime Minister, Sir Hector Hamilton battling like a wounded lion in the following weeks, demonstrated a ruthless, steely propensity to fight to the last drop of his friends’ and loyal ministers’ blood to save his own career, had sacked the Secretary of State for Imperial Defence and all three of his Ministers of State, and allegedly, would have thrown his Foreign and Colonial Secretary to the dogs as well had he not, by then, been too badly wounded politically, to make this second major dismissal ‘stick’.  Thus thwarted, he had resorted to the traditional resort of a party leader with nowhere else to go, announcing an ‘exhaustive inquiry into all aspects of the San Francisco disaster’ under the chairmanship of the former First Sea Lord. 
 
    This latter was just another indication of Hamilton’s fast-waning star because Admiral of the Fleet Lord Frederick Gambier was the very man he had previously elbowed out of the Admiralty in a blaze of controversy from which in retrospect his government had never recovered.  Possibly, the most remarkable aspect of this whole period is that Hector Hamilton somehow managed to keep his enemies at bay so long, with his mortally wounded administration limping on deep into the spring of 1980, by which time the party inherited by his mendaciously ambitious deputy Sir John Maxwell-Clough, had fractured into several bitterly antagonistic sects and had ceased to meaningfully exist as a dominant force in Imperial politics. 
 
    Of course, nothing is ever quite as bad as it seems at the time, and in the aftermath of the Japanese raid on the West Coast, many things were not known, either to the peoples of New England and the wider Empire, or necessarily, to many of the politicians waxing so savagely lyrical about the faults, imagined and in a number of cases real, of the commanders and the capabilities of the imperial forces in California and the Pacific. 
 
    For example, it was not known at the time or for many years afterwards, that even in the midst of the Empire’s single most humiliating defeat, ultra-secret air assets had operationally ‘proved’ the efficacy of a previously speculative, experimental bombing system, sinking a Japanese heavy cruiser and badly damaging an aircraft carrier, or that in addition to the five IJN destroyers sunk or wrecked in San Francisco Bay, a light cruiser had also been so badly damaged that it later had to be scuttled off the California coast.  Moreover, it was not appreciated at the time that the fabled Kido Butai – the IJN’s elite ‘Mobile Striking Force’ - the one major seaborne strike force available to the enemy, with its aircraft almost exclusively manned by the dwindling cadre of instructors and veterans who were vital to train the next generation of Japanese naval aviators, had suffered nearly forty percent aircrew casualties in the two strikes against San Francisco. 
 
    Likewise, although enemy raiding parties had committed a number of atrocities – the worst of these being the massacre of over two hundred civilians, in the main Mexican settlers and traders, and native Indians at Sausalito – including rape and all manner of bestial acts against those so unfortunate as to fall into their hands, and a small number of hostages had subsequently been paraded in Tokyo, the enemy had failed in its objectives to steal working examples, or key components of advanced British technologies.  Worse, some one hundred and twenty Japanese airmen and seamen had been captured and for whatever reason – torture or physical mistreatment was forbidden under New England and general colonial law, and after the first traumatic hours as the battle still raged, treated with meticulous decency – many had proven to be mines of invaluable intelligence about the current condition of the Imperial Navy, the state of mind of the Japanese people and thrown new light on the critical supply issues blighting the armed forces and the home economy of their empire, confirming that however bad things were in New England, the Commonwealth’s problems were as nothing to those already afflicting the Japanese Home Islands.  Military historians are now generally agreed that this knowledge alone offset, in terms of ongoing strategic planning, the timing and the design of the future campaign in the Pacific, any short- to medium-term damage done to the Imperial cause by the Empire Day attack on San Francisco. 
 
    In war as in life, the law of unintended consequences – or as war gamers call it, ‘chance’ – had not inconsiderable, dire long-term consequences for the Japanese. 
 
    Firstly, it brought the Mexican Republic – until then neutral - into the war in the Pacific, cementing an alliance with the British Empire that a year before would have seemed unimaginable.  Several Mexican fighter aircraft had been shot down over San Francisco.  Although this was not a thing that might automatically have provoked President Salvador Fernandez’s country to declare war; additionally, three Mexican registered vessels had been sunk and another damaged in the attack, and over three hundred Mexican nationals had been killed or seriously injured on 8th July.  The Mexican Government had ignored prior Japanese warnings to neutral shipping in its self-declared Pacific ‘war zones’; and was incensed that a country thousands of miles away had taken upon itself the right to dictate the limits to the freedom of navigation of another, neutral and previously friendly, polity’s shipping in waters its navigators had traversed unfettered for literally hundreds of years.  Then, when within days of the attack on San Francisco, two more Mexican ships had been torpedoed and sunk without warning off the West Coast of New England, a declaration of war had become inevitable. 
 
    Secondly, as damaging to the Japanese cause, witnessing the unequivocal Mexican rapprochement with the British, and recognising the Japanese implied threat to their own shipping and territorial integrity brought first Chile, then Peru and by the end of the year both Ecuador and Colombia into the Treaty Organisation of the Americas (TOA) with Mexico and New England dedicated to the defence of the Pacific coast from the tip of Tierra del Fuego in the south to the Beaufort Sea in the north.  Notwithstanding the Royal Navy’s new commitments this entailed in the waters of the west coast of the entire Americas, further delaying the build-up of forces elsewhere in the Pacific, the treaty secured imperial trade routes around Latin America, guaranteeing alternative supplies of industrial minerals critical to the war effort, and in the fullness of time, brought about a general thawing in relations towards the British throughout practically all of the former Spanish and Portuguese colonies of the continent.  More immediately, in time of war, the further strengthening of ties with Mexico and the signing of the TOA in effect, protected pretty much for the foreseeable future, the southern flank of New England and signalled the death knell of any conceivable resurrection of the Triple Alliance. 
 
    The third outcome of what came to be known as the ‘Second Empire Day Atrocity’ was that it again underlined the distance and the slowly-developing emotional dissonance between New England and the Old Country.  Once again, the North American limb of the Empire upon which the sun literally never set, was fighting what it saw as the whole Empire’s war against foreign enemies.  First there had been the conflict with the Triple Alliance, now it was up against the Japanese; inevitably, albeit unjustly, in the streets of the First Thirteen the question was being asked: Why are we fighting alone? 
 
    New England, of course, was not fighting alone but the lack of sensitivity to colonial perceptions, and the decidedly ‘tin ears’ of the Hamilton administration to genuine and heartfelt patriotic concerns voiced throughout New England only tended to lend credence to the suspicion that ‘the English’ were perfectly happy to allow their ‘subjects’ to do most of the fighting and the dying to preserve the integrity of ‘their’ imperium.  This was unfair, given that in both conflicts a greater part of the burden had fallen on the Royal Navy, irrefutably the one empire-wide, largely colour-blind integrated imperial fighting force; but that is to miss the point. 
 
    By the time of the Second Empire Day Atrocity, New Englanders were beginning to feel the pinch of historically significantly heavier business and personal taxation, and at no time in the previous century – even at the height of the Great War - had so many of its young men, and increasingly, its young women, been under arms.  That this was happening in a time of an unprecedented economic boom fuelled by an equally unprecedented – in the twentieth century – military rearmament and mobilisation was lost on many because as it had always been, the notion of taxation without representation was the one real flashpoint of East Coast New England politics. 
 
    Again, the fact that the First Thirteen in particular, was well-represented in the ‘taxing’ Parliament in Westminster tended to be ignored in the rhetorical outpourings of would-be demagogues from New Hampshire to the Carolinas, as the planters of the south found common ground with the merchants and bankers of the north, and in the general tumult of dissent the wicked blandishments of the neo-evangelicals – re-born Puritans by any other name – preached their mantras of Hellfire and separate development, careless of the war raging far away. 
 
    Would this have mattered had imperial governance been in better, steadier hands back in the Old Country?  That is one of the great imponderables of recent history.  It was a strange age; one in which after a fashion the war in the Pacific came to be fought as if it was an enterprise conducted somehow separate from the chaos of political life in the United Kingdom, regardless of the wind of change blowing through not just New England but the whole of the Americas in the early part of that decade. 
 
    Tellingly, crises in the implementation of what was to become an increasingly onerous and intrusive ‘shortage management’ regime, were if not averted then certainly delayed by the calm, paternal language Lord Washington employed to explain its necessity, and how it would be introduced as fairly as possible.  No Governor of New England had ever troubled to regularly address the peoples over who he ruled; but the former Texican rancher and imperial cavalryman, broadcast on radio and television at least once a month and when, as is to be expected in a war, events or news, good or bad, was to be shared with New Englanders. 
 
    In retrospect, that Washington achieved so much in his first year in office without causing what these days we might call a ‘Tea Party’ – after that apocryphal affair in Boston Harbour over two centuries ago – furore among the chattering classes of the First Thirteen is scarcely credible.  Especially, when one recalls that it was during this period that direct and indirect taxation was, in effect, to nearly treble over the space of the next twenty-seven months.  True, this merely brought New England onto the same ‘taxation and spending’ field as the denizens of the Home Counties of England but for millions of more than averagely free-spirited and thinking New Englanders, this would have been unthinkable only five years before. 
 
    Anybody who heard or watched George Washington’s ‘talks’, delivered from beside the fireside of his Williamsburg residence, or from behind his desk in Government House, or from somewhere exotic or out in the wilds on his many travels, could only be reassured by his calm, paternal delivery, and struck by an awareness that they were listening to a man who had ‘seen that, been there and had the scars to show for it’ and that whatever had just gone wrong would turn out to be, in the fullness of time, just a bump in the road. 
 
    New Englanders were the sort of people who always pulled through; and he was on their side. 
 
    Less appreciated at the time was that shortly after his inauguration as Governor, Washington had torn up the ‘somewhat piecemeal’ and ill-directed plans he had inherited and ordered their revision to reflect the needs of a ‘modern’ economy.  It was this new relentlessly incremental, targeted program that the Office of Colonial Supply and Transportation began to put into effect in the autumn of 1979.  The old plans would have meant that the OCST’s primary role would have been to control normal ‘market forces’ by means of strict price controls and from day one, a positively Draconian rationing regime.  Washington demanded industrialists, financiers and the military specify precisely, and to constantly review their needs on a rolling twelve-month basis.  Simultaneously, he instituted a rationing system that only reached its apogee, and really began to ‘bite’, in the late spring of 1980.  He achieved this by allowing strategic reserves to be run down during the winter months, risking a bad harvest that year and unforeseen disruptions to global seaborne trade and the oil production industry in the Middle East; quantifying at every stage the risk-return ratio like the chief executive of a great conglomerate.  Such was the approach he had brought to winning the war with the Triple Alliance, and now it became his hallmark in fighting the war on the Home Front and against the Japanese in the Pacific. 
 
    The first ration books became known as ‘Sugar Books’ because symbolically, the initial tranche of restrictions fell – relatively lightly – on ‘sweetening products’, basically molasses and refined sugar.  Progressively, vehicle production was switched away from private, mostly small car-making, to lorries and tankers of all descriptions, and purely military contracts.  Associated products, tyres, components, lubricants and petrol followed in the second wave of the program, consistent with an economic environment in which demand by private citizens was by then falling.  Less well-advertised, strict credit controls were instituted on the banking sector, tending to drive up the cost of borrowing for individuals while stabilising the cost of financing its debt for the Colonial Exchequer and its banker of last resort in England, vital in the operation of its massively increased bond-reliant – so-called ‘gilts’ - mechanisms for funding the now continental push to re-arm.  Only in the spring of 1980 did households throughout North America begin to feel the pinch on the supply of meats (particularly processed cuts), dairy products, tea, coffee, fresh and preserved fruits, and cooking oils.  Kitchen pots and pans, and the availability of metal cutlery, tobacco – Government House used the exigencies of the war economy to double down on its pre-existing campaign to reduce smoking and to reduce the diseases it caused – and as cotton and other synthetic materials were sucked into the war effort, even clothing fell under the ‘coupon’ system in early 1981. 
 
    And yes, the ‘book’ and ‘coupon’ or ‘stamp’ system was prone to abuse and a thriving black market soon emerged, but the bigger picture was that in its first year, rationing succeeded in practically all its objectives.  Supply bottlenecks were substantially alleviated, allowing war production to continue apace, across the continental economy production redundancies were reduced and efficiencies achieved, and as academic nutritionists had claimed, many people began – because they had no choice – to consume inherently healthier diets.  Nobody went hungry, or rather, hungrier than they needed to be to maintain body and soul, and the New England war machine continued to gear up towards its mighty, planned sustainable zenith in the autumn of 1981. 
 
    It was only much later when it was realised that back in the Old Country, and elsewhere across the Empire that local rationing had ‘barely touched’ the sides and in most places, been only symbolic, that New Englanders in significant numbers finally began to rebel against the iniquities, real and imagined, that they had suffered in the fight against the existential enemies of the entire British Commonwealth of nations. 
 
    And that, was when the trouble really began… 
 
      
 
    Notes of a speech delivered to the History Faculty and students of Long Island University, quoted in New England at War, Albert Stanton [published by the Albany Publishing Corporation, 1994]. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 8th July 1980 
 
    Alhambra Avenue 
 
    Los Medones Military Estate 
 
    County of Costa Contra, Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    The fifty-six-year-old editor of the Alto California Messenger, the only newspaper printed in both English – and a smaller Spanish – print run every night and distributed around the whole Bay Area every morning, parked up outside the neat, prefabricated Standard Officer Married Accommodation Unit Category 2C. 
 
    Notwithstanding his greying hair and sparingly built, angular frame he had gained something of a spritely step in the last year.  His good fortune had been so surprising, not least to him, that most mornings he was tempted to pinch himself to make sure he was not dreaming.  Twelve months ago, he had never really expected his ‘great idea’ of becoming the first independent – that is, non-governmental – newspaper publisher in the infant proto-colony of Alto California; and he had certainly not anticipated becoming a close family friend of perhaps the West Coast’s most famous couple. 
 
    Abe Lincoln had moved his wife and little ones into the SOMAUC/2C home – a step up in size and amenity from the family’s previous abode on the Little Hill Estate on the other, western side of the Oakland Hills.  Not that they had enjoyed that little hutment overlong before the Japanese burned it down.  The Lincolns, like so many survivors and the majority of the settlers who had poured into the Bay Area last autumn and during the winter, had been forced to live under canvas for the best part of six months awaiting new accommodation. 
 
    Commander Abraham Lincoln, RNAS, the holder of both the Navy Cross for Valour (for his martial exploits early in the war with the Mexicans), and the Distinguished Service Order (Non-combat) for his medical service under fire throughout the day of the attack on San Francisco exactly a year ago, had shipped out bound for the Sandwich Islands soon after he had finished his conversion to flying Goshawk IVs in mid-April. 
 
    Last year, after witnessing the fire-bombing of one emergency casualty clearing station, nearly drowning when a near miss had blasted him into the icy waters of the bay, and then labouring for twenty-four hours straight in the makeshift sick bays of the heavy cruiser Culloden, saving the lives of countless men, women and many, many terribly injured children, Abe was never going to do other than to head west with the Fleet, seeking righteous retribution.  He had swapped his surgeon’s gown for his pilot’s wings, and been posted in command of 844 Naval Air Squadron, currently re-forming on Oahu ahead of assignment to its next carrier.  That his elder half-brother, Alexander, had once briefly led this same formation had been a source of immense pride to him; as had Alex’s promotion to Captain and appointment as Lord Washington’s Senior Naval Liaison Officer in Philadelphia. 
 
    Alex was now almost completely recovered from the wounds which had nearly, and by rights ought to have been, the death of him during OPERATION PRESTIGE, the daring carrier-launched air strike against the Japanese Home Islands some fifteen months ago.  He and his heiress wife Leonora – presently expecting the couple’s second child – had become glittering stars in the First Thirteen’s social firmament.  More importantly, Alex with his indefatigable, bulldog, never-say-die optimism and knack for delivering pithy, punchy one liners had quickly become the darling of the Government House Press Corps, even though his main duties were simply, if ‘simply’ was not an oxymoron in this case, to facilitate the lines of communication between the Governor of the Commonwealth and his relatively newly installed naval supremo, Admiral Sir Jules Thomas Henri de Cuverville, a man renowned to be every bit as pugnacious as Lord Washington’s ‘half-tamed’ naval fighter ace. 
 
    Tom Paine had heard that the third Fielding-Lincoln brother, Bill, had come out to the West Coast fairly early on.  He was something called a ‘senior flight systems engineer’, a Warrant Officer engaged on, insofar as he could establish, ‘secret’ work at a desert base somewhere in the South West.  Abe, of course, was a man of few words when it came to his brothers, whereas Kate, who was the glue that kept the siblings and their affairs connected, was a veritable font of knowledge. 
 
    It was Kate who had put Tom back in contact with his illustrious literary nephew, Albert Stanton and a circle of East Coast friends that included Melody Nash née Danson, some of whose adventures in Spain his nephew had shared. 
 
    Oh, yes, the boy was definitely a chip off the old block… 
 
    Tom clambered to his feet, stretched, letting the warm late evening sun play on his face. 
 
    Kate Lincoln danced down the steps to laughingly hug her visitor.  He reciprocated, taking the opportunity to plant an uncle-niece pecking kiss on Kate’s brow before breaking the clinch.  In a moment, little Tom, the Lincoln’s three-year-old first born was in his arms, attempting to gleefully use him as an impromptu climbing frame. 
 
    Abe had taken the older man aside the day before he shipped out for the Sandwich Islands: ‘Take care of Kate and the kids…the way you did on Empire Day last year…’ 
 
    Kate had held back the tears until her husband was gone; Tom had not.  As to those days last year when he, Kate and the little ones had fled into the wilderness to escape the Japanese air raids; his protests that Kate had been looking after him as much as he had been looking after her in the days before they decided it was safe to come out of hiding, had fallen on deaf ears with Abe.  Granted, those had been fraught times, with Jap raiders and shot down airmen marauding in the hills but even so, he felt a fraud in the face of suggestions he had done anything brave, let alone heroic. 
 
    Tom was under no illusion that it was his encounter with and subsequent well-known friendship with the couple that had, literally, turned his life around.  Ironically, he had tried and failed to engineer an introduction to Abe and Kate in the weeks before last year’s Empire Day disaster, seeking to exploit them to make a new start in California. 
 
    Then fate had intervened. 
 
    He had planned to call at the couple’s house on Castro Street the evening of that day a year ago, fled to the hills like everybody else when the Japs firebombed the neighbourhood and by chance, fallen in with the group Kate had led to safety.  The rest was history.  Somehow, he had become practically a fifth member of their family, ceasing if not overnight, certainly in the weeks and months since to be no longer the failed grifter but a respected elder of their little tribe.  Suddenly, it was as if his lifetime of missteps, self-destructive relationships, and drifting from one calamity to another, had happened to somebody else, not him. 
 
    The weird thing was that he had confessed so many of those former sins to them and they…had not cared.  Kate had met him on the day of the Japanese attack, Abe a little later and they were more interested in, and trusted, the Tom Paine they knew, the man standing in front of them; everything which had gone before was, well, ancient history.  He might not believe in absolution; they did and his guarded confessions of past malfeasance and of a life largely wasted, were to them unambiguous earnests of his redemption. 
 
    More recently, primarily through Kate’s intercession, his partial rapprochement with his one-time favourite nephew, Albert Stanton, had opened doors and made the connections necessary for him to run The Messenger on a slightly less hand-to-mouth basis.  Needless to say, knowledge of his association with the Lincolns had of itself gifted him a credibility that had enabled him to get his foot in the door with the hard-pressed post-disaster colonial administration, and secured seed-funding to get him started in his new enterprise from the local Naval Bureau of Information, not to mention from a number of small investors.  Make no mistake, but for the faith and moral support of his young friends he would not be – for the moment, and for however long the dream lasted - California’s leading newspaper man.  He would die before he let them down; they trusted him intuitively, unquestioningly, and nobody had ever done that before. 
 
    A more sentimental man would have presumed to think of Kate as the daughter he had never had; which would have been yet another lie, for he had offspring by two wives, and likely, other children he did not even know of because that was the life he had led, and the sort of man he had been in his younger days.  The oddest thing was waking up most mornings to discover that one still felt comfortable in one’s own skin… 
 
    He followed Kate inside, easing the boy on his shoulder to the ground just inside the door.  The scent of a meaty stew bubbling on the stove wafted into his face.  In a moment Kate was beckoning him into the kitchen to sip at a wooden ladle she was holding for his approval. 
 
    Tom Paine did not even think of inquiring exactly what ‘critters’ from the nearby woods Kate might have thrown into the pot.  Whereas, the majority of the new Californians came from urban backgrounds and lived in fear of the bugs and snakes and scuttling things, furry or reptilian that lived in the hills overlooking the valley either side of the meandering creek that flowed down to the waters of the northern bay where the outflows of the San Joachim and the Sacramento Rivers met, to her the local fauna and flora were resources, earth’s bounty to be harvested.  But then Kate was, of course, pure-bred Mohawk; she had grown up in the forests of the ancestral lands of the Iroquois Nation, named in her native tongue Tekonwenaharake; ‘her voice travels through the wind’ in English, - notwithstanding her late father had always insisted that it sounded even more poetic in the native Kanien'keháka –had been brought up to respect and revere the natural world; and was afraid of nothing in it. 
 
    “That’s,” he thought about it, “different,” he grinned, eying the cookpot. 
 
    Kate giggled and shook her head. 
 
    “It needs more herbs,” she declared.  The shelves of the estate’s general depot were plentifully stocked again, and had been for some weeks as the reconstruction effort began to give way to the consolidation phase of several of the mind-bogglingly huge infrastructure projects ongoing all around San Francisco’s great bays.  Nonetheless, Kate still preferred to forage for natural, God-given ingredients for her kitchen, anything to brighten up the bland fare now available again in cut-priced, subsidised abundance.  “There’s something like fennel, and a mild-scented garlic, and roots of all sorts if you can be bothered to dig them up just a few feet from the foundations of the house,” she explained, moving to get out cups and saucers. 
 
    Tom Paine was soon sipping black coffee.  If he had ever been an English gentleman his peripatetic life in the saddle and years spent in the Southwest had bred a preference for the ‘Mexican’ brew, as so many Texicans called coffee. 
 
    Kate burbled happily through the open door as she tended pots on the stove, while keeping one eye on her little ones.  Little Tom, in his fourth year already, and Neta, her third were veritable bundles of inexhaustible energy, constantly on the move except for when, rarely, they rested, exhausted.  Both children’s birth names had been Anglicised, small concessions to the White Man’s world in which husband and wife thrived. 
 
    Little ‘Tom’ was really Tsiokwaris, ‘Black Raven’, in memory of Kate’s father.  ‘Neta’ was Kahntineta – ‘she makes the grass wave’ – in honour of an elder of the Kempton tribal community north of the New England border in the Canadian lands where in the year after the Empire Day outrages of 1976, the couple had found sanctuary. 
 
    “So, tell me about Lord Washington’s visit to the Presidio last Saturday?”  Kate demanded, catching her guest a little off guard.  As always, the musical, soothing rhythms of her voice had chased away his lingering demons, convinced him that all was well with the world when, patently, it was not.  She went on without stopping for breath: “And tell me what he is really like now that you’ve met him?” 
 
    “Oh, dear,” the man murmured, needing time to gather his wits.  “That’s a lot of questions all in one!” 
 
    Kate apologised with a giggle, stepped from the kitchen to sweep Neta into her arms and to settle at the table – a functional, unpretentious Navy Issue rectangular dining table designed to sit up to six – to calm her daughter and give a little more of her attention to her friend. 
 
    “Were you a bag of nerves?”  She inquired, gently teasing. 
 
    “Not quite,” he countered, grimacing.  “But the man is,” he hesitated, weighing his words carefully, “impressive.  No nonsense, the moment you walk into the room you know that he owns it, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    Kate nodded. 
 
    She had read her friend’s long editorial cum interview report in yesterday’s Alto California Messenger.  The Governor had said a lot of very nice things about the ‘settler community’ and liberally distributed praise. 
 
    “He looked me straight in the eye and I knew that he knew all about me, my misspent youth and less than distinguished life,” Tom admitted wanly.  “And then he moved on, as if to say that was then and this is now.  It was the strangest thing, that and the fact he made a point of saying ‘everything we say today is on the record’.  Normally, senior officials, and people in politics tell you point blank that you can’t quote them unless they give you permission in triplicate, signed in blood.  Not that he actually said a great deal.  I asked him about the hiatus in the war in the Pacific and he smiled and said: ‘We have all the time in the world; our enemies do not.  Be patient.’  He was more interested in talking about the ‘race to colonisation’, bringing the whole continent under formal ‘chartered’ Crown government.”  He shook his head: “I think the argument is that once a territory receives its Royal Charter of Colonisation, it can be taxed like the First Thirteen.” 
 
    Tom Paine stared into space for a moment. 
 
    “You won’t see it in the ACM, or reported anywhere else,” he confided, quietly as if worried that the timber walls around them had ears, ‘but a certain Colonel Nash, once of the Imperial Security Service, was keeping a low profile in the Governor’s entourage.” 
 
    “Melody’s husband?”  Kate exclaimed. 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “I suspect that he might have been in charge of the Governor’s close security detail.  He was in plain clothes, obviously.  Under cover, and all that.” 
 
    Kate digested this. 
 
    She and Melody Nash née Danson corresponded irregularly.  Melody was not one for committing baby talk and every infantile development to paper; that was just not her and she did not pretend otherwise.  That said, she always responded politely, interestedly to Kate’s news and inquiries, and seemed keen to maintain contact via Kate with the affairs of the three Fielding-Lincoln brothers – Alex, Bill and Abe – and with Albert and Maud Stanton.  Melody had a lot on her plate; her renewed legal career, her developing involvement in the feminist movement in New York, while bringing up three young children hardly left much time for anything else. 
 
    She recollected that in her last letter Melody had mentioned without elaborating that Paul planned to ‘resume his military career’. 
 
    Bill Fielding had looked Kate up a couple of times.  He had been more relaxed the second time, only last week, and Kate hoped he would keep in touch.  He was a Warrant Officer, First Class (Avionics Systems), whatever that was, these days stationed at Sacramento, leastways a box number at CAF Sacramento was his postal address.  She had asked if she was allowed to tell anybody and he had chuckled. 
 
    ‘That’s no secret,’ he had assured her. 
 
    Bill was a leaner version of himself than when she had first met him years ago when she was just a teenager.  They said he had once been in with the Getrennte Entwicklung – separate development – crowd; but Bill had always been pleasant, respectful towards her if a little reserved, as he had been with Abe for as long as she had known the brothers.  Some families were just like that, there was no accounting for it. 
 
    “Did you ever get to go snake hunting with the Consul General’s daughter?”  Tom Paine asked. 
 
    Isabella Rodríguez Montero, the daughter of the Mexican Consul, was a herpetologist attached to the new University of San Francisco.  Her special area of research was rattlesnakes. 
 
    “No, not yet, one day, I hope.  I don’t know why she thinks I can tell her anything she doesn’t already know.  She’s a scientist, I’m only a…” 
 
    “A woman who has lived most of her life in daily contact with the natural world?” 
 
    Kate decided her stew needed stirring. 
 
    The man was smelling bread baking now. 
 
    He savoured his coffee, the chance to sit in a pool of quietness far from the hustle and bustle of downtown San Francisco.  Up here in the wooded valley of the Walnut Creek, at this time of year nearly dried up but in winter some days a real river, topping its banks, he felt utterly at ease with the world. 
 
    “It’s funny what you remember, what you think about sometimes,” Kate said, faraway for a moment.  “My father,” she went on, as if musing out aloud, “gave my marriage to Abe his blessing when we were both young.  We shared our bed for many summers; I think Abe’s mother knew.  It was a long time later that we were married in the sight of the world; all for the sake of the white man’s,” she frowned, “sensibilities,” pausing as if unsure this was the right word.  “He told me that our tribe had to make sacrifices to live in the white man’s country; just as the white men had had to make compromises to live under the tyranny of the great king across the sea.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “There are times when living in this world is still very strange to me, Tom,” she shrugged.  “I have seen the great king, and his wife on the television and heard them speak on the radio.  He sounds like a kind, wise man and she is like a mother to us all.” 
 
    Tom Paine waited patiently. 
 
    “Am I wrong, Tom?”  She finished. 
 
    “My, my,” he smiled.  “That’s a big question.  Where did all that come from?” 
 
    Kate had gone back to stirring the pot. 
 
    She returned to the table, beckoning Neta who was crawling towards the open front door to detour her way.  Her daughter swayed upright and tottered to her to be swept up in Kate’s arms. 
 
    “Something in that book, that’s all.  Isaac Fielding’s book…” 
 
    “Two Hundred Lost Years?”  Tom tried to hide his surprise that she had read the scurrilous tome. 
 
    “We read it.  Abe and me.  To understand, just to understand what made Isaac do what he did...” 
 
    Tom Paine contemplated this at length, aware that Kate was in no hurry.  The stew would be stewed when it was stewed and not a moment sooner. 
 
    “There’s a lot in that book that folk can agree about,” he began.  “But Isaac Fielding didn’t write it to speak to the way we live now.  Actually, he didn’t write much of it at all, he plagiarised, twisted and shamelessly corrupted another, less well-known book written around the time of the rebellion two hundred years ago but I’ll talk about that in a minute,” Tom explained.  “The way I understand it, Isaac was a self-obsessed rabble-rouser with a history of selling out his friends and playing dirty tricks for whoever paid him best.  He wasn’t even a real academic; that was why he never got tenure in the Twin Colony, not even back in the day when he still had friends in the ISS…” 
 
    “What other book?”  Kate inquired, her brow furrowing. 
 
    Tom was suddenly self-conscious.  He ran a distracted hand through his still thick, silvery hair. 
 
    “A book by a man for whom, whether by happenstance or intent on the part of my parents, I find myself named for.  A man from whom, I am told all we Paine’s are descended from although I know my illustrious nephew, Albert, says that’s all hogwash.  Nonetheless, I find myself the son of a middlingly literary family and my given name is Thomas, or just plain Tom, when pressed the I confess I have always preferred the diminutive.” 
 
    Kate was not veiling her confusion. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he smiled his apology, “the man whose work Isaac Fielding, and presumably, back in the day, his collaborators traduced was a fellow called Thomas Paine.” 
 
    Kate bounced Neta on her lap. 
 
    Her daughter grizzled a little then squeaked with pleasure, big eyes fixed on the man’s face. 
 
    “Thomas Paine was actually born Thomas Pain – without the ‘e’ – in Thetford, that’s in Norfolk in the Old Country around 1736 or 1737.  We don’t know his date of birth or very much about him or his early life, or in fact much about him at all, for reasons that will become apparent in a moment.  What we do know is that he was a dissenter in an age which treated dissent much like it treated leprosy.  Not to put too fine a point on it, he was a bit before his time, one might say.  He was a philosophical political thinker and ultimately, a revolutionary who escaped to the New World sometime in 1774, probably with the help of another secessionist troublemaker called Benjamin Franklin.  As an aside, my parents’ sense of humour is no doubt to blame for my middle name also being that of a prominent dissenter.” 
 
    Kate smiled sympathetically at this juncture. 
 
    Note to myself; stop taking myself so seriously! 
 
    “You must remember that 1774 was only two years before the decisive battle of the rebellion, the Battle of Long Island in August 1776.  It was in the winter of 1775-76 that, Thomas Paine wrote a book, a forty-seven page pamphlet in its first edition, in which he made an impassioned, and fair-minded, reasoned case for the people of the First Thirteen, then the only English colonies in New England, to rise up against the British.  Entitled Common Sense and structured like a long sermon, a form that would have been intimately familiar to the people of that somewhat more Godly - certainly in terms of the observance of religious rites, era - the book walks its readers through the moral and political grounds for seeking an independent, egalitarian – democratic, in essence – society free of foreign, or tyrannical influence.  Almost as soon as it was published, in January 1776, it became the political and ideological ‘bible’ of the revolt.  Conceivably, Common Sense might be one of the most important, and certainly one of the most inflammatory political theses of all time.” 
 
    Kate asked the obvious question: “Why have I never heard of it?  Or of a famous writer called Thomas Paine?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s because dear old Tom Paine, along with Benjamin Franklin and most of the other intellectual heavyweights of the revolutionary movement did not survive 1776, and afterwards, the British Government went to extraordinary lengths to bury them and all their works.  To the eighteenth-century mind, the then British Government thought it had done a jolly good job making the evidence disappear.  And actually, they did a damned good job; it has taken two centuries to piece together some of the historiography behind Common Sense, Tom Paine’s life and his rightful place in the story of New England’s first and thus far, only civil war.” 
 
    “But Isaac Fielding must have read that book?” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Perhaps, partial texts of as many as half-a-dozen copies are known to have survived the extirpation campaign of the post-1776 period.  For some years after 1776, it was a capital offence to own a copy, and if one was found in your house, or among your possessions you could find yourself clapped in irons and packed off to Australia to a penal camp for the rest of your short, nasty life.  But yes, if the rumours are true that Isaac Fielding was once an ISS agent engaged in the sort of dirty tricks conspiracy theorists delight in; he might well have had access to one of the near complete manuscripts of Common Sense that are believed to be kept under lock and key at the Imperial Records Office in England.  Philologists – people who study languages and their relation to each other – literary historians, and political scientists are all agreed that Isaac Putnam was not the only author of Two Hundred Lost Years.  The book is a rather torrid, over-long sermon-like diatribe; stylistically, it’s a hotchpotch, possibly the work of as many as three or four hands.  The one thing most of the ‘experts’ agree on is that ‘probably’ one of those was Thomas Paine himself because his prose forms the core of the book, albeit much monkeyed around with by a bunch of literary pygmies.  So, to return to your question; yes, I think, as do many other hugely better qualified and learned scholars of the literature and the history of his times, that Isaac Fielding’s book is an updated, almost satirical pastiche of Common Sense.” 
 
    Tom forced a tight-lipped near rictus smile; afraid that in his enthusiasm he must have come across as a patronising old pedant.  He was immensely relieved that Kate had clearly not taken offence. 
 
    “Oh,” she murmured, thoughtfully.  “So, that was why they were so afraid of it, you think?” 
 
    The man smiled. 
 
    Clever girl… 
 
    Two Hundred Lost Years was nothing short of Common Sense re-written, cack-handedly in purple prose, for the modern age and in its way, as dangerous to the status quo of the Empire. 
 
    Kate nodded, wondering if it was time to check on the bread in the oven. 
 
    “But it is only a book,” she said. 
 
    “Only a book,” Tom whistled.  “I believe it was the Bard, old Bill Shakespeare who coined an epithet to the effect that: ‘many wearing rapiers are afraid of goosequills.’. Or, in effect, the pen can be mightier than the sword.” 
 
    Far from feeling she was being patronised, Kate loved to hear her friend waxing lyrical.  He was one of life’s natural talkers and unlike others, he was endlessly…interesting, funny, like a teacher …a wise man. 
 
    “If you’ll forgive the analogy,” Tom put to her, “from the point of view of the Roman Catholic Church, whose great men know that the canonical New Testament that has come down to us through the ages is just a digest of bits and pieces cherry-picked by the early fathers of the church, nothing seemed quite so dangerous in later years as people going back to the original, fragmentary source materials and attempting to rewrite, correct if you like, the omissions and bare-faced lies and inaccuracies of the ‘approved’ text in their Bible.  The Inquisition tortured and murdered thousands over the course of hundreds of years.  In New England, religious fundamentalists burned people who did not subscribe to their version of Christianity as heretics, or witches in the early years of the colonisation of the First Thirteen.  Thus, faced by revolution, the British ruthlessly hunted down and destroyed copies of Common Sense and after they had made an example of a few of the ringleaders of the rebellion, - George Washington was already dead, so once they had executed, or in the case of Thomas Paine disappeared him and a few more traitors, like Ben Franklin just to discourage the others - by the end of 1776 the war was over and done with.  To wit, two-hundred-and-four years later, here we are.  And as you said, our latter-day King George cuts an affable, fatherly figure by the standards of tyrants down the years.  But, when all was said and done, my blessed parents, damn their twisted souls, saw fit to name me for the man whose pen might well have proven mightier than the sword, and liberated New England from the British over two hundred years ago.” 
 
    Kate had decided that she was not going to ask her friend another question until after she had put their meal on the table.  She handed Neta to the man. 
 
    “I think dinner is ready,” she smiled. 
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    Thursday 10th July 1980 
 
    Governor’s Residence, 
 
    Williamsburg 
 
    Crown Colony of Virginia 
 
      
 
    Lord George Washington, the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England, had risen early that morning to sift through the heap of supposedly urgent paperwork which had accumulated in his gubernatorial in-tray in his seven-day whistle-stop tour of the West Coast.  Of course, travelling by flying boat employing his own souped-up C class aircraft, the Constance; because of the distances involved he had spent the best part of eighty hours in the air.  Understandably, he was feeling a little ‘lagged’, a new-age malady that so many people increasingly complained of as longer-distance air travel became more common. 
 
    His physicians claimed that travelling from east to west was usually fine; that after all, was ‘chasing’ the sun.  It was coming back that was the problem and that morning was not the first such morning after a long return flight from somewhere in the distant west, that he had experienced a certain mild physiological and cerebral…discombobulation.  The ‘experts’ said the ‘syndrome’ would only get worse as the speed of aircraft doubled and inevitably trebled in the coming years, and the distances flown became even longer. 
 
    However, this at least was one thing that the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England could safely defer until another day.  He sipped his tea, now grown cold as he pondered the conclusions of the report he had just read, with half-an-ear listening to his ‘summer’ Government House awakening around him.  Daybreak was always the best time of day for an old soldier like him, in the stillness there was clarity, a chance to order one’s thoughts before the hustle and bustle of the new day impinged. 
 
    The Constance – renamed in honour of his daughter by Imperial Airways when Government House took a two-year charter on the former ‘Cromwell’ – had collected Washington’s party at the nearby pier on the James River and flown first to Vancouver in British Columbia, with a fuelling stop at Thunder Bay.  The next destination had been Sinclair Inlet, a sea loch on the western shore of Puget Sound where a massive half-built fleet naval base was under construction, thence a short ‘hop’ to HMS Talbot, the dockyard complex and naval logistical hub at the southern end of what was really, to all intents, a great inland sea in the heart of the Sammamish tribal lands of the north western territories of the newly ‘chartered’ Crown Colony of Oregon.  The Governor had spent his third night away from Virginia as the guest of CAF Milton, which, he was confidently assured by the Chief of Staff of the – since 1st January re-classified – ‘Continental’ Air Force, was now the biggest air base in the Americas. 
 
    The CAF had kept its acronym but the scale of its mobilisation and its breakneck expansion had reduced its former designations as just a ‘local’ Colonial institution to a wholly inappropriate anomaly.  While it might have been meaningful when it comprised no more than a few hundred string-bag, dope and canvas biplanes, as its pre-war establishment rocketed from less than five thousand men and rarely more than 150 serviceable aircraft towards a front line hostilities strength of around a million personnel and a projected inventory of around eighteen thousand aircraft of some forty different types dwarfing the Royal Air Force’s present, less slowly growing world-wide presence, Washington had had no problem authorising the modification of the nomenclature of his air force. 
 
    From Tacoma the Constance had flown his party down to San Francisco’s northern bay.  On shore a helicopter had carried him to CAF Sacramento, a sprawling base which now served as the Upper California ‘air logistical hub’ and accommodated the West Coast (South) Combined Training School, where the CAF conducted the operational training of the majority of its scout and bomber pilots, sharing facilities with the only slightly smaller Naval Advanced Flying College, which taught its pupils how to ply their trade from the moving deck of an aircraft carrier at sea.  After another overnight stay, the CAF had flown him south and east to the curiously named HMS Cybil, which overlay a vast dried up lake on the floor of the Antelope Valley, whose nearest neighbour was the old Mexican settlement of ‘The Angels’ at San Pedro Bay, a place rapidly turning into a chaotic boom town as its small derelict harbour was opened up to speed the inflow of the people and the materials – most of them from south of the border – to build the roads and railways that were fast inter-connecting not just the widely separated emergent towns and military bases of old Alto California but the whole length of the West Coast. 
 
    HMS Cybil had been…a revelation. 
 
    It was where the CAF and the Naval Air Service tested its latest aircraft and weapons systems, and worked out how best to make those terrifying toys work to their most spectacular effect. 
 
    The Commander of the CAF’s High Speed Flight, Brigadier Donald Nash, a hero of OPERATION PRESTIGE and the first man to shoot down a Japanese warplane with an air-to-air guided missile – or rather, not one but two Falcon scouts over San Francisco Bay last year – had taken Washington for a ‘joy ride’ in the back seat of a brute of an aeroplane, called the Raptor.  Goodness, that had been an experience he was not going to forget in a hurry, if ever… 
 
    Connie, his daughter had been green with envy and not remotely quiescent when he forbade her to ape his ‘joyriding’ while they were in California.  It had, after all, been her first trip ‘on the road’ – acting in her words as his ‘road manager’, much in the way in kinder times, the late Henrietta De L’Isle had acted for her father – since the birth of her son.  Inevitably, there had been a veritable queue of dashing ‘test’ pilots willing to take her flying in the eighteen hours the slimmed down, ‘lean and mean’ in Constance’s vernacular, travelling gubernatorial entourage had been in the Antelope Valley. 
 
    Afterwards, the caravan had moved back up to San Francisco to celebrate Empire Day, to remember the dead of last year’s attack, and to lay wreaths on a dozen memorials to that sad day. 
 
    The Mexican Republic’s newly appointed Ambassador and Plenipotentiary Extraordinaire to the Governor’s Office of New England, had joined Washington’s party for the final engagement of his tour of the West Coast at San Diego, where massive works had already commenced to construct a permanent joint Royal Navy-Armada de Mexico naval base and air station. 
 
    Washington had soon discovered that the man his Mexican allies had sent to New England with virtual diplomatic carte blanche to ‘do what needed to be done’ to ‘strengthen’ and to ‘set in stone’ ideally for ‘generations to come’ a ‘true partnership’ with the peoples of New England, was a much more interesting man than his somewhat out of date, former reputation had led him to expect.  Four years ago, forty-three-year-old Admiral Count Carlos Federico Gravina y Vera Cruz, had been the well-fed, arrogant Chief Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the Armada de Nuevo Granada, and High Admiral of the Fleets of the Triple Alliance.  Those once seemingly invincible fleets were gone now, as was the haughty disdain in his green-brown eyes, reflecting not only the last effects of the critical injuries he had survived only by the grace of the skill of a remarkable New England naval surgeon, and the knowledge that had ‘the English’ wished it, one of their viceroys would today, probably be enthroned in the Valley of Mexico, and his country in ruins. 
 
    These days, Gravina cut a leanly dapper figure, a man greying a little before his time who largely eschewed the braggadocio of his former fine uniforms, and was accompanied everywhere in public with his wife, Donna Luciana, a plump, charming, effervescent woman whose captivating smile had been a well-guarded secret in those now, unreal years before the war.  The couple had already made plans to install their five young children, the youngest just three and the eldest ten, to attend private English-speaking nurseries and schools in Philadelphia, and made a virtue of the ongoing housing shortages in the city by deliberately electing as their official residence a relatively modest old planter mansion on its outskirts.  Not for the Count and Countess the crowded five-star luxury of the country hotels now overflowing with the senior members of a plethora of foreign consular legations in the colonial capital. 
 
    Gravina had privately confessed to Washington that he felt a ‘deeply personal’ responsibility and regret, and therefore culpability, for the atrocities Cuban and Dominican officers and men serving under him had committed against service personnel and civilians during the war. 
 
    ‘I failed in my duty to properly oversee, and to instil in those under my command the constraints of the customary rules of warfare.’  As to his own conduct in the recent conflict: ‘Our biggest mistake was to commence hostilities without a formal declaration of war.  I share responsibility for this and my conscience will never rest easy.’ 
 
    Washington had accepted this. 
 
    ‘War is a filthy business; none of us have clean hands.’  With a shrug, he had moved on.  ‘I thank God that you and I will never again take up arms against each other.’ 
 
    Gravina and his wife had flown back to the First Thirteen on the Constance; it had been an opportunity too good to miss for the Washingtons and their Mexican guests to get to know each other better. 
 
    Back in the Old Country the new incumbents at the Colonial Office wanted to be ‘hands on’ in the implementation of what they persistently misnamed ‘The Mexican Treaty’; the document was actually entitled ‘The Laredo Accord’ because it was close to that shattered town on the Rio Grande where the initial ‘peace’ talks had been held.  Washington knew that the one thing that was guaranteed to impede progress was the dead hand of Whitehall bureaucracy. 
 
    Even had the men and women now comprising the Imperial Government, an unlikely coalition of communalists, bickering trades guild vested interest groups, libertarians and old-fashioned Whigs and liberals glued together by little other than the charismatic loquacity of the Honourable Sir Stanley Harris, a man generally regarded as ‘the accidental Prime Minister’, wanted to micro-manage the affairs of New England, few of them had yet acquired any kind of grasp of the realities of the obstacles in their path. 
 
    That said, Harris was a fascinating man.  He was the second son of the Earl of Canterbury, a former England cricketer and a raconteur of legendary notoriety who had come to politics relatively late in life and to his astonishment become the voice and then the leader of the National Liberal Party shortly after the Submarine Treaty had separated its adherents from the mainstream ‘Liberal and Conservative’ movement.  Harris had always been a voice in the wilderness until the War with the Triple Alliance and the shocking revelations that the Submarine Treaty had been a sham, a smokescreen behind which the Empire had been developing technologies of untold scientific potential and any number of weapons of mass destruction.  He was a man with a German-born mother and grandmother with a wide circle of relations and lifelong friends in Germany, who wrote and spoke the language fluently with a distinct, Prussian ‘clip’; he had been appalled by what his country had been doing and re-dedicated his political endeavours to the ousting and shaming of the men responsible ever since.  Broadly speaking, his policy in opposition had been that anything which had either Sir Hector Hamilton’s or Sir George Walpole’s fingerprints on it was to be consigned to the dustbin of history, regardless of the damage it was likely to do to the Empire’s ongoing strategic geopolitical vital interests.  Oh, and at the time of Washington’s installation in Government House, the then Leader of the Liberals and now the Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury of the British Empire had unequivocally condemned the appointment of an ‘obscure soldier-colonial’ as the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England. 
 
    Washington had flown to London to ‘informally consult’ with the new Prime Minister earlier that summer.  Man-to-man Harris was a personable, gregarious presence but like many people who like to call themselves ‘liberal’ he was in many ways, contrarily ill-liberal in his world view and assorted prejudices.  In other words, his philosophy was that although everybody deserved a fair crack of the whip, some people deserved it more than others, and ‘colonials’ were, when all was said and done, ‘others’.  Privately, Washington suspected Harris regarded him as a compliant tool of the former, Hamilton administration and had he had the power to so do, he would have sacked him by now. 
 
    In fact, he expected that Harris was likely to request his resignation when he visited London again next month to make his first ‘formal’ annual report to Parliament upon his tenure in Philadelphia.  Washington had not yet decided how he felt about that; however, before he came to any rash conclusions he planned to seek the advice of the only man on Earth whose opinion mattered, His Majesty the King, under whose Great Seal and regal moral writ he was Viceroy of the New World. 
 
    His immediate predecessor in Government House had confided that Viscount De L’Isle, who had been the longest-serving Governor in the twentieth century, had always dreaded his annual appearances before the Joint Parliamentary Standing Committee on the Colonies and his subsequent interrogation in the House of Lords.  His peers had given no quarter and outside of Westminster, the media had invariably been merciless; it was always a blessed escape to return to Philadelphia and the infighting among the great men of the First Thirteen.  Of course, in Lord De L’Isle’s time in office, the great secrets of the state had been well-kept, and even those in the know, or with nasty, suspicious minds had rarely dared to break the suffocating cloak of security surrounding atomic, electronic, avionic and a plethora of pure science projects so arcane as to defy logic, most of which were underway in the fastnesses and sparsely-populated territories of North America and the Australian outback, or in the icy waters off Labrador and Newfoundland.  Now, of course, much of what had been going on in secret for the last fifteen years was, to some degree at least, in the public domain and Parliamentarians and rightly, everybody else would want to know if Washington had played any part in maintaining the ‘Bodyguard of Lies’ which had kept so many secrets for so long. 
 
    Fortunately, his conscience was clear. 
 
    He was the inheritor of the ‘fine mess’ the Empire was in over its systematic abnegation of the Submarine Treaty, of which he had been ignorant until he was first called back to the colours during the War with the Triple Alliance. 
 
    The Washingtons had disembarked on the James River, bidding the Gravinas adieu as the Constance carried them north to Philadelphia, where they were driven from the Imperial Airways pier on the Delaware River to their new home in the Montgomery District of the city to prepare for the imminent arrival of their children. 
 
    ‘Once you are settled in, you must all come down to Williamsburg.  There’s a charming visitor’s lodge adjacent to the ‘palace’ where you can get away from the heat and dust of Philadelphia,” The Governor’s wife, Martha had decided. 
 
    Anybody who could, vacated Philadelphia in high summer.  The heat and the humidity could be crushing and even in modern times the pace of life in the First Thirteen’s most prosperous and populous metropolis slowed to a crawl in July and August.  Williamsburg, in the cool of the shaded countryside had been every Governor’s seasonal refuge for most of the last two centuries, and his residence, ‘the palace’ as it was loosely dubbed, a mini Government House on the thickly wooded isthmus between the James and the York Rivers. 
 
    In Philip De L’Isle’s time, Williamsburg had been where he returned after his annual trial by fire in London; Washington had meant to use this brief respite to prepare himself for the coming ordeal but on his return to the East he found himself preoccupied not with how to account for his first fifteen months in post, but rather to understand, to place in perspective what he had learned on his most recent travels across his vast continental imperial fiefdom. 
 
    A year ago, he would still have observed, had he been pressed, that there were two kinds of New Englanders.  There were East-coasters, mainly those who had lived most of their lives in the First Thirteen, and the two post-eighteenth century johnny cum latelys, Maine, Vermont, and Florida, the latter at the time of his inauguration as Governor the sixteenth and most recent dependent territory to receive its Royal Charter of Colonisation.  And then there was everybody else. 
 
    How callow that had been! 
 
    Now that the anniversary of the humiliating attack on San Francisco had come and gone it was as if he had taken a metaphorical deep breath and finally been able to reflect upon the breakneck speed of the changes he was – depending on one’s perspective, ushering in or inflicting – on his native Commonwealth. 
 
    A little over four hundred days into his governorship he had overseen the granting of eleven new charters of colonisation, breathing life, some said by injecting with an overdose of amphetamines, into a process stalled for the best part of two centuries by the vested interests of the First Thirteen. 
 
    San Francisco for example, was now the colonial capital of the twenty-third Crown Colony of New England.  The surprise attack by the Japanese had suddenly energised the creaking Hamilton regime into fully endorsing a frenzy of colonial consolidation, not just in the Americas but elsewhere, broadening the remit of colonies previously granted ‘Dominion’ status in Australasia and in the United Canadian ‘provinces’.  In the case of the latter, the watering down of the powers of Government House in Ottawa had gone ahead regardless of concerns that in time, this new ‘light touch’ colonial administrative model might have far-reaching implications for the governance of New England south of the three thousand mile border between the two great North American commonwealths. 
 
    Washington sometimes wondered if it might be this, not the scandalous breaching of the weapons limitation clauses of the Submarine Treaty which might be how future generations remembered Hector Hamilton’s complicated legacy? 
 
    This stray thought aside, in New England the Royal Instrument of ongoing ‘chartering’ – the legal basis of formal colonisation - was now virtually unstoppable.  It had acquired a momentum that, even if the brakes were suddenly applied, would simply skid onwards until every square inch of the map of North America was filled, under this or that colonial organ. 
 
    Ironically, it had been the very disunity and weakness of the ailing Hamilton administration in England which had granted George Washington licence to press ahead with the formal ‘Royal Chartering’ of the eleven new colonies. Last autumn, an embattled Prime Minister had, in effect, let loose the hounds of colonisation to distract his enemies; Government Office in Philadelphia’s response had been to unlock the flood gates so that the deluge could begin. New Crown Colonies had sprung into existence every month that year. 
 
    In order of ‘Royal Chartering’ they had been:  between the East Coast and the continental divide represented by the Mississippi; Ohio and Checagou bordering the great lakes to the north, Tennessee and Alabama to the south, and Illinois and Louisiana to their west, the latter encompassing huge tracts of land originally expropriated from the French, and Mississippi, an amalgam of several former territories none of which was thought ‘charterable’ in its own right straddling the ‘Great Muddy.  Within this tranche of new colonies freshly-gathered census information suggested that the great industrial trading city of Liberty, the capital of Checagou, on the south western corner of Lake Michigan was as populous as Pittsburgh, or Richmond, Charleston or the urban sprawl of the conurbations opposite New York in New Jersey, and in a few short years might exceed the population of greater Philadelphia, presently standing at some three-and-a-half-million people. 
 
    The protocols of ‘chartering’, principally the systematic collection of specific demographical, commercial and infrastructure details and so-called ‘population needs data’ according to a long-established Home Civil Service model, had swamped Government House with information, much of which beggared the imagination of essentially East Coast-centric officials.  It transpired that New England was far more populous, and wealthy, than even the most optimistic of the statisticians of the dedicated civil and military departments created during the Mexican war to kick start a continental mobilisation had guessed in their wildest dreams.  The untapped potential, whether measured in terms of people, natural resources or existing technological and industrial might was staggering.  Honestly and truly, Washington had not credited any number of the seemingly hopelessly exaggerated early reports coming across his desk.  In fact, he had been so dubious, that he had created a new Inspectorate of Official Statistics to put his mind at rest.  What he had discovered was a pre-existing irresistible westward wave of continental expansion that had already swept far and wide across the Mississippi, and that countless places that had been villages or small townships joined by dirt tracks on twenty, or even on some ten- or five-year-old maps were now cities surrounded by the smoking chimneys of barely regulated industry, increasingly linked by multi-lane roads and a rail network that had advanced like a spawning spider’s web across half the continent while officials in Philadelphia and London had been fast-asleep at the imperial wheel. 
 
    In hindsight, he had been as guiltily complacent as any other man.  Content in his own placid, still blissfully remote Texan homeland he had been unaware of the change already enfilading the boundless prairies, deserts and badlands between the Gulf of Spain and the Lakotan borderlands with the Canadian provinces over a thousand miles to the north.  He had not appreciated that the pastoral existence of the native tribes of the Great Plains, or of the Kiowa-Comanche nation – Comancheria – whose shifting southern limits often threatened to spill into Trinity County, or that those traditional hunting grounds west of the continental divide of the Mississippi were fast disappearing, sequestered by settlers or East Coast corporate entities, or that mining, farming and miscellaneous development rights to vast territories had already been assigned, stolen from, the indigenous peoples of those lands where until as recently as the 1950s few ‘white’ men had ever ventured, or that the dwindling herds of Bison now migrated between and around countless ‘frontier’ towns. 
 
    It had dawned on him that the real problem was not the prospect of such wildernesses being colonised; but the harm being done by unofficial, unplanned aggrandisement by companies and individuals which by its nature, was inherently unsympathetic both to the land and to the peoples who had been living on it ever since the fifteenth and sixteenth century invasions of the Spanish had been repulsed in the South West. 
 
    He still struggled to separate his Government House and his personal, visceral responses to this and other great matters of state which daily came across his desk. 
 
    Much as he regretted aspects of the colonisation of what really had been the ‘Wild West’ for the last century, in the big, imperial picture his reservations were largely academic on so many levels it hardly justified the time worrying about it.  The momentum of ongoing colonisation, gestating for decades was now unstoppable.  Colonisation was happening and there was nothing anybody could do about it.  Beyond the Mississippi, while West Texas, with the eastern borderlands with Mexico remaining, pro tem a ‘dependent territory’ until such time as cartographers on both sides debated where the final borders with Chihuahua, Coahuila and Nuevo Leon should be drawn, Colorado (incorporating most of former Nuevo Mexico and the Arizonan deserts), Oregon, stretching from the northern border of Alto California in the south to British Columbia in the north had all been granted their Royal Charters.  California had subsequently received its Charter amidst a rush to ‘colony-hood’ in January, some six to twelve months before it was scheduled at the time the starting pistol had been triggered in the headlong race to extend the Empire’s foothold across the whole continent. 
 
    Moreover, numerous ‘proto colonial’ institutions now existed, or soon would to fill in the still near-empty spaces on the map of New England; these were mostly the morally contentious lands still largely inhabited only by the roving bison and the scattered bands – large and small - of natives, so-called Indian tribes and ad-hoc ‘nations’ living in the main, quasi-Stone Age hunter-gatherer existences, some of which had become restive, threatening low-level insurgencies as railways, roads and farmers from the East penetrated, routinely crossed and began to plough up what they regarded as their ancestral, sacred hunting grounds.  The most populous of the native ‘nations’ were in the north, roaming country named for them; the Dakotas, Lakota, Iowa, and territories popularly but not officially labelled Nebraska and Kansas, which on imperial maps appeared without human settlement but were known to be potentially extraordinarily fertile for large-scale agricultural exploitation.  Much of this land bounded upon or was wholly within the area known as ‘the Great Plains’, extending from the Mississippi and its only slightly less formidable tributary, the Missouri all the way to the snow-capped Cascades and Rocky Mountains to their west. 
 
    Although to people in England, and to most New Englanders to be fair, those ‘western wildernesses’ seemed to be blank canvases upon which to paint unbridled imperial ‘progress’; Washington knew better and had wrestled with his conscience over the formal colonisation of the South West, the greater part of which historically formed a part of the disparate kingdom of the tribes who had survived the predation and the pestilences the Spanish conquistadors had brought to the Americas.  The trouble was that nobody in London had ever heard of ‘Comancheria’ when, inconveniently, he had pointed out that far from being empty, much of the northern and western ‘Borderlands’ over which Mexicans and New Englanders had fought half-a-dozen small ‘bush-fire’ wars in the twentieth century were actually ruled by, and deemed to be by them, an Indian nation of perhaps a quarter- to half-a-million people, the Comanche.  And before anybody in a suit in the halls of the Foreign and Colonial Office started discounting this as just a tiresome detail to be resolved by the stroke of a pen, Washington had explained that broadly speaking, while the Comanche had stood aloof from the recent war in the region – regarding it as none of their business, the while man’s folly – it had always been the case that if settlers trespassed too far into Comancherian ground, homesteads were raided, horses and moveable goods stolen, and men, women and children frequently butchered or carried off into slavery. 
 
    In Texas, most people had been resigned to this situation for generations to the extent that there was an unspoken, unwritten pact between the ‘Lords of the Wilderness’ and the settlers going back into the mists of time which, if breached, almost always resulted in a renewal of raiding, looting, crop-burning and the seizure of hostages, usually children and women of child-bearing age. 
 
    Worryingly, nobody in the First Thirteen, or in Whitehall, had believed him when he had warned them that the Comanche were the ‘finest light cavalry’ he had ever encountered, and further unauthorised encroachment onto their traditional hunting grounds was likely to provoke a guerrilla resistance as fierce as any ever experienced anywhere else in the Empire.  Officials had informed him that there had been ‘no trouble with the natives’ during the atomic bomb trials, involving several underground ‘tests’ and two above ground, all of which had taken place well within the areas he was now telling them were ‘off limits’; completely ignoring the reports that whole ‘Indian’ communities and parties may have been killed outright or fatally irradiated in the course of those ‘tests’, effectively warning off by force majeure the normal aggressive response of the Comanche Nation to interlopers! 
 
    There had been a brief report awaiting his return detailing what was known of an ‘Indian’ raid on a newly-established compound some hundred miles north west of Trinity Crossing.  Apparently, it had been set up by one of the more puritanical splinter sects of the Getrennte Entwicklung faction of the Dutch Reform Church.  Unfortunately, true believers tended to be at the forefront of seeking wilderness sites where they could practice their ’faith’ without interference, or having to worry about the constraints of the law of the land inhibiting their predilections for polygamy and marriages between genetically intimate relatives.  It seemed that seven men had been killed, two women gang-raped and then butchered, and three others carried off along with two children, a boy and a girl aged respectively eight and nine.  The whole community would have been wiped out had it not been for the coincidental intervention of two patrolling aircraft, old Bristol VIIIs on cross-country navigation training flights which had buzzed the ‘raiding party’ of about forty men on horseback, and summoned help from one of Trinity Crossing’s satellite aerodromes. 
 
    This was the sort of incident that only very occasionally made the news in the First Thirteen; where the liberal-minded wing of the media had no sympathy whatsoever for the ‘separate developers’, and the rightist press was more interested in hammering Washington’s administration for not prosecuting the war in the Pacific with greater vigour than documenting the truly remarkable, seismic changes afoot within New England. 
 
    The problem was that although Washington regarded the latest victims of Comanche raiding as idiots who had brought their misfortune upon themselves, sooner or later a major conflict with the Comanche Nation, and possibly their allies, the Kiowa, was inevitable in the South West, and when that happened the prairies, arroyos, canyons and mountains of their homelands would suck in thousands of troops earmarked for ‘real’ warfighting elsewhere. 
 
    Which meant that he could not let it happen. 
 
    In the meantime, he had weightier issues on his plate than discouraging the foolishness of a few religious extremists, and the mendacity of Boston bankers and Virginian planters surreptitiously financing yet new land grabs in the West, and chewing off still more increasingly bloody chunks of Comancheria.  Perhaps, his advisors were right when they told him there was nothing he could do to stop them; ultimately, he was the one who was overseeing the opening of the flood gates to the piecemeal colonisation of the West and in the final analysis, the Indian territories forming parts of the still vacant lands – that is, as yet formally unclaimed by the Commonwealth of New England in the name of the Crown – west of the continental divide were going to be annexed sooner or later, whatever he did. 
 
    His short tour of the West Coast had been like a breath of fresh, reviving air; returning to the cockpit of East Coast politics he needed a day or two in the sanctuary of Williamsburg before he re-engaged with the cloying tentacles of the old world.  His staffers viewed California as a place where ‘anything goes’ and everything happened at a hundred miles an hour.  In a way, they were right.  Out on the Pacific coastline the air seemed cleaner, sharper and people were transparently less constrained by the habits and the preoccupations that stifled initiative and mitigated against the ‘get up and go’ attitude that was so invaluable in embracing change and actually getting things done.  It was hardly surprising that business and industry, entrepreneurs of all descriptions, great and modest were so keen to move into and to invest in the ‘green field’ Special Investment Zones of California, Oregon and British Columbia, and would, when civilisation had laid down a broader, integrated footprint on the vast open spaces west of the Mississippi, flood into those territories also. 
 
    The rush to re-arm not just New England for its war, first with the Triple Alliance and now with the Japanese would surely, in the years to come, be recognised as the spark for the wholesale rearmament of the entire British Empire. 
 
    New England was like a giant awakening from hibernation; suddenly, a local regional war followed by a trans-oceanic war and the bellicosity of the new German Kaiser had ‘switched on’ the great arsenal last mobilised in the 1860s.  The difference now was that at the outbreak of the war in the Gulf of Spain, New England had already been producing over fifty percent of the globe’s steel, building over half the world’s shipping, automobiles and heavy lorries, consumer electronics and within the City of London its East Coast banking moguls had the power to bankrupt virtually any country on the planet with a casual click of a regulator’s fingers.  The only thing which, economists were telling Washington, and not without a suggestion of schadenfreude, had been ‘holding back’ the ‘dominant’ industries of North America had been the weakness of the rest of the globe’s markets; now, the ‘cost no object’ war mobilisation of the continent was pumping billions of pounds of what amounted to free money into New England and suddenly everything, everywhere was booming and the only problem was a shortage of labour.  In this respect, as in so many others, the rapprochement with Mexico and the opening of the Southwestern border was not so much serendipitous as miraculous to the men trying to manage the imperial command economy. 
 
    And now that Malcolm Carnegie and his Office of Colonial Supply and Transportation was getting a grip on the supply chain and public consumption bottlenecks, New England’s war economy was about to shift into an even higher gear. 
 
    It was becoming harder and harder to remember that four short years ago, Washington had been a country gentleman rancher, looking forward to a tranquil retirement in the bosom of his family.  Having imagined his campaigning days were long over; they were only just beginning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Thursday 17th July 1980 
 
    Belle Isle Plantation, Spotsylvania, Virginia 
 
      
 
    Thirty-eight-year-old Amelia Custis Henry skipped down the stairs from the nursery where she suspected her infant son, Samuel junior, having been on his best behaviour while she was present, would by now be sorely trying his long-suffering nanny’s patience. 
 
    She understood why some mothers devoted their entire being, every waking moment to their little ones; even she had momentary pangs of guilt, which she shrugged off.  She was after all, the mistress of Belle Isle and her family’s other estates and although she was married to a veritable prince among men, ‘keeping the show’ on the road was a full-time, non-stop two-person job! 
 
    And besides, her daughters would be home from school any time now.  They attended Falmouth College, a private co-educational foundation on the other side of the Rappahannock which had been one of the first in the colony to accept non-white pupils in the late 1960s.  Good schools were still hard to find for boys, and especially girls of colour in this part of New England and had Amelia not been able to fund its fees – a thing she had been doing from the day she attained her financial independence, her thirtieth birthday – Annie and Sarah would have had to take their chances in the doggedly and shamefully segregated under-resourced Virginian colonial education…ghetto. 
 
    At the time, paying for the girls’ education had opened up every single fracture line within her dysfunctional family; underlining the fact that she was alone.  Not that she cared; it was the least that she could do for her childhood friend, Dorothea’s girls… 
 
    The girls would have homework to do and then their chores about the house – well, old-style falling down planter mansion if she was being honest with herself about it – before dinner, after which Amelia needed to go back into the office for a couple of hours.  Nothing ever stood still when one was responsible for thousands of acres of land, half-a-dozen inter-connected businesses, there were huge bank loans to service while at the same time one had to ensure that over a hundred staff got paid on time every month! 
 
    She and Sam would have complained, had this not been exactly the great joint life project they had both dreamed of living for as long as they could remember. 
 
    Her husband was walking through the front door as she reached the foot of the stairs.  They had not seen each other since that morning; Amelia was not at her best at the crack of dawn; so, she wasted no time ‘catching up’.  She put her arms around his neck and kissed him as she always did, like she meant it.  He, in turn encircled her waist – not quite so trim as it had been before Sam junior’s arrival – and briefly swept her off her feet.  The girls, Annie and Sarah, now respectively just seventeen and nearly sixteen, to whom Amelia had been first godparent, doting aunt, and later stand-in and then real, adoptive mother, always rolled their eyes when their parents got all ‘lovey-dovey’ with each other in front of them.  Sometimes, husband and wife deliberately laid on the mauling and kissing with more than customary relish, partly to tease the teenagers although actually, mostly they did it because it was so much fun and despite supposedly having moved past the romance-marriage-first child stage of their union, they still could not keep their hands off each other. 
 
    Amelia reluctantly released her husband. 
 
    He had had business in Arlington, where the grounds of the second of the three old, neglected Lee family plantations was the prospective site for a country house hotel leisure resort including a score of luxury chalets built around tennis courts, a riding school, a gymnasium and a health spa, and probably - the planning consent for the necessary widescale landscaping was still ‘in the works’ - for an eighteen-hole golf course modelled on that at Wentworth in England. 
 
    It was a daunting project involving several partners, all of whom would fleece them at the drop of a hat if they gave them half a chance! 
 
    They both knew it did not help that Sam was black and that she was not, and that they remained an odd, peripheral couple among the colony’s minor glitterati.  Had they cared a fig for the ‘polite’ society of their land-owning, entrepreneurial peers they might have got bitter and twisted about it.  Fortunately, they were not, and Sam had always made it crystal clear that he neither wanted, nor considered it appropriate for her to get ‘upset’ every time she perceived a slight to his person.  Notwithstanding, their ‘mixed’ marriage was always going to be a not inconsequential impediment to their standing in the northern Virginia business community, rendering much which ought to have been simple, complicated. 
 
     That said, they had married with their eyes wide open, determined to make the best of things whatever obstacles were put in their way.  As to sharp operators from Richmond and elsewhere in the lower and middle First Thirteen trying to take them for fools, well, they were alert to that and thus far, had been ahead of ‘the game’, leastways insofar as they could tell from the balance sheets of their companies.  They believed that they had the right commercial model going forward, that was the main thing.  The day of the great cotton and tobacco plantations was long gone, land and the countryside in general had to be turned to alternative, future-proof uses and the ever-expanding New England middle classes were crying out for ‘home grown’ leisure and vacation ‘opportunities’ to soak up their excess income.  All the talk of ‘war economies’ and the impact of the, hopefully temporary, rationing was transient, New England and New Englanders were getting wealthier, not to mention more numerous, and all the underlying demographic and economic trends shouted that developments like the putative Arlington Resort were ‘the future’.  Moreover, now was the best possible time to ‘pile into’ that sector of the ‘leisure and sports market’. 
 
    If sometimes, it felt as if they were betting everything on Red 13 and spinning the roulette wheel then, well, nothing ventured nothing gained had to be their mantra and frankly, husband and wife had decided that if they did not ‘go for it now’ then they would probably regret it the rest of their lives.  That said, they had taken the precaution of hiving the Arlington project off into a corporate shell company entirely separate from that under which the Belle Isle and the Bangor estates traded; thus, if Arlington blew up in their faces they could take the financial hit and carry on – or at least, struggle – on with the rest of their lives with an even chance of avoiding an intimate acquaintance with imminent penury. 
 
    “Melody rang me,” Amelia said, suddenly serious. 
 
    Her husband put her down, concern in his eyes. 
 
    She forced a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    Melody Nash had had every right to hate Amelia; after offering them sanctuary, she and Sam had reluctantly turned her and Henrietta De L’Isle over to the authorities.  Henrietta’s marriage had subsequently turned out to be a sham, tragically, she had died in the Philadelphia atrocities while Melody had been imprisoned, and for some months been in fear of being wrongly tried for treason.  Mercifully, for her at least, everything seemed to have turned out all right in the end; but no thanks to Amelia… 
 
    Amelia had made the first moves, contacting the other woman when she learned that they were both new mothers.  Primarily, her motive had been to apologise, again, for letting her friends down so gratuitously when they had come to her for sanctuary.  To her astonishment, Melody had been delighted to hear from her and things had progressed, mainly by telephone and sporadic written correspondence ever since.  Likewise, Amelia’s old – wholly platonic – friendship with Paul Nash, her re-found friend’s mysterious warrior-spy husband, had re-commenced overnight as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Paul, it seemed, was back in uniform. 
 
    The Nashs had recently moved from Melody’s East Side apartment in an old colonial brownstone building to married quarters – quite plush and roomy apparently – attached to the joint Colonial Army and Air Base at Bronxwood.  The women had chatted, laughingly and like sisters.  They had a lot in common, both had married late, they had both had babies, Melody in January, a seven-and-a-half pound beautifully healthy little girl whom she had named Henrietta, and like Amelia, Melody had taken on two adoptive children, albeit hers were much younger, Pedro was six now and Elisabetta was not yet one-and-a-half, and neither woman had the least intention of being just housewives and mothers the rest of their days. 
 
    “Melody says their new house is like a barn in comparison to her apartment,” Amelia giggled. 
 
    She had not asked her friend about her newly resumed legal career.  She had taken the death of Sonia Heidkamp – a woman accused of murdering her husband after suffering nearly a decade of nightmarish psychological and physical abuse – last November badly.  Melody had moved on, she of all people understood that one could not allow oneself to be a prisoner of the past but Sonia’s suicide in prison, she had garrotted herself in her cell when she was supposedly on ‘suicide watch’, had knocked her back more than she would ever admit. 
 
    “Apparently, Pedro is in seventh heaven rushing around the place!” 
 
    Melody had bitten the bullet Amelia had, probably as reluctantly, and late in her pregnancy no doubt given into her anguished husband’s pleas, and employed at first a part-time, and since moving into military accommodation, a full-time nanny-child-minder.  How on earth she had managed to re-start her former career – as a junior partner of the prestigious New York Firm of Belmaine and Rutherford in their charitable, pro-bono office – given her advancing pregnancy and the fallout from the Heidkamp case without ‘help’ had been a complete mystery to Amelia. 
 
    “Mother and baby are well?”  Amelia’s husband checked; princes among men were always solicitous to a fault. 
 
    His wife nodded. 
 
    “Tired but blooming, Paul insists,” she reported.  “Melody is not convinced about the ‘blooming’ side of things but I suppose these things are all in the eye of the beholder.” 
 
    Sam chortled and shook his head. 
 
    “Well, you know exactly how this ‘beholder’ feels about his beautiful wife!” 
 
    Amelia blushed, as she always did. 
 
    She was not, nor had she ever been even in her late teens or early twenties, any kind of Southern Belle, quite the reverse.  She had always regarded her own looks as if not being ‘plain Jane’ incarnate, then a little androgynous and frankly, it had not been until her thirties when she had even bothered to make the effort to be overly ‘womanly’.  Okay, when she had had that short-lived ‘fling’ with Alonso she had bucked up her ideas and well, realised what she was missing, but even then she had not fallen for the old line about ‘ugly ducklings maturing into elegant swans’; that stuff really was for the fairies! 
 
    Amelia stopped herself melting into her husband’s arms anew. 
 
    “I,” she sighed, “have things to do.  Can we talk through anything arising from the Arlington developers’ conference later?  Or is there something that won’t wait?” 
 
    Sam shook his head. 
 
    “No, we’re good.  We knew there was going to be a little slippage in the project timelines because of the new Government Office credit controls and materials shortages,” he shrugged, “and labour is going to be an ongoing issue but I think we’re good.  The banks are happy with the financing, we passed their stress tests and the legal people are still onside.  Phase two is a problem; but we already knew that.” 
 
    Phase Two was the landscaping ahead of the proposed construction of the golf complex, a local political rather than fiscal or business issue currently being obfuscated by the Planter faction on the local Alexandria and Green Valley County Council Planning Sub-Committee. 
 
    Amelia patted her husband’s chest. 
 
    “You go and look in on little Sam, I have chores to do.” 
 
    Sam needed no further encouragement.  He badly needed to look into his infant son’s face, and gently rock and bounce him on his knee a while to put the tribulations of the day behind him.  Obediently, he trotted up the stairs to the nursery, keen to get in on the act before junior’s doting sisters got home and monopolised him. 
 
    Amelia tried, very hard, to make a pretence of being in control of her household, albeit only for an hour or two a day and sometimes a lot less.  Nowadays, her ‘mistress of the house’ efforts often amounted to little more than bustling around smiling, chatting to staff, cursorily establishing the meal menus and approving – more like ‘rubber stamping’ - any expenses incurred.  Sooner or later, they were going to have to move out of Belle Isle, the mansion was a clapboard monstrosity which had been showing signs of its antiquity long before she was born; the next time major repairs were required that would be it, if only because they had far too many other potential money pits already. 
 
    The phone was ringing in her small, downstairs office next to the kitchen.  The missed calls light blinked angrily on her answering machine.  She used to worry about things like that, not so much these days.  If it was important, the caller would ring her again, especially if it was about money.  A lot of the ‘Virginians’ out there preferred to talk to her about business, attempting to shun her husband.  She insisted that if they wanted their bills paid they needed to speak to Sam; it was not true, she was the listed company secretary of all of their joint business concerns but it was the principle that mattered.  It was not as if they were not asking those racist dolts to ‘demean’ themselves by coming to dinner with them, business was business and there was no room for their sad, outdated ‘planter prejudices’ in…business. 
 
    She picked up. 
 
    And groaned, not troubling to hide it. 
 
    Her brother was on the other end of the line. 
 
    “I want to use the old amphitheatre at Bangor for a rally!”  Roger Lee declared bombastically, informing his sister rather than seeking her permission. 
 
    Amelia’s mood dipped further, and not in a good way. 
 
    “Hello, Roger.  It’s lovely to hear from you, too,” she observed tartly. 
 
    “Likewise, likewise,” her brother retorted as an afterthought. 
 
    “You didn’t ask but the girls are fine and little Sam didn’t catch the cholic that was going around last month.” 
 
    Amelia toyed with the idea of telling her brother that she and Sam were discussing trying for another baby.  No, she would save that for another day. 
 
    Now her sibling was humming, harring and starting to ‘harump’; he was the only person she knew who still did that. 
 
    “We never renewed the safety certificate for the amphitheatre,” she reported. 
 
    Why would they?  The ‘theatre’, carved into a low hill in the woods behind the old planter mansion at Bangor had only ever been a late nineteenth century folly.  The last ‘play’ or ‘pageant’ or ‘concert’ had been staged there over twenty years ago.  The site had been kept minimally maintained when Roger had first taken over the management of the Lee estates – supposedly acting ‘in trust’ for Amelia – but the one, wooden stand was rotting away and the forest had begun to encroach on three sides of the semi-circular tiered grassy banked-seating overlooking the old stage. 
 
    “I don’t need a sit-down venue in top order,” Roger Lee grunted, not troubling to veil his irritation with his half-sister’s customary ‘negativity’.  His tone was very much that of a man asking for a trifling favour of somebody whom he felt to be in his debt.  “Or the normal services, electricity supply and so on.  We’ll bring in generators and lighting and so forth, the audience will be on its feet most of the time and then we’ll march down the hill into Bangor…” 
 
    Amelia was momentarily lost for words. 
 
    Eventually she said: “You’ll do what?” 
 
    Bangor was a picturesque, very English hamlet a little off the beaten track overlooking the James River within easy commuting distance of Williamsburg.  It was the sort of place where well-healed colonial civil servants and military officers parked their families while they pursued their illustrious careers.  Basically, it was the sort of place where nothing, absolutely nothing happened most of the time…and her brother wanted to hold one of his filthy ‘Liberty Party’ gatherings there! 
 
    “No, Roger,” Amelia heard herself saying. 
 
    “I still have some rights,” he retorted irritably. 
 
    “No, you don’t.  If you ever paid your bills you might; but as you never pay your bloody bills and for some reason, frankly beyond my ken, you still seem to think that my businesses ought to be your personal piggy banks.  I’ll say it again, you do not have any rights when it comes to the old estates!” 
 
    “Well, my lawyers say differently.” 
 
    Amelia slammed down the phone. 
 
    When her daughters got back from Falmouth a few minutes later their mother was still quivering with rage. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Friday 18th July 1980 
 
    Legation of the Empire of Germany 
 
    Minato Prefecture 
 
    Tokyo 
 
      
 
    Forty-eight-year-old Count Karl August Fürst von Kirchbach, the Kaiser’s Minister to the Court of the Emperor of the Japanese, went to the windows of his second floor rooms and gazed out across the idyllic landscape of the Morioka Nambu Park, beyond which – thankfully out of sight and most of the time, mind – lay the burned, still desolate in parts, lands in the heart of the city.  It was chilling to think that but for the existence of this bucolic seventeen acre wooded firebreak, and the fitful south easterly wind blowing on the day of the British attack on Tokyo last year, it was likely the whole western side of the city might have been consumed by the firestorm.  East of the parkland there would have been nothing but the cold waters of Tokyo Bay to halt the march of the all-consuming conflagration. 
 
    Staff at the legation often walked in the Park, enjoying its secluded groves, picturesque streams and small lakes, and during the spring and summer, its riot of flowering semi-tropical, well-tended flowers.  Before the war it had been a haven of quiet in an increasingly busy, noisy city but these days there was little traffic on the road separating the German enclave from the greenery, private vehicles having largely been garaged for the duration due to the severity of the petroleum rationing regime.  Shortages had become a way of life for the citizens of the city whose great public buildings were starting to show the signs of neglect, the drabness of tightening austerity spreading like a stain across the once pristine facades in sympathy with the greyness one saw in so many faces on the street. 
 
    Von Kirchbach occasionally felt a tincture of guilt that he and his staff lived as they had in times of peace; the larders and freezers of this, and other subordinate missions in Osaka, Sapporo, Kobe, Hiroshima, Kyoto, Kobe, Nagasaki, Hiroshima, and Sendai, were full, likewise their fuel tanks to power the generators needed some days when the local electricity grids went down, generously supplied in all the necessities required to sustain themselves – literally, with the comforts of the Fatherland – because the British had continued to allow ships chartered by the Reich’s Government to continue to ply the Pacific unmolested, steaming freely through the waters they controlled.  Not just to support diplomatic missions in the Japanese Home Islands but elsewhere in the Co-Prosperity Zone in the former Dutch East Indies, the Philippines and Singapore, as well as serving pre-existing German colonial outposts in Papua New Guinea, Timor and of course, on Tonga, Samoa and their dependent protectorates. 
 
    It went without saying that the British had to know those ships were spying on them but then, as von Kirchbach’s wily master, Count Lothar von Bismarck had once remarked to him: ‘Presently, the British are content to be fighting one war without risking starting another!’ 
 
    While there was more than a grain of truth in this, the Wilhemstrasse’s principal diplomat in the Far East had, on that occasion and more than once since, felt bound to point out that the other side of the coin was that, notwithstanding the Kaiserliche Marine cruiser squadron based at Samoa, if the British wanted to make life difficult for the German Empire in the Pacific, all they had to do was blockade it and the smaller flotilla at Tonga, and declare all neutral shipping voluntarily entering the waters of the Co-Prosperity Zone as liable to be stopped and searched and if discovered to be carrying contraband, literally anything that would be of utility to the Japanese war effort, seize or intern those vessels for the duration.  This, in itself, would make the German presence in the Pacific untenable – not perhaps overnight but soon thereafter - given that none of its possessions had access to oil, or without outside assistance would be able to feed overlong their populations or sustain modern warships and garrisons. 
 
    There were times, many times, when von Kirchbach honestly believed that Emperor Hiroaki understood the sensitivities and the particular ‘niceties’ of the diplomatic poker game he was playing a lot better than even his old friend Lothar. 
 
    “The car is ready, Your Excellency.” 
 
    Von Kirchbach followed the aide-de-camp downstairs, where Kapitän zur See Konrad Thiele, the legation’s Naval Attaché clicked his heels and nodded a salute to his ambassador.  Wordlessly, the two men marched outside and clambered into the back of the aging black Munich Autofabrik Gesellschaft – MAfG - limousine for the journey to Edo Castle. 
 
    “Nagano will be with the Emperor today,” Thiele, the older of the two men by five years informed von Kirchbach.  He sighed heavily, but decided not to voice what was on his mind today, and had been for some months. 
 
    The Ambassador saved him the trouble. 
 
    “I have communicated our reservations about the current policy to Berlin,” he said, ruminatively looking through the windows as the parkland dissolved into bomb sites as the vehicle negotiated the pot-holed carriageway around the northern edge of the bizarrely well-kept, stepped gardens.  “I am assured that ‘policy’ issues are under ongoing review but for the moment, we continue as before.” 
 
    Konrad Thiele had been commissioned into the Kaiserliche Marine in an era when he regarded Royal Navy contemporaries as brothers in the great cause of keeping the globe’s trade routes free for imperial business.  In those halcyon days, the two navies had regularly exercised together, exchanged officers and several of his oldest friends had married Englishwomen, since raising families.  To him, duty or not, routinely sharing intelligence with the Japanese; ship movements, radio traffic analysis, reports from operatives and diplomatic sources in New England and the British Isles about new ships, aircraft, weapons systems and the accelerating build-up of military might in California, northern Oregon and British Columbia seemed somehow, unbecoming, dishonourable, beyond the pale. Granted, he was less bothered about speaking to the Mexican contribution to that build-up, or the construction of a new naval base at San Diego, perhaps because that seemed peripheral.  However, that did not detract from the fact that were it not for the efforts of the Abwehr – the Reich’s Military Intelligence Service - and its subordinate technical, signals, naval and air branches, he knew that the Japanese would have had no idea that for most of the last year, they had retained superior force levels in all classes of fighting ships in the Pacific, contextualising therefore, the British thinking in adopting a largely defensive, watching brief consistent with their limited capacity to mount major, one-off spectaculars like last spring’s devastating attack on the Home Islands. 
 
    Without those insights the Japanese would have been insane to mount their attack on San Francisco which, according to Thiele’s reading of the broader strategic situation in the Pacific, had changed little other than to delay the Royal Navy’s eventual move onto the offensive by a few weeks. 
 
    More significant, because he knew that the British had pretty much ‘shot their bolt’ mounting OPERATION PRESTIGE – courtesy of German intelligence gathering - Emperor Hiroaki had known that he had a breathing space in which to consolidate the victories of the first six months of the war.  To a limited extent, he had been successful in constraining his admiral and generals, in conserving scarce strategic resources and in avoiding the wasteful losses further symbolic shows of bravura would have entailed. 
 
    The IJN in particular, with a window in which to bring new builds into service and to train the men who would man them, had substantially rebuilt its war-fighting capabilities, even contriving to fully man the air wings of the five fleet carriers of the Kido Butai. 
 
    On the other hand, the Imperial Army had wasted the opportunity to regroup and reorganise, instead, it had created wholly new units to throw into the line in Manchuria and to garrison, superfluously at this time, garrisons in the Home Islands.  True, Army troops had been sent to reinforce the IJN detachments, mainly Marines, guarding the outlying islands and to bolster the forces on Guadalcanal, New Britain and to replace losses in the New Guinea campaign which, despite significant logistical and tactical intelligence support from nearby German territory, was bloodily stalemated – as the Deutsches Heer advisors on the ground in theatre had repeatedly warned - but much to the ire of Japanese commanders, who for reason beyond rational comprehension, were still convinced that the next suicidal Banzai charge would carve through the Australian brigades blocking the mountain passes like a red hot Katana through butter. 
 
    At Edo Castle, repairs were still in progress on the former Royal Quarters.  On days when the weather was suitably pleasant, Emperor Hiroaki spurned the dark, cool rooms of the palace behind the great ramparts to meet foreign dignitaries and his senior civil and military advisors in a purpose-built wooden long room planted among the cherry trees convenient for the summer house where he and the Empress preferred to live. 
 
    Not that this had prevented the Army Council insisting that the old dungeons of the castle be turned into ferro-concrete, reinforced deep air raid bunkers; just in case the British returned again to defile the holy precinct of the palace whilst the Heavenly Sovereign and his Empress were in residence.  Careless as he was with his own safety – by the lights of the military – no unnecessary risks would be taken in respect of his wife and his day-old future heir. 
 
    Defying tradition, he had stayed with, or close to his wife during the thirteen hours of her labour, witnessing the birth of their son.  This had no doubt horrified the midwives and doctors who had descended on the palace but actually, Hiroaki did not give a damn about that. 
 
    The news of the birth had not been promulgated and it would have been the height of rudeness, an unforgivable presumption, and diplomatic faux pas for any of the attendees at today’s meeting, called so swiftly at the request of the German Minister for any of those present to inquire as to the health of the Empress. 
 
    Hiroaki hoped the fact that he had hardly slept a wink for two days was not too obvious. 
 
    That day, Admiral Shimada Nagano, the grim-faced Chief of Staff of the Imperial Navy had forsaken his normal finery and wore the unadorned – notwithstanding the cuffs and forearms ringed in heavy gold braid - dark blue day dress uniform of the Imperial Navy. 
 
    Also present was the Emperor’s Personal Secretary, his nephew Prince Yonai Hatoyama who was his late sister’s only surviving son, standing respectfully at the shoulder of the long-serving Imperial Chamberlain, sixty-two-year-old Prince Matsukata Masayoshi, himself a member of the junior, Higashikuni succession lineage, at the latest count twenty-fourth in line of succession to the Chrysanthemum Throne. 
 
    Upon the birth of Hiroaki’s son by his second wife, and Empress, Akiko, it had been announced that he had formally adopted Prince Yonai as his son but excluded him from the dynastic line of succession.  The oddity of this convention had caused no little comment among the foreign diplomatic community; the only thing anybody could agree upon was that this greatly lessened the likelihood of the young man being assassinated. 
 
    As if to emphasise the febrile atmosphere of the capital with its competing factions manoeuvring for advantage, Palace Guards armed with assault rifles guarded the doors of the conference hall, watchful of the small coterie of secretaries and aides-de-camp seated around the walls, mute observers, taking notes or waiting to be summoned to perform an administrative task, or to fetch something from another room. 
 
    Outside more guards – no longer garbed in their traditional Samurai costumes armed only with swords but kitted out in German-style camouflaged battle dress fatigues, toting holstered sidearms and Mauser submachine guns – patrolled the palace grounds and stood sentinel on the battlements high above the gardens below. 
 
    Prince Yonai wore the uniform of a commander in the Imperial Navy with chrysanthemum badges proclaiming he was a member of the Royal Household. 
 
    Both Germans bowed deeply. 
 
    Hiroaki’s predecessor, the cranky, decidedly eccentric and frequently explosive Yoshihito had often demanded petitioners and palace functionaries prostrate themselves at his feet, and was infamous for forcing foreigners, and Japanese subjects of even the most elevated ranks to hold low bows sometimes for minutes before giving his leave to stand up straight…if a supplicant was still capable of it. 
 
    Hiroaki would have none of that. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen,” he said without delay in English, a language in which all the participants at this conference were fluent, including Shimada Nagano, although from lack of practice he tended to speak the language with a thick, Tokyo accent.  “Please, let us take our seats.”  A wan smile.  “We shall get straight to business.  Prince Yonai is a hard task master and as he controls my diary and dutifully reports my infractions to my wife, I try very hard to adhere to whatever is printed in the daily court report!” 
 
    That, Karl von Kirchbach thought, is the ‘accidental emperor’s’ charm in a nutshell.  The man could charm the mane off a stampeding horse if he set his mind to it.  It was proof positive that there were innumerable advantages for a man in his position to have come to the throne after a life spent in one’s country’s diplomatic corps. 
 
    Today’s conference had been fitted into the Emperor’s schedule at twenty-four hours’ notice at the urgent request of the German side.  Normally, von Kirchbach visited Edo Castle once every four or five weeks, leaving Konrad Thiele to manage the ticklish affair of liaising with their hosts over Intelligence matters. 
 
    “If I may,” Hiroaki began, while the others were following his example and pulling up chairs around the conference table, an eighteenth-century piece brought from a dusty cellar of the castle to see the light of day for the first time in decades.  “I would like to send my personal thanks and appreciation to my brother emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm, and to the people of Germany for the continuing invaluable assistance and service that he, and they, have rendered to the Japanese people and, to myself.  Words are insufficient to express my gratitude; a friend in need is a friend indeed.  When this war is over, I will remember.  We will remember, Count von Kirchbach.” 
 
    The German Minister half-stood anew and bowed. 
 
    Then the meeting commenced. 
 
    “New intelligence has come into my hands, Your Majesty,” von Kirchbach prefaced.  “Much of it concerns naval matters, Kapitan Thiele will explain.” 
 
    Konrad Thiele leaned forward, unconsciously steepling his fingers before him on the table. 
 
    “The British have transferred a fourth aircraft carrier to the Central Pacific, HMS Singapore.  The other three ‘light’ carriers, Kandahar, Valletta and Cairo escorted by as many as ten cruisers and twenty destroyers are now, or will soon be based at the Pearl Lagoon.  This, in conjunction with the sailings of a number of fleet auxiliaries, support vessels, tankers and store ships from ports in New Caledonia, New Zealand and the West Coast of New England indicates, we believe, that the British are planning to re-engage in the Central Pacific and possibly elsewhere in the theatre of operations in the coming months, probably by mounting major oceanic operations, raids in force and perhaps, amphibious landings on outlying strongholds of the Japanese Empire, or possibly, undertaking another ‘spectacular’, a deep penetration of the western sector of the Co-Prosperity Zone.  Therefore, our previous assessment that the British would not be in a position, or willing to undertake major offensive operations until next spring, may have been premature.” 
 
    Hiroaki thought about this for some seconds. 
 
    “What has caused your special sources,” the word ‘spy’ or ‘spies’ was never spoken in these conversations which Hiroaki was very aware were becoming more difficult for von Kirchbach and the naval officer, who he knew to be the Abwehr’s Chief of Station in Japan, “to change their assessment of the general situation in the Pacific, gentlemen?” 
 
    The German Minister deferred to Konrad Thiele with a barely perceptible nod.  They had talked through how they might handle this latest audience with the disarmingly personable man who commanded the fates of over a hundred million people.  It was said that the Kaiser envied Emperor Hiroaki his absolute power, believing he was a law unto himself despite von Kirchbach’s treatises attempting to tactfully disabuse his monarch of this fundamental misconception about the Japanese, and the way their system of government actually worked. 
 
    “The new assessment takes into account four inter-related factors, Your Majesty,” Thiele explained respectfully, “a developing understanding of British strategic thinking, a clarification of what the recent changes in the political balance of the Imperial Parliament in London, and the increasing availability of new weapons systems allied to a continuing focus on building up the logistical and technical infrastructure of the British Empire’s global force dispositions.  And finally, a recognition that our previous assessment that the Royal Navy might delay taking the offensive in the Pacific until such time it had established numerical and materiel superiority over the Imperial Navy may be incorrect.  We now have reason to believe that its high command will wish to intensify operations before ‘paper’ parity is achieved, and seek thereafter, to maintain the tactical and the strategic initiative.” 
 
    Hiroaki and his advisors waited for the German to elaborate further as they began to assimilate the fact they might already have run out of time. 
 
    Konrad Thiele sucked his teeth. 
 
    “Politics,” he said.  “It now seems certain that whatever the pronouncements and reservations members of the newly elected coalition in Westminster carried into Government, there is no consensus around seeking any kind of peace in the Pacific ‘without honour’.  It is unlikely that the British will ‘cut and run’, the new administration of Sir Stanley Harris having realised, among other things, that its stated positions in opposition are untenable now that it is in power.  The rest of the Empire would not stand for it, not least because Australia, New Zealand, the peoples of Ceylon, upper Burma and Bengal would be asking themselves if they were the next lambs to be thrown to the slaughter.  Moreover, the same strategic imperatives which conditioned the stance of the regimes of Sir Hector Hamilton, and then, briefly, that of Sir John Maxwell-Clough, have not changed.  The British policy is to deter, by force of arms if not by diplomacy, a potential European threat to its maritime primacy and geographical security from the German Empire, the rump of the Central Powers and the Russians, singly or in combination; whatever it does it does not want to find itself making a peace with Japan that leaves it having to ‘deter’ two formidable first rate powers, yourself and Germany, on opposite sides of the globe.  A conflict in Europe would be a disaster for all concerned; thus, sooner rather than later it must win the war in the Pacific.  As to how this is to be accomplished remains an open question; however, I say again that it is our analysts’ conclusion that the British will not wait until they have what they consider to be over-whelming force in the Pacific before they begin a campaign to roll back the entire Co-Prosperity Zone.” 
 
    He paused, methodically ordering his thoughts before he continued. 
 
    “British imperial mobilisation.  It is likely that at least three million men, and perhaps, half-a-million women are now under arms, or under training in New England.  This figure is increasing by fifty to a hundred thousand month on month, without I must add, having a noticeable effect on the ramping up of the North American war economy which to all intents, now includes a small but significant contribution by the Mexican military-industrial complex created in the decade before the recent war in the Gulf of Spain.” 
 
    Konrad Thiele was aware that mention of the Mexicans drew curls of the lips and barely suppressed sighs of contempt from some among the Emperor’s coterie of advisors, although not from Hiroaki. 
 
    “Some estimates suggest that the economic contribution of the Mexican Republic to the British war effort may already be equivalent to forty to fifty percent of the capacity of the pre-war Japanese economy.  I would respectfully remind you that a small, significant cadre of trained pilot and aerospace technicians, and naval personnel with a wide range of technical skills, trained by German officers in the middle years of the last decade, survived hostilities with the British and are now not just contributing to but increasingly integrated into their ally’s war effort.” 
 
    It was the Kaiserliche Marine man’s policy not to constantly remind the Japanese of the gratuitous blunder they had committed going to war with the British; however, it was not easy.  Regardless of how useful it had been for the British Empire to be distracted from concentrating its resources on the defence of its homeland, and of its disarmed neighbour, France, first by the Triple Alliance, and for most of the last two years by Japan, personally, he found it almost impossible to imagine a way in which the Empire of Japan would emerge from the current war as a consequential military power. 
 
    He suppressed a groan. 
 
    “It is our judgement that British mobilisation is sufficiently advanced, particularly although not exclusively in New England, to permit the build-up of a force of perhaps, twenty to thirty divisions, half-a-million men, fully equipped and sustainable by the Royal Navy’s rapidly expanding fleet train, to commence operations in the Central Pacific in the early spring of next year.  Such operations will only be the first wave of attacks in an ongoing, rolling campaign.  At this time there is no specific intelligence indicating how and where to expect the first blows.  However, we discount recent inferences that Australia might be the launching pad for a strike north through the Malay Barrier as speculative misinformation.  Likewise, we regard rumours current in the Sandwich Islands and on the West Coast of New England of a second direct attack on these Home Islands as improbable at this time.” 
 
    The Abwehr man was tempted to look to the notes he had brought with him, but decided against it.  His Ambassador was right; they needed to be ultra-careful what they shared with their hosts to protect their intelligence sources.  Now that the ISS had awakened to the long-term penetration of several of the most secret British projects previously hidden in the wastes of the North American continent, the ‘security climate’ in the great commonwealth had turned distinctly chilly for the Abwehr’s counter espionage activities.  Recent round-ups and purges of ‘leaky departments’ in the Canadian provinces and among the staff of several of the major contractors in the First Thirteen, and latterly, the targeting of sensitive facilities the West Coast had signalled an uncomfortably abrupt end of the Abwehr’s first big ‘push’ to discover and ultimately, to steal, the fruits of the tranche of programs which had produced nuclear bombs, submarines that could circumnavigate the globe underwater, a generation of advanced aircraft of all kinds, revolutionary guided munitions, fire control, communications and navigation systems and even orbital spy platforms.  Tantalisingly, the Abwehr’s previously free-flowing, gushing intelligence tap was showing worrying signs of being slowly, surely turned off, in New England if not in the British Isles and in some areas of weapons and cutting-edge research, the information flow had recently completely dried up. 
 
    “On the subject of weapons systems,” Konrad Thiele declared, unable to chase a taint of weary admiration from his voice, “it is likely that the British have made a strategic decision to concentrate on the operational development of technologies and so-called ‘platforms’, aircraft, ship classes and armoured and other land-fighting vehicles, that they believe can be deployed, at scale, during the expected duration of the war in the Pacific.  That is, in the next two to four years.  Some of their most advanced systems have therefore, been put on the so-called back-burner, or assigned lower priority while a range of advanced, nonetheless ‘interim’ systems have been granted ‘Cabinet Priority’ and are now in, or due to be in mass production now or within the next six to twelve months.  For example, this might mean that all active units of their Home, Atlantic, Mediterranean and Pacific Fleets have been or are scheduled to be upgraded to a common ELDAR, communications and fire control standard enabling the slaving of a ship, or a number of ships’ weaponry to a single, master fire control director which might be installed on a ship, or an aircraft, operating hundreds of miles away from any given battle.  This, combined with the retrofitting of three calibres of semi- and fully automatic chain gun mounts – each with cycling rates previously only achieved with light machine guns – on all major warships, and some auxiliaries means that even a destroyer is now capable of creating ‘death zones’ to interdict the ELDAR-predicted flight paths of attacking aircraft approaching at up to supersonic speeds.” 
 
    There was much uneasy fidgeting, shifting of position in chairs in the room.  The Emperor was the only man present who was not surprised, or appeared in the least perturbed by this news. 
 
    “We have been anticipating the introduction of new weapons,” he said coolly. 
 
    Japanese aircraft designers and naval architects had not been idle in the last year.  A new ‘super’ Falcon scout was about to start rolling off the production lines, likewise an experimental high-speed, high-altitude twin-engine bomber was undergoing squadron trials.  New ELDAR sets and arrays had been installed on many cruisers and capital ships; gun-train problems and machinery vulnerabilities identified in the early battles of the war were being addressed throughout the fleet and soon, all four surviving giant Yamagata class battleships would be at sea.  More importantly, perhaps, courtesy of their German ‘friends’ blueprints of the latest Rheinmetall 25- and 37-millimetre autocannons, and their prototype power-fed developmental variants soon to be installed on the Kaiserliche Marine’s battleships, would soon be in production, enabling a fleet-wide retrofitting of these weapons to replace the criminally slow-cycling anti-aircraft guns with which the fleet was presently equipped.  As important, the IJN now operated rapaciously-policed radiophonic protocols which, with the advanced – still analogue – equipment being rolled out across the fleet promised better and far more secure, and efficient inter-ship and fleet communications.  Two more nineteen thousand-ton fleet carriers (the Unyō and the Chūyō), seven new cruisers and eighteen fleet destroyers had been added to the Combined Fleet’s order of battle in addition to the seventy thousand-ton battleships Myagi and Ishikawa in the last twelve months; by the end of the year all these ships would be operational, effectively replacing all war losses to date and on paper, surpassing in numbers and fighting heft by far the pre-war IJN. 
 
    That said, only a handful of major new warships were still on the slips, among them a single fleet carrier and a clutch of merchant conversions, three light cruisers, and about a dozen destroyers and corvettes.  Shortages of steel, copper and tin, tungsten for armour plate and worst of all, skilled labour now meant that increasingly, dockyards were fully-employed – over-stretched to breaking point - just refitting and maintaining the existing fleet. 
 
    Aircraft production had probably reached its own peak, again, hamstrung by chronic shortages of critical materials – including aluminium - and qualified technicians, it was unlikely that ‘peak’ productivity could be maintained far into 1981.  In fact, had the decision not been taken – belatedly - to discontinue the production of several existing airframe types to free up line space for an increasingly small number of standard ‘viable’ products, namely: Falcon scouts, Cherry Blossom light bombers, the obsolete Dragonfly torpedo bomber-ground attack aircraft, and the limited manufacture of a number of float planes, larger long-range flying boats and a diminishingly small number of medium and heavy transports, aircraft production would by now have collapsed. 
 
    The dockyards and the aircraft factories, like so many sectors of the economy were into ‘robbing Peter to pay Paul’ mode, as the English would say, and it was a moot point as to how long it could go on.  Although the front-line strength of the IJN and its air wing, as well as the weapons and equipment inventories of the Imperial Army had been marginally bolstered, and its overall manpower establishment stabilised, there was no ‘second-line’, nor flotillas of ships, air groups, or heavy infantry weaponry standing behind the front-line.  The ’spear’ of the Empire’s armed forces had been rebuilt but once it had been blunted, or worse, broken, that was it.  From that point onwards, as the war progressed, there would be no reinforcements, few if any new ships or aircraft, fewer and fewer infantry replacements and prosaically, it was likely that oil and ammunition stocks would be the first debilitating casualties of any renewal of major war-fighting with the British. 
 
    All this Hiroaki knew. 
 
    “Our understanding,” Konrad Thiele explained sombrely, “is that the British have concentrated on the production of improved versions of tried and tested systems and munitions.  For example, they are introducing the Mark V Goshawk into squadron service in large numbers.  Likewise, the Mark III Sea Eagle, and also a new bomber-ground attack aircraft called the ‘Reaper’ with a top speed equivalent to the early model Goshawk and Falcon scouts.  Further, it is believed that a first-generation jet-powered scout, the Osprey, and its carrier-borne incarnation, the Sea Hawk is within months, possibly weeks of being introduced into squadron service.  This aircraft is supposedly capable of level flight speeds of up to nine-tenths of the speed of sound, around six hundred miles per hour, is armed with at least two autocannons and has underwing hard points to carry external fuel tanks, bombs, rockets or additional gun pods.  Equally relevant to the Pacific, the British and the Mexicans have been conducting beach landing exercises along the shores of the Gulf of Spain employing armed amphibious vehicles and large numbers of standardised thirty-ton flat-bottomed landing craft.  In those exercises two, or three – depending on reports received – of the older battleships, in company with cruisers have stood offshore providing ‘mock’ naval bombardment support.  Self-evidently, the British are training assault troops and honing tactics tested in the Mexican War in advance of commencing attacks on the Empire of Japan’s island defence ring in the Pacific.” 
 
    Thiele now dropped the final doom-laden warning. 
 
    “I return to the key indicator of British preparedness to go on the offensive in the Pacific at a time and a place, or places of their own choosing, Your Majesty,” he recapped, “It is the view of the General Staff in Berlin that the British have completed, or will shortly have completed the strategic rebalancing of their global force structure.  While this has until recently thwarted the opportunity to substantially build up naval and other forces in the Pacific Theatre of Operations in the last eighteen months, it means that, for the moment, the British Empire has secured its military position at home, in the North Atlantic, the Mediterranean and the Indian Oceans and strengthened its trip-wire, and deterrent garrisons in France and the Low Countries, as well as its defences of Gibraltar, Malta and Cyprus ensuring that lines of communication with its Trans-Jordanian Mandate and its interests in the Persian Gulf are reinforced.  This will shortly enable the British to despatch every newly available aircraft, ship and soldier to the Pacific.  From now on, the building up of imperial forces will accelerate remorselessly towards a peak strength in the Pacific Theatre of Operations in the order of four to five times your current war-fighting capability, while British force structures elsewhere in their empire remain stable or slowly increase despite the expected steady drain of men and equipment to replace attrition losses in the campaign in the Pacific.” 
 
    The Japanese were doomed. 
 
    The Emperor knew it even if a number of his senior military advisors were still in denial. 
 
    Hiroaki looked to his German visitors, wondering what they were not telling him and how long they would continue to ‘share’ so many secrets.  A part of him suspected Kaiser Wilhelm would play this game as long as he could, just in case Germany picked up some of the scattered, bloody remains when the British finally devoured their kill. 
 
    In a similar situation to the one Japan was in, a hundred-and-fourteen years ago, the Kaiser’s great-great-great grandfather had declined to sue for peace and then, a year later been forced to abdicate when the shrinking German Empire, with enemies closing in on it from every side threatening to tear it to shreds in what was then its infancy, had been forced – much in the fashion of a drowning man clinging to a shard of floating driftwood – to accept an armistice which had held the German people in a vice-like strangle-hold for two decades before the great rapprochement with the English-speaking world in the latter years of the last century. 
 
    Hiroaki had inquired – via diplomatic back channels – of the Hamilton Administration the terms under which it was prepared to end the war. 
 
    The reply he had received had been unequivocal: Unconditional surrender, the scrapping of the Imperial Navy, and the reduction of the Army to a domestic ‘police force’ of no more than fifty-thousand men. 
 
    There was no way he could carry that message to his people.  The military would not allow it; and there would be civil war if he ordered the abandonment of Manchuria and the whole conquered Co-Prosperity Zone, let alone the demilitarisation of a nation whose martial spirit ran in it veins, its life blood. 
 
    Ambassador von Kirchbach coughed, clearing his throat. 
 
    “My Kaiser specifically instructed me to raise the following matter with you, Your Majesty.”  The diplomat hesitated, almost feeling the prickle of the first slashing Katana cut in his back.  “If it were your decision to entertain seeking an honourable peace with the British, the weight of the German Empire would be behind you in any subsequent…process.  We know what it is like to have an unjust peace settlement inflicted upon us; we would stand by you at the peace table.” 
 
    Hiroaki smiled wanly. 
 
    Yes, the bastards are looking to profit from my downfall. 
 
    Fair enough, if I were in their place I would probably act likewise. 
 
    The Germans had a word for it: Realpolitik. 
 
    “Please thank the Kaiser for his kind offer, Minister von Kirchbach.  I will of course give it my earnest consideration.  However, please do not give my brother Emperor false hope that I will respond positively.” 
 
    The German nodded an acknowledging bow. 
 
    “Much as we wish to minimise the violence and destruction of this war, Your Majesty,” he said, “we understand that naturally, you wish to confound your enemies on the battlefield and that in war, nothing is certain and that there is always hope.” 
 
    “Quite,” Hiroaki said, and in rising to his feet, concluded the audience. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 22nd July 1980 
 
    IJNS Nagano 
 
    Kure 
 
    Hiroshima Prefecture 
 
      
 
    Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, since the beginning of the year the first Chief of Naval Operations of the Imperial Navy – in the new command structure the second ranking officer in the service, responsible for the planning and execution of all fleet operations - was, like his Emperor, mightily glad that the formal part of their now thrice delayed royal visit to the Flagship of the Combined Fleet was over. 
 
    Not that the latter had been anything less than entranced, and a little awed, by his all too short inspection of the vast castle of steel sitting so magnificently in the grey waters of Kure Bay.  In fact, had he not known better, the experience might even had convinced him that the war with the British was not, as it had been from the outset, already lost. 
 
    As it was, fifty-three-year-old Fushima Hiroaki, 124th Taishō-tennō, Emperor of the Empire of Japan, Heavenly Sovereign to the one hundred million people of the Home Islands and tens of millions presently suffering under the cruel yoke of his occupying forces across Manchuria, Korea, Vietnam, Malaya, the Philippines, parts of the old Dutch East Indies and a hundred islands and islets from the Marianas and the Carolines to the cold wastes of the north to tropical Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands, almost within touching distance of Australia, had no illusions whatsoever that sooner or later, when the stalemate in the Pacific War was broken, his Empire’s fate would be sealed. 
 
    A lesser man would have fretted himself into an early grave by now; fortunately for his subjects, he was made of sterner mettle than any of his immediate predecessors upon the Chrysanthemum Throne.  In the last year, he, and the man who now wielded his Navy, had by their astute grasp of the actual – rather than the previous wishful grasp – strategic realities of the Pacific War, exerted a steadying, saner influence on the conduct of it.  This despite ferocious dissent and any number of failed coups.  However, neither man believed that other than having contrived to delay the inevitable, they had achieved much more than simply buying the Empire time to do what could be done to put its military and economic house in order.  Or if one was being pedantic about it, lessen the chaotic and disastrous disorder the Home and war fronts had been in last summer when, had the British not temporarily fought themselves to a standstill, their build-up in the Pacific stalled by events elsewhere in the world not by anything the Empire of Japan had done whatever the claims of the admirals and the generals during and after the initial insane rush of easy victories.  Such was the underlying plight of the Empire that both men took some small comfort from knowing that at least now, many of the ships of the IJN were fully manned, hundreds of new naval aviators had been trained, and that it had been possible to build up a five-month strategic stockpile of fuel. 
 
    Further, by the introduction of rationing, famine had been averted in the Home Islands last winter, none of which had seemed possible, let alone likely at the time OPERATION EAST WIND, the audacious all or nothing attack on San Francisco had been mounted last July. 
 
    Or which would have been possible to achieve had not Hiroaki been able to ride the wave of national euphoria, silencing the Army Council’s complaints about the diversion of foodstuffs from its depots, in the wake of the supposedly crushingly effective strike at the heartland of the enemy. 
 
    Now that they were alone, Yamamoto bowed respectfully and with an audacity that would have been outrageously impertinent coming from any other officer in the Empire, quietly inquired after the health of the Empress and the Heavenly Sovereign’s first born. 
 
    Fushima Hiroaki smiled broadly as he took off his cap – he was attired in the dress uniform of a humble post captain, the rank which his active service and long period in the reserve of the Imperial Navy entitled him to wear – and dropped it onto the nearby table. 
 
    “Mother and son are well, although the one is somewhat weary and the other full of infantile exuberance!” 
 
    Breaking with all tradition, most recently Hiroaki had delayed his departure from Edo Castle in Tokyo by forty-eight hours, unwilling to ‘abandon’ his wife and new-born heir apparent until he was absolutely sure that both were fully on the road to recovery from their shared ordeal three days ago. 
 
    The birth had already given a nation somewhat beaten down by rationing, shortages and war work, that was, understandably shaken by the reality that the ‘lightning conquests’ their former leaders had promised had not yet brought the victory and bountiful peace they had been promised a year ago, a real morale boost.  Something, at least, had gone right! 
 
    Yesterday, an Imperial Rescript had been read at every street corner, in every town and village in the Empire, celebrating the birth of Prince Naruhito, named for Hiroaki’s murdered son by his first wife. 
 
    The birth of their son was more than a joy to his parents.  Since Hiroaki’s marriage to his Empress, Akiko, a bride from a different royal lineage had signified a historic re-unification of two of the senior lines of succession - which had diverged in the middle of the last century – Naruhito’s first squalls welcomed in the founding of a new imperial dynasty. 
 
    “I rejoice with the peoples of the Empire, Your Highness,” Yamamoto, by several inches the shorter of the two men declared, his normally stern physiognomy creased with relief and pleasure, albeit of the properly reserved, officerly kind. 
 
    Ostensibly, Hiroaki had come to Kure to commission the second of the Imperial Navy’s monstrous Yamagata class battleships.  After keeping the very existence of the mighty ships secret for so long, a decision had been made to aggressively extol their apparent invincibility to all and sundry.  That the enemy had specifically targeted, and wrecked, the fifth ship in the class, the Kaga at Yokosuka last year had extinguished any lasting hope that the class’s existence was unknown.  From that point onwards, Hiroaki and Yamamoto had concurred that the primary value of the magnificent dinosaurs was going to be to lift the spirits of their countrymen and women.  Like all their decisions, it was one founded in unsentimental pragmatism; the principle that had guided their joint conduct of the war since the little admiral’s triumphant return, his fleet seemingly largely intact, from the audacious attack on the West Coast of New England. 
 
    Anchored nearby was the Yamagata, fresh from her working up cruise in the Inland Sea.  As was to be expected the semi-operational testing of every aspect of the great ship’s weaponry and equipment had resulted in a defects list that was going to keep the leading ship of the class in dockyard hands for most of the next two months, possibly longer.  However, for today, she rode serenely at anchor with her second sister, her photogenic qualities vastly exceeding her potential worth in the new age of warfare ushered in by the British way of battle.  However, if in the coming months the Japanese people drew comfort and strength from the posters of the great ships which would soon emblazon every public building, that was all to the good.  Neither the CNO nor his Emperor begrudged their people a fleeting moral fillip.  In the way of things, harsh realities would again impinge upon their lives soon enough.  That was what happened when one was fighting a war for no other purpose than to stay in the fight long enough for ‘something to turn up’. 
 
    It was not inconceivable that the British would be distracted by events elsewhere in the world.  For example, by fears of German territorial aggrandisement in Europe, or a collapse of the Raj in India, a disturbance of the flow of oil from Arabia and the Persian Gulf, or still more fallout from the ongoing political crisis in the British Isles that so preoccupied, and increasingly, emboldened the Germans. 
 
    Sadly, although all of those eventualities were possible, none of them were probable in any time scale which could be realistically envisaged by either of the men now settled at the table in the conference room adjacent to Yamamoto’s temporary flag cabin. 
 
    There was black tea from a gleaming silver tea set, exquisitely hand-painted cups sitting on saucers that seemed to glow with translucence, so perfect was their glaze.  Hiroaki planned to dine with the ship’s officers later – another departure from protocol – so other than a few crackers, and a modest selection of savouries, there was no other food on the table. 
 
    “Every time I come on board one of these leviathans,” the Emperor smiled, “I am almost convinced by the big gun men,” he confessed ruefully.  “And I think that I too am invincible!” 
 
    “Ten years ago, I would have felt that way also,” Yamamoto agreed with a rueful shake of the head.  “But,” he added dryly, “I would still have built giant aircraft carriers instead.” 
 
    Hiroaki shrugged. 
 
    They were where they were and they did not have a decade to put right the egregious shortcomings of a huge naval rearmament program commenced in 1971 which was still, even as they contemplated their teas, sucking in vast quantities of irreplaceable treasure, scarce strategic raw materials and tens of thousands of skilled workers who could have been much better employed elsewhere in the imperial war economy. 
 
    “Tell me how much credence you place on the latest intelligence digests presented to the High Council for Imperial Defence, my friend,” Hiroaki invited Yamamoto. 
 
    The Emperor knew that his familiarity when they were alone still sometimes unsettled ‘English Isoroku’ – as his detractors persisted in calling him behind his back – but he had come to regard Yamamoto as ‘a friend’ and he hoped that the feeling was reciprocated, not that the taciturn naval officer would ever presume upon that honour.  They might both be men long-exposed to western, European mores but they remained the products of their upbringing, and the mindset of their class.  Their stations in life were immutable, literally, the twain rarely if ever crossed.  Honour, precedence and conformity to the old ways constrained their emotions; thus, Hiroaki’s small gestures of friendship beyond their courtly, professional relations represented the absolute limit of what each would have considered the boundary between appropriate and unspeakably improper informality. 
 
    Yamamoto took some seconds to order his thoughts. 
 
    “Nothing I have read persuades me that my original assessment that the best-case outcome of OPERATION EAST WIND would be a short-lived hobbling of British naval operations.  As we discussed prior to the California operation, it was and remains my view that the enemy’s global commitments and ship losses suffered in the war in the Gulf of Spain, and in the early days of the fighting in the Pacific, would have caused an interregnum in major operations in any case, albeit for say, three to four or five months, not the year’s grace which is now I suspect, over.  Thankfully, we were in no position to opportunistically take advantage of this last year because had we attempted to extend our conquests beyond the Malay Barrier, or into the Indian Ocean, or seized the eastern Catherine Islands, or even as was originally planned, to invade the Sandwich Islands it would have created a situation where, by now, our strategic over-stretch would have left us enfeebled everywhere, and inevitably hastened the implosion of our South East Asia Co-Prosperity Zone.  Whereas, now that we have got some of the oilfields back into production in Borneo, begun to export rubber, hardwoods and other war materiel out of Malaya, and foodstuffs from several of the other occupied territories, we are enjoying a brief period in which we can meaningfully prepare for what must come.” 
 
    Yamamoto hesitated, his dark premonitions roaming sombrely over the plight of the Empire. 
 
    “For the British, this extended period during which primarily only raiding and reconnaissance missions have continued at sea, and relatively minor, attritional battles been fought in the Solomons, New Guinea and in the hinterlands of Sumatra, has been a much greater boon.  When we attacked the Pearl Lagoon in December eighteen months ago, the British were off-guard, their worldwide force dispositions still adapting to the demands of the recently ended War with the Triple Alliance.  Whenever my fellow admirals demand that we seek out fresh battles I remind them that the Royal Navy beat off the weight of the Combined Fleet in the Battle of the Sandwich Islands, and then mounted a major assault on our Home Islands with basically, the ships they had in hand in the Pacific at the start of the war.  Granted, they might have had some limited degree of tactical pre-warning of our intentions; nevertheless, the evidence of their pre-war dispositions is that they did very little to reinforce their fleet in the Pacific ahead of those opening battles.  The reason for this is simple; given its traditional role of imperial trade route protection, the need to defend the Mediterranean and the Persian Gulf, and to retain a large ‘fleet in being’ in home waters, by December 1978, the Royal Navy had run out of ships.” 
 
    The little admiral sighed. 
 
    “However, since then, the British have been repairing damaged vessels, recovering ships from their Reserve Fleet, and launching new ones, including many more aircraft carriers including at least two new giants.  They will also have been training prodigious numbers of new aviators and producing probably thousands of aircraft, many of them endowed with inherently superior performance characteristics than our own equivalent airframes.” 
 
    Hiroaki absorbed this. 
 
    “What about the success of our submarine campaign along the coasts of the Americas?” 
 
    Yamamoto shrugged: “We have never had more than three or four boats on patrol and after the British implementation of a convoy system, sinkings have virtually ceased.  Enemy air patrols have forced our submarines to operate farther and farther from the coast.”  Yamamoto confessed this between clenched teeth.  “I have concluded that our surviving boats will be better employed closer to home or patrolling around the Sandwich Islands.” 
 
    Fourteen long-range submarines, including two of the six-thousand-ton I-class boats which were capable of operating up to three seaplanes, nearly half the pre-war fleet had been lost since the commencement of the undersea campaign last July.  It was believed – although most of the claims were unsubstantiated, unverifiable and Hiroaki knew Yamamoto treated many with ill-disguised scepticism - some thirty enemy ships, including a cruiser and a destroyer had been torpedoed; even if that was true, whether a loss rate of one submarine for every two merchantmen sunk – literally, a drop in the ocean for their enemies was a viable, let alone a sustainable operational ratio was another question.  Especially, given that the majority of those torpedoed merchantmen lately had been small, coastal vessels of little or no significance to the enemy’s war effort. 
 
    Particularly damaging, the I-400 class boats had been withdrawn after two of the first three deployed had been lost within days of reaching their allotted ‘patrol boxes’ off the coast of Alto California, after it was thought that their converted Falcon scouts had been shot down and alerted the enemy to their presence.  Further, the wishful thinking that the submarines would gather useful electronic or other intelligence had proven largely mistaken. 
 
    Neither Yamamoto nor his Emperor had been carried away by the ‘headline’ success of the raid on San Francisco last year.  While the Japanese people had been told that the 3rd Fleet, formed to carry out OPERATION EAST WIND had suffered ‘minimal’ losses, this was only half the truth.  In comparison with other major fleet actions with the British, it had escaped more or less whole, in good order and made its way back to Japan via a re-fuelling and, for several ships, a halt for emergency repairs at Truk, before returning in triumph.  However, the operation had hardly been the resounding victory it seemed at the time. 
 
    Subsequently, submarines returning from the New England coast had brought prizes of war, a clutter of technical trinkets and in all seventeen prisoners, fourteen men and three women, two male and one female captive having died on the trans-Pacific passage.  Films of several of these sad, ragged creatures had been supplied to the broadcasting network without either Yamamoto’s, or the Emperor’s permission.  Such friends as the Empire still possessed around the world had not been impressed by the IJN’s ‘home movies’ of their ‘victims’, not least by the suggestion that the women prisoners had been used for the ‘comfort’ of the crewmen of the vessels which had brought them to the Home Islands.  Significantly, even the Germans had been tight-lipped in their praise of OPERATION EAST WIND and confidentially notified the Foreign Ministry that it found the ‘images speaking to the mistreatment of prisoners deeply troubling’. 
 
    Hiroaki had been as ‘amused’ as the foreign diplomats; several promising careers in the Imperial Civil Service and in the Secretariat of the Navy Council had been abruptly terminated, with the demoted miscreants drafted into infantry units attached to 32nd Army in Manchuria. 
 
    Hiroaki knew that if those films, of filthy, bloodied white men and women who had obviously been starved, beaten…and worse, in their captivity on board IJN ships ever reached New England any damage done to the morale of the population by the raid on San Francisco – civil or military – would be undone in a moment.  Not for the first time, he cursed the innate brutality, one of many symptoms of its gross professional ineptitude, that seemed to dominate the Japanese military mind. There seemed to be no understanding of the reality that war was not fought just on the battlefield but in the hearts and minds of not just one’s own people, and those of one’s enemies.  Did they teach young officers nothing at the Army and Naval Academies? 
 
    He regretted lying to his people about the true cost of OPERATION EAST WIND.  The worst losses, and by far the most worrying, had occurred as the fleet made its escape, far out to sea many hours after the two daylight strikes in the middle of a pitch black, moonless night. 
 
    During those climactic daylight hours of 8th July last year, the destroyers Okinami, Shirayuki, Myuki, Shirakumo and Isonami had been sunk in the fierce fighting within San Francisco Bay.  Later, as it withdrew, the light cruiser Tokima, which had been badly damaged – it was thought – in a duel with a British heavy cruiser, was unable to keep up with the other three ships of Cruiser Division 3, and had had to be scuttled to prevent her falling into the hands of the enemy. 
 
    By then, over a hundred and thirty of the nearly three hundred aircraft carried on the four fleet carriers of Carrier Division 2, designated ‘Kido Butai’ for the duration of the operation, had either been lost to enemy action, or to mechanical problems or had ditched in the sea when their fuel was exhausted.  Of the aircrews participating in the two strikes on San Francisco Bay, approximately two in every five men had become casualties. 
 
    3rd Fleet, comprising two battlecruisers, the Saganami and the Mikasa; the four carriers of the Kido Butai, the Amagi and the Haguro, the newly-commissioned twenty-one-thousand-ton Shōkaku, and her sister ship, the Zuikaku; the four heavy cruisers, the Shigure, Suma, Tsugami and Yanagi of Cruiser Division 7; the four light cruisers, the Asatsuya, Chishima, Nisshin and Tokima of Cruiser Division 3; and nineteen escorting fleet destroyers of Destroyer Divisions 2, 4, 7 and 23, some thirty-three warships in total had been specifically designed for its mission, with the bulk of the big ship battle line being left at home to convince the British that no major operation was in hand and importantly, so as not to slow down the rest of the fleet. 
 
    In many respects, the operation had gone, at least in its first strike phase, perfectly to plan.  Afterwards, the smoke of battle had, literally, obscured the battlefield and chaos had reigned supreme, compelling Yamamoto to signal a judicious early withdrawal; a decision that in tactical terms was a classic example of ‘cutting and running’ while the going was good.  At the time that he determined to withdraw, such losses as had by then been suffered fell into the extreme low end of the range the operation’s planners had predicted.  Moreover, as 3rd Fleet sped to the west at better than twenty-five knots and dusk fell that day, the predominant mood on its ships had been one of elation and no little relief. 
 
    Ignorance is indeed bliss, for had they known that the enemy had had one last surprise to spring, they might even have balked at mounting OPERATION EAST WIND in the first place. 
 
    Although Yamamoto’s pre-defined, and several times practiced ‘scatter at high speed’ command had infuriated his captains whom to a man regarded it as an absurdly excessive response to the flagship’s ELDAR detection, at long-range, of the approach of only two enemy aircraft, infuriation had soon turned to shock because those two aircraft had dropped at least two, perhaps three or four, very large bombs - possibly similar to those which had torn the uncompleted Kaga apart in her graving dock at Yokosuka – with terrifying accuracy from an altitude estimated to have been in excess of four miles above the rapidly scattering fleet.  Unnervingly, implausibly, it had soon become evident that those bombs had somehow, ‘tracked’ or ‘followed’ the violent high-speed, some thirty knots at the time, manoeuvres of two of the fleet’s ‘big’ ships. 
 
    One ship, the thirteen-thousand-ton heavy cruiser Tsugami had been struck by one – or two – bombs somewhere in the vicinity of her aft main battery turret.  The ship had almost immediately come to a stop, settling in the water and approximately two minutes later, blown up and gone down with the loss of every man on board. 
 
    A second ship, the new carrier Zuikaku had narrowly avoided the same fate.  A bomb had penetrated her stern elevator, punched through the hangar deck below – mercifully without starting a fire – and exited the ship below the waterline ripping a jagged, fifteen-feet-wide rent in her hull before exploding in the water.  The carrier’s starboard shaft had run wild, flooding its turbine room leading to an eleven-degree list.  Remarkably, only sixteen men had been killed; even more remarkably, the ship was under way again shortly before dawn the next morning and escorted by two destroyers and the light cruiser Nisshin, had finally reached Truk Atoll six days behind the rest of the fleet.  Inspections of the ship had confirmed that only her robust construction – she and her sister were the first purpose-built fleet carriers designed from the keel up to perform their role, to join the IJN – had saved her and then, only by chance.  Either she had been hit by an armour-piercing device with a delayed-action fuse that had been confused with the ease by which it had sliced through her wooden flight deck and unarmoured hangar floor, or the offending bomb had malfunctioned in some other, inscrutable fashion.  Had it detonated inside the hull it would almost certainly have blown off the ship’s stern. 
 
    Thus, the final butcher’s bill had amounted to an aircraft carrier so badly damaged it was only just out of dockyard hands a year later, the loss of two cruisers and five destroyers, and over a hundred irreplaceable, in the main, veteran aircrew.  The IJN and its Naval Air Service had suffered some two thousand casualties and discovered, to its cost, that the enemy possessed yet another deadly new weapon, terrifying ship-killing bombs which could unerringly follow violently, unpredictably manoeuvring vessels at speeds of up to thirty knots in total darkness. 
 
    Yes, truly, the days of giant floating targets like the Yamagata, the Nagano and their two uncompleted, fitting out sister behemoths, the Myagi and the Ishikawa were numbered.  They were just huge, unmissable dinosaurs. 
 
    Their designers claimed that they were unsinkable by gunfire from any other ship afloat, and that each leviathan was the match of any two, perhaps three or four battleships afloat.  Seventy-three-thousand tons fully loaded her nine 18-inch guns in three turrets, each of which weighing over three thousand tons were capable of destroying any other big gun ship in the world two to three miles before a Yamagata class vessel even entered its engagement window.  Theoretically, her ten twin 8-inch turrets, two mounted on the centreline fore and aft and four on each broadside, and over a hundred relatively heavy calibre lighter anti-aircraft guns were capable of literally throwing up a wall of steel in the face of air attack.  And if a shell or an aircraft somehow got past her guns the Yamagata had twenty-three inches of armour on her main battery turret faces, belt armour up to sixteen inches thick protecting nearly two thirds of her hull above and below the waterline, and six- to nine-inch deep protection on her main deck virtually from stem to stern.  Inside her thickly-armoured citadel her twelve boilers and four geared turbines enabled her to steam at over twenty-seven knots, and she carried sufficient fuel bunkerage to steam across the Pacific and back at a speed of sixteen knots.  For reconnaissance, artillery spotting and search and rescue operations the ships carried as many as seven float planes in two special hangars beneath her quarterdeck, and if any of the four ships of the class were acting as fleet flagships, their crews swelled to 3,100 officers and men.  In summary, they were the very acme, the ultimate expression of everything that had been learned in the design and construction of big gun capital ships in the one-hundred-and-fourteen years since a long dead generation of naval architects had begun the task of analysing the lessons of the war at sea in the Great War of the last century. 
 
    And yet…it had been pure hubris to go on building the Yamagatas when it became known – remember, at a time when the five ships of the class were still on the drawing board – that the British had cancelled the orders for four sixty-thousand-ton ‘improved’ Big Cats, upscaled versions of the highly successful Lion class mounting eight 16-inch 50-calibre main battery rifles.  That had been over two years before Hiroaki’s predecessor, Yoshihito had laid the first ceremonial block of the keel of the Yamagata… 
 
    Just thinking about the treasure and vital war materiel wasted in the construction of the five giant white elephants was physically painful.  Hiroaki forced himself not to dwell on the folly of his ancestors as the ache behind his eyes focused into tight balls at his temples. 
 
    “I plan to summon the next High Council of Imperial Defence session for Tuesday morning,” Hiroaki announced.  “I suspect there will be pressure from certain quarters to mount fresh, irrelevant Banzai charges somewhere, citing home front morale or a mythical masterplan to delay the enemy’s build-up in one or other part of the Pacific.” 
 
    Yamamoto remained silent. 
 
    The British, having reinforced their defences of the Sandwich Islands, mainly by turning those crucial rocks into unsinkable airfields, had not yet commenced an obvious major ‘build-up’ of forces in preparation for the inevitable assault on the Empire.  In fact, other than stationing a few more warships in the Indian Ocean, strengthening the Australasian squadrons, and conducting major dockyard construction and enhancement work at Vancouver, Tacoma and San Francisco, it was almost as if the enemy had ‘parked’ the war in the Pacific while he sorted out problems closer to home.  Even taking into account the paucity of hard intelligence from which this assessment was derived, it was likely that the majority of vessels commissioning into the Royal Navy at the present time were either being retained in the North Atlantic, or being transferred to the Mediterranean to counter German and Russian sabre-rattling initially prompted by the slow-motion downfall of the Hamilton administration and the bumbling incompetence of its successor, Maxwell-Clough regime, as everybody had waited for a fresh Imperial General Election that summer – itself a monumental undertaking at the best of times which was why such events were usually only undertaken at pre-planned five-yearly intervals, and then in several stages – which presumably, the peoples of the British Empire had fervently hoped might finally address at least some of the most gratuitous failings of governance in the last few years. 
 
    However, neither Hiroaki or Yamamoto could allow themselves to be seduced by the notion that political inertia in London, or the imperial problems faced by their enemy, would necessarily be reflected in his planning and dispositions of men, ships and warplanes in the war in the Pacific.  No, if the enemy was presently content to merely hold the line with what seemed, minimal naval forces, while commanding the Central Pacific by means of overwhelming ground-based air power, this was almost certainly not an indication that he intended the present stalemate to continue indefinitely. 
 
    While the bane of Hiroaki’s life, the cast of admirals and generals at Imperial General Headquarters interpreted the relative inaction of the British as indecision, it was a comfort to know that Yamamoto at least, shared his own appreciation of the ‘state of play’.  What others took to be lack of offensive spirit – the ultimate Samurai sin – in their enemy Hiroaki knew to be irrefutable evidence of the clear, uncluttered strategic thinking of the British high command. 
 
    While the enemy would be tempted to mount spoiling strikes, or raids in strength against Japanese garrisons or squadrons near to, or patrolling the oceanic front lines around two-thirds of the Empire’s sprawling Co-Prosperity Zone, even if such ‘distraction’ operations met with tactical success, presently it was impractical to marshal the resources required to exploit that success, or to, for example, widen breaches in the perimeter of the Zone.  Recognising this, the British had respected the first rule of war, that of concentration of forces, electing to be strong in the one place that was crucial to them, the Sandwich Islands, ensuring that other less critical points encircling the Co-Prosperity Zone were ‘covered’ or defended by forces adequate to delay and to bleed any assault, knowing the Empire of Japan no longer had the resources, or the appetite for risk, to mount another ‘spectacular’ thousands of miles from the Home Islands.   
 
    Too late, Japanese scientists had – with the assistance of advisors seconded to Tokyo by Telefunken and the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute by their German ‘silent’ partners - gained a better general understanding of the enemy’s ongoing mastery of electronic warfare and of his ultra-secret real time digital communications systems.  Unfortunately, this was of little practical utility to the Navy or the Army because they could still not decipher enemy communications traffic and lived in fear of the British again breaking their codes, as they had done prior to the outbreak of the war.  Likewise, practically every report of British and Colonial ship, troop and aircraft movements now came via third parties, overseas diplomatic legations or friendly anti-British elements, all of whom had agendas which only intersected the needs of the Japanese Empire at random, unpredictable points meaning much of the intelligence derived from those reports was out of date before it came anywhere near to the hands of the operational arms of Imperial General Headquarters. 
 
    In the background there was always the horrible uncertainty, ignorance if one was being honest about it, concerning the enemy’s advanced guided munitions technologies, its nuclear-powered submarines and the possibility that everything, every move, the Japanese fleet and armies made, was being watched from the high ground of space by British spy satellites in low-Earth orbits criss-crossing the Western Pacific and the Home Islands. 
 
    Hiroaki realised that Yamamoto was visibly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” he began, halted and tried again.  “Your Majesty, we have discussed before what options might be open to us in the event of a stalemate, or a significant offer of a mutual cessation of major hostilities?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hiroaki agreed. 
 
    “I think this may be the last, or close to the last moment when our enemies might, conceivably, be receptive to certain overtures…” 
 
    Hiroaki sighed. 
 
    It was time to bare his soul to his closest military advisor. 
 
    “Some hours before I departed the Imperial Palace,” he said, his tone flat and cold, “I received final confirmation of the outcome of the German Kaiser’s initiative to act as an ‘honest broker’ to prepare the ground for a ‘peace process’ between ourselves and the British Empire.  The enemy has not revisited his demand for ‘unconditional surrender’.  Apparently, Count Lothar von Bismarck,” the long-standing, near hereditary Foreign Minister of the Reich, “attempted to resume negotiations frustrated by the fall of the Hamilton regime with the current administration in London.  Sadly, he made no progress.  It remains the unwavering policy of the British Government, as enunciated shortly after the Battle of the Sandwich Islands, and re-confirmed via the offices of the Swedish Minister in Tokyo, that nothing short of the unconditional surrender of all Imperial forces outside the Home Islands, the return of all occupied territories seized on or after 1st December 1978 to their prior indigenous of colonial authorities, and the guarantee of the payment of war reparations which over a period of years would exceed by several times the gross domestic product of the pre-1st December 1978 empire, is acceptable to the enemy.  Further, to ensure we did not renege on any of our undertakings, the Combined Fleet would have to be deactivated and its ships steamed to Australia where they would be indefinitely interned.  Needless, we would be forbidden to operate air forces and the Imperial Army would be reduced to a police force strength of under one-hundred-thousand officers and men.” 
 
    Yamamoto opened his mouth but was silenced by his Emperor’s raised hand. 
 
    “Further, the new British Government is demanding that all Japanese officers and state officials, including myself, stand trial for high crimes and misdemeanours committed against individuals and the peoples of the occupied territories, and war crimes committed against British, Dominion and Commonwealth servicemen and women…” 
 
    “That is unthinkable!” Yamamoto protested angrily.  “Your person is inviolable, Your Majesty!” 
 
    Hiroaki shook his head. 
 
    “My friend,” he said softly, “if I believed that all it would take to end this nightmare was for me to debase myself, if necessary to prostrate myself in front of the whole world at the feet of King George,” he met the other man’s deeply troubled gaze, “Rest assured that I would do it in a heartbeat.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 24th July 1980 
 
    Aldershot Road 
 
    William Howe Estate 
 
    Bronxwood, New York 
 
      
 
    It happened that the small television in the corner of the kitchen was on when Melody got back from court that morning, at a few minutes before noon.  Daisy May, her matronly housekeeper and children’s nanny looked up from the sink where she had been washing dishes, eyed the stack of papers her employer had just dumped onto the table and smiled as if the two women were sharing some kind of secret joke. 
 
    The television’s sound was turned down low because Daisy May was the sort of woman who was always listening for ‘baby trouble’.  Like Melody, to her, whatever was on the TV was usually just background noise, nothing to do with real life and when, rarely, it was, they assumed the reporters almost always got it wrong. 
 
    “The diary says you’re picking up the young master at three o’clock?”  The older woman checked, returning her attention to the soapy dishes in the basin and glancing out through the windows at the wooded landscape which, over the years, had filled in all the spaces between the houses on the old estate. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll walk over to the school at about half-past-two, if that works for you?” 
 
    If that works for you… 
 
    Daisy May had never worked for a white woman quite like the Colonel’s wife.  The Colonel was a real gentleman – he was all ‘Miss Daisy’ this and that, like she was a human being - but she actually worked for the woman of the house, so she was the one that mattered hereabouts.  You could tell a lot about a person when you saw them most days for two months; a lot of times Daisy was long gone by that anniversary! 
 
    Daisy had no idea what the Colonel did, or even if he was a real ‘Colonel’.  He had been away for a couple of spells in the last month, only phoned home a couple of times which probably meant he was actually ‘soldiering’ or doing something secretive for the government.  What she did know was that Melody started missing him – a lot - when he had been away two or three days, like now, burying herself in her lawyering or good causes, trying not to advertise how much she missed her husband to her little ones. 
 
    Daisy May had never asked what the Colonel did; and Melody had never talked about…that.  That was about the only way Melody was remotely like any of the other military wives on the William Howe Estate. 
 
    People of a certain class in the mid-and upper First Thirteen thought they ought to behave respectfully to black folk like her; and sometimes, they managed it even if they did not mean it.  With the Colonel and his wife, it was…different. 
 
    They had had a bad experience with Daisy’s predecessor, the stupid girl had stolen money from Melody’s purse and given Pedro the back of her hand once.  Just once…  She had been out of the door and off the estate after that.  Daisy had slapped her kids when she was younger before she knew any better; and she had confessed as much to her prospective employers. 
 
    ‘Nobody’s perfect,’ Melody had said, ‘but raising a hand to our little ones is a red line, okay?’ 
 
    The little master, Pedro, had a rapidly developing devilish side, of that there could be no doubt.  However, he was six years old; he had a perfect right to have a little bit of devil in him.  As for the infants, eighteen-month-old Lizzy and six-month-old Henrietta, they were the sweetest babies you could imagine which made sense, because if Daisy had learned anything in her half-century on this planet it was that in life you generally got exactly what you deserved.  She had lost her husband – he had walked out leaving her with four teenage children - when she was in her mid-thirties and so far as she was concerned, the bastard was dead to her.  She had got into the housekeeper-nanny business a decade ago because she loved being around kids, particularly the little ones, even if she did not usually have so much time for their parents. 
 
    However, this time around, she had struck lucky! 
 
    The Colonel and his wife had no problem with her sons and daughters visiting her at the house, not that either of the boys were likely to show up; they had both quit college and gone to Liberty on Lake Michigan to do war work, and at the rates those government contracts paid a young man he could build up a tidy nest egg in just a year or two and come back East set up for years to come.  Much as she had sternly cautioned her girls not to talk back to ‘Miss Melody’, the first time they were brave enough to come up to the house, the Colonel’s wife had ended up gossiping with them and telling them all about her friends Amelia and Sam Henry in Virginia.  Daisy’s daughters, Tricia and Maisy, respectively seventeen and nineteen attended Brooklyn Polytechnical School part-time and paid their way working in clerking, shop sales jobs and bar work in the evenings and on the weekends.  Needless, they had initially been unnaturally tongue-tied in the presence of one of New England’s most ‘infamous’ women.  Daisy’s girls had made up their minds about Melody straight away, their mother having deliberated only a little longer.  If only because the woman was far too good to be true… 
 
    A pair of aircraft flew low overhead, from the guttural bellow of their engines they were probably Goshawks turning into a landing pattern at the nearby airfield. 
 
    “It never used to be this noisy hereabouts!”  Daisy complained. 
 
    Melody had paused to collect her thoughts; it had been a very hectic morning.  Two hearings at Brooklyn Heights Magistrates Court, meetings with three separate clients and an emergency call to attend her old Police Station because the duty solicitor had been involved in a minor traffic ‘incident’; nobody was hurt but he was going to be tied up for the next couple of hours.  She was happy to oblige, signing up to the Duty Solicitor Roll had been a good way to get back into the swing of the Twin Colony’s arcane legal system.  Subsequently, bumping into so many old friends, and a few old adversaries also, had been fun, a thing she had not anticipated when she was in the slough of despair in the aftermath of Sonia Heidkamp’s death. 
 
    She stifled a yawn. 
 
    “Do you mind if I turn up the sound?”  She asked, nodding at the TV. 
 
    Daisy shook her head; she had no idea when she was going to get over being asked questions like that! 
 
    The regional mid-day news report was getting under way on the Empire Broadcasting Service. 
 
    It transpired that HMS Colossus, back from the Pacific, was due to anchor in the Upper Harbour that afternoon.  The plan was to warp her into the new graving dock at Wallabout Bay tomorrow where she would remain for the next five months for a stem to stern refit.  The watering holes of Brooklyn and New York would be doing good business in the coming days as the great ship’s two-thousand-man crew paid off preparatory to their next postings. 
 
    Next up: there had been a fire in a warehouse on the west side of the Hudson River overnight; there were big traffic jams on the roads north to Albany on account of ‘road works’ over-running the Empire Day holiday period last weekend.  Then the presenter – a prim brunette with horn-rimmed glasses – moved on and the screen cut to a familiar venue, the Jamaica Beach open air theatre where the Liberty Party had held one of its rabble-rousing rallies on Bank Holiday Monday. 
 
    “A film of part of the speech delivered by Virginian Legislator Roger Lee, is causing outrage in some quarters in the Twin Colony.  After he had invoked what he called the ‘manifest destiny’ of the white races of New England, he went on to directly quote the two-century-old incendiary rhetoric allegedly attributed to the traitor George Washington – a distant relative of our present Governor –by the late Isaac Fielding in his controversial polemic treatise Two Hundred Lost Years before the pivotal Battle of Long Island in 1776…” 
 
    Melody frowned. 
 
    Like Isaac Fielding’s sons she had not mourned overlong when she heard of his suicide in prison in England; that man had done untold harm and was in part, responsible for the deaths of scores of innocent people.  The man’s narcissism and fanaticism had driven him to betray his family, every last friend and his country and depressingly, that scurrilous, half-baked book of his had since become the crutch of every conspiracy theorist, ‘separate development’ bigot, would-be faux patriot and failed politician.  
 
    The other reason she frowned was that her friend Amelia’s despicable elder half-brother was not a member of the Virginian Legislative Executive, he was barred from holding elected public office in the Commonwealth by dint of his unforgiven bankruptcy in two other Crown Colonies.  Honestly, the standard of journalism these days was atrocious! 
 
    Nothing Melody had ever heard about Roger Lee had challenged a single word Amelia had confided to her.  He was a pompous, self-obsessed bully and wastrel, who had done his level best to cheat his sister out of her rightful inheritance and now he was making a career out of stoking the fear and prejudices of similarly mean-minded and ignorant people the length and breadth of the First Thirteen. 
 
    “The time is now near at hand which will determine whether Americans are to be free men or slaves; whether they are to have any property they can call their own; whether their houses and farms are to be pillaged and destroyed, and themselves consigned to a state of wretchedness from which no human efforts will deliver them. The fate of unborn millions will now depend, under God, on the courage and conduct of this army. Our cruel and unrelenting enemy leaves us only the choice of brave resistance, or the most abject submission. We have, therefore, to resolve to conquer or die...” 
 
    Melody hardly knew which way to look, let alone what to think about what she was hearing.  That was outright sedition, wasn’t it?  Did he just call for an armed insurrection against the Crown?  Courtesy of the EBS? 
 
    She realised that Daisy May was watching her. 
 
    “Somebody ought to do something about folk like that,” the older woman sniffed.  The kettle had boiled, and she made a pot of tea, arranged cups and saucers on the kitchen table and burrowed in a cupboard, producing scones.  “Sorry, no cream.” 
 
    Daisy settled opposite Melody; briefly they viewed each other over the butter and strawberry jam. 
 
    “It’s dangerous saying things like that,” Melody said presently. “What happened in 1776 was a revolution, our first and only civil war in New England.” 
 
    “Maybe, Lord Washington ought to throw him in jail!” 
 
    Melody grimaced. 
 
    “That’s not the way we do things either,” she objected gently. 
 
    “Hell, that’s what they did to you,” Daisy May reminded her.  “And you didn’t do diddly squat!” 
 
    Melody shrugged, allowed herself a wan smile. 
 
    “I was once the mistress of a Spanish spy,” she said.  “And I did collude with the exiled Queen of Spain, just not the way I thought I was, that’s all.  In fact, I made a complete fool of myself.  The moral of the story is not to fall into the clutches of the wrong tall dark stranger, and to never forget that people in power don’t think about the world, or the people in it, the way we little people do.” 
 
    The older woman scowled. 
 
    It was an expression which had got her into a lot of strife with women of the Colonel’s wife’s class over the years.  
 
    Melody just laughed. 
 
    “Your face!”  She gasped.  “It’s a picture, it really is.” 
 
    This prompted a renewed scowl. 
 
    Melody was still listening to the TV. 
 
    “Legislator Lee went on to speak of the ‘manifest destiny’ of the ‘white settler stock of the Commonwealth’ to conquer every inch of the North American continent so as to make it safe for god-fearing people to bring up their children.” 
 
    “White settler stock!”  Melody scoffed contemptuously.  “I’m white but I’m not one of them.  My mother is Jewish, secular not religious, obviously, my father’s people came from Spain which means somewhere in my bloodline there is Moorish DNA and I don’t even believe in God.  What ever happened to loving thy neighbour and peace to all men?” 
 
    Daisy May was viewing her with very thoughtful eyes. 
 
    “You ain’t ever going to get elected to the local council if you say that to the people around here.  You know that, right?” 
 
    As if she did not already have enough on her plate, Melody had put her name down as a prospective Liberal Party candidate for the Bronxwood, Eastchester and Hastings-on-Hudson District Council, in a by-election that was due to be held sometime that autumn following the sudden resignation of the incumbent a fortnight ago.  The seat had been High Tory for nearly thirty years but both the Liberals and the Progressive Whigs, with the Liberty Party snapping at their heels had been forcing ever-closer results in the last decade. 
 
    “I’ll tell people exactly what I believe in; colonial politics ought to be an honourable business. If I lose, I lose but at least I’ll be able to look myself in the eye afterwards.” 
 
    “You’ll lose,” the older woman sighed with no little regret.  She moved on: “Did you get the messages I called in to your office?” 
 
    Melody shared a somewhat air-headed clerk with two other junior associates of Belmaine and Rutherford.  Office communications were…patchy. 
 
    “I got the one about dropping everything and taking a taxi over to Brooklyn Heights,” she reported. 
 
    “There was one from the Estate Agent about your old apartment, he didn’t sound like he was bothered so neither was I,” Daisy explained, “but you probably want to call that guy’s,” she pointed an accusatory finger at the TV, “sister.” 
 
    Melody rose, collected the phone from the next room and carefully trailed its lead back into the kitchen.  The number rang for about fifteen seconds. 
 
    She did not recognise the voice. 
 
    “This is Melody Nash,” she explained.  “I think Amelia was trying to get in touch with me?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.  She’s outside, I think.  I’ll fetch her…” 
 
    It was nearly two minutes before her friend came on the line. 
 
    “Hi, Amelia…” 
 
    Sensing her friend’s anxiety, Melody abbreviated the civilities. 
 
    “You sound worried?” 
 
    “I am.  Look, if I transmit some legal documents to the Bronxwood Post Office and ask them to courier copies to you this afternoon, is there any chance you can look them over and get back to me tomorrow morning…or afternoon?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.  We have an FTM,” a facsimile transmitting machine, “at the house.  Paul had it installed for his work: if I give you the code number, you can send stuff straight to me if you like, that will speed things up if it is urgent.” 
 
    Melody thought her friend might swoon with relief. 
 
    “I’ll start doing that in the next few minutes.” 
 
    “If you want to circle anything you think is important, that would help me,” Melody said quickly, trying to find the right page in her organiser-notebook.  She called out the STC, secure transmit code, and the security key and got Amelia to repeat it back to her.  “I’ll have a skim through before I pick Pedro up from school.  We’ll talk later.” 
 
    She looked to Daisy May. 
 
    Roger Lee’s floridly smug face was no longer filling the small screen of the kitchen TV as Melody stood up to walk through to the spacious study she shared with her husband.  The expensive new toy sat in the corner next to the semi-circular bay window overlooking the lawn behind the house.  Her knowledge of its inner workings extended little farther than a vague awareness that it functioned better when it was plugged in and switched on. 
 
    She discovered it was up and running. 
 
    There was a ‘transmit’ in the catchment tray, an expenses statement of some kind, presumably asking Paul to account for the bullets he had expended despatching yet another dastardly enemy of the Crown.  It had been reassuring to learn that even spies with a licence to kill had to fill in their paperwork in triplicate and daily, navigate the twisted bureaucracy of the Imperial Security Service’s reams of red tape. 
 
    Licence to kill… 
 
    No, that probably expired back in Spain… 
 
    Spain…oh, yes, that was where I was sleeping with completely the wrong man! 
 
    Learned my lesson; I won’t do that again! 
 
    The FTM beeped to life.  In was an unspectacular grey box sitting on a trolley with hardly any flashing lights and those that did flash, only had two colours, blue and red.  A flashing red light was never good, a solid red signified that something was broken; such was the sum of her understanding of the temperamental piece of junk. 
 
    Melody was pleasantly surprised when sheets of paper began to spill out of the side of the machine.  Usually, one page stuck and rest piled up behind it before the machine made a happy-sounding bleep-bleep and subsided back into sleep mode with the satisfaction of knowing a good job had not been done at all well. 
 
    She put the pages back in order; they unfailingly disordered themselves as they slid out of the innards of the beast.  Despite herself, she was smiling when she returned to the kitchen. 
 
    Amelia had sent her the deed of title and transfer of beneficial ownership certificates for one of the estates her brother had voluntarily surrendered into her hands in perpetuity in exchange for Sam and Amelia buying off the banks planning to sue Roger for so-called ‘criminal bankruptcy’, that is, when he was a director of the Bangor Plantation Company for deliberately running it into the ground to finance a second, third, fourth and fifth ultimately failed business venture.  Cutting a long and sordid story short, that was how Amelia and Sam had gained control of all three of the Lee family estates, including Bell Isle, which her brother had – with an insouciant lack of transparency attempted to steal from her – and even in the short time they had been running the show, turned around what had been a not so slow-motion train wreck of a multi-million pound business. 
 
    And now, it seemed, Roger Lee was playing the race card. 
 
    There were several covenants in the transfer of beneficial ownership, one of which was peculiar to the Crown Colony of Virginia, and both the Carolinas. 
 
    Specifically, citing a seventeenth century amendment to the founding Royal Charter of the Colony, it implied that a transfer of beneficial ownership might at some date in the future be invalidated should the said beneficiary be found guilty of ‘behaviour, moral or irreligious, or contrary to the common law sufficient to outrage the Commonwealth and, or, render him, or they unfit to be directors of a public limited company.’ 
 
    It was mumbo-jumbo that dated back to a time when people in the First Thirteen still believed in witches and things that went ‘bump’ in the night, and thought the appropriate remedy for suspected or alleged theocratic non-conformity was to randomly burn women and girls at the stake. 
 
    Daisy May waited patiently, askance written in her face. 
 
    Melody frowned: “Roger Lee is trying to swindle Amelia and Sam using badly written laws put together by Puritans and other religious bigots, slave traders and pirates when the English first settled in Jamestown,” she explained, sobering somewhat. 
 
    If anybody was going to mount a modern test case along the lines Roger Lee’s legal advisors had in mind, the Crown Colony of Virginia was the place to try it. 
 
    She smiled tight-lipped and rang Amelia’s number. 
 
    “That was quick,” her friend remarked unhappily.  “Does he have a case?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  You live in Virginia, remember, not the real world.”  Melody’s levity fell on understandably deaf ears. 
 
    “He’s got all his rich friends behind him,” Amelia said, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’re friends,” Melody retorted.  “It’s not as if they’ve bought out enough of his creditors to remit his bankruptcy orders in Massachusetts and Pennsylvania, both of which are considered to be superior mercantile courts to that in Alexandria, the only place he has protection from future claims against him.  On the bright side, all a court in Virginia can do is refer the case to the appropriate appellate circuit; that would be the Court of Commonwealth Settlements in Philadelphia…” 
 
    “But he could seek an interim injunction, preventing the Bangor Development Company seeking new funds, or applying for new planning permissions, or bank facilities…” 
 
    Melody did not want to dive too deeply into this until she had taken advice.  Company Law was not her specialisation, or leastways, it had not been since she was a wet-eared, crashingly earnest newly-qualified attorney-at-law the best part of fifteen years ago. 
 
    “Slow down, slow down,” she cooed.  “If a lower colonial court makes an order which it later transpires was improperly considered, the exchequer of its convening colony is fully liable for any and all costs and losses incurred by the successful appellant.  That’s why lower courts don’t often risk making that kind of injunctive intervention in what is, after all, a civil commercial case in which life, limb and liberty are not usually at stake.” 
 
    “No, I suppose not, but…” 
 
    Melody was tingling with excitement. 
 
    It was a bad, inappropriate, unprofessional response. 
 
    But the possibilities were…immense. 
 
    To be in on the ground floor of what might be a major, nay landmark, case about the rights of all the citizens of the Commonwealth, not just those who were rich, white and could afford the best lawyers money could buy was shamefully…erotic. 
 
    “No buts,” she reprimanded her friend.  “Let me take soundings about this…” 
 
    “A protracted legal fight would bring into question the viability of the Bangor project and badly damage, perhaps ruin everything Sam and I are trying to do, Melody.” 
 
    Melody decided she needed to administer a little tough love. 
 
    “I need to make some calls, Amelia.” she said, using the voice she used to use when she had a detective inspector’s warrant card in her purse and she was interrogating a suspected murderer, and now reserved for moments when Pedro needed to be calmed down.  “In the meantime, don’t panic.  We’ll have a proper chat about this tomorrow; until then put on a brave face for the girls and allow Sam to make a fuss of you, okay?” 
 
    “Yes, I…” 
 
    “I have to collect Pedro from school now.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, I’m being stupid.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.  By the way, I’ve just seen Roger on TV; that speech of his was seditious and borderline treasonous, it was certainly an attempt to incite violence against the Crown.  This time tomorrow, he might be in irons!” 
 
    “I wish!”  Amelia declared with an excess of feeling. 
 
    “Me, too.” Melody echoed. 
 
    But both women knew that in the First Thirteen, men with rich and influential friends could practically get away with murder. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Friday 29th July 1980 
 
    Alberto Chávez Field 
 
    San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California  
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Edward ‘Ted’ Forest, RNAS, had decidedly mixed feelings that morning as he led the second echelon – B Flight - of Naval Air Squadron 857 into the air from its home of the last three months for the last time.  One phase of his life and career was ending, and another beginning; and although he was leaving many regrets back on the ground, he was looking forward to the challenges ahead. 
 
    In the days when ACF had just been a levelled, mud and grass field before the Japanese attack on Empire Day last year, it had been from where Ted had first flown solo.  That spring it had been renamed in honour of a Mexican scout pilot who had shot down two enemy Falcons that fateful day last year before himself being killed.  Before then it would have been unthinkable to fly into combat with Mexican comrades; nowadays, it was unthinkable not to be flying with them: wing-tip to wing-tip, shoulder to shoulder. 
 
    Ted pulled back the stick and the Hopwood-Liberty S-4 ‘Reaper’ climbed effortlessly into the clear blue sky over the southern bay, ascending at a rate of over three thousand feet per minute.  With tanks only half-full and unladen with ordnance, the aircraft’s massive two-thousand-eight-hundred horsepower Philadelphia Motors Duplex-Cyclone 18-cylinder air-cooled radial engine purred like a big cat digesting its latest meal as Ted and his seven shadowing Reapers headed up to a height of fifteen thousand feet to rendezvous with the rest of the squadron.  Flying aircraft designed to carry up to four tons of ordnance beneath their wings, unburdened it was like riding an express elevator, with each man enjoying the ride and the spectacular view of the Bay Area from his high cockpit seat, surrounded by a polished bullet-proof blister canopy giving him unrivalled all-round visibility. 
 
    The Reaper was a distant cousin of the prototype Goshawks which had evolved into a larger, much heavier, straight-winged and slower – although not that much slower – rugged airframe designed specifically to operate from the deck of an aircraft carrier carrying the heaviest possible variety of guns, rocket pods and bombs for a machine with a maximum all-up take-off weight of a fraction over nine tons. 
 
    Forty feet long with a wingspan of some fifty-one, the Reaper was monster of an aircraft standing over sixteen feet high when resting on the ground.  Notwithstanding, its low wing-loading and large control surfaces, even when fully laden gifted it with marvellously sympathetic handling qualities and the lowest stall speed of any modern aircraft operating with either the fleet, or with the CAF over land. 
 
    Ted Forest peered through the blur of the ten-foot diameter five-bladed propeller, then back to the faint head-up display – HUD – that all Reapers employed instead of traditional, old-fashioned optical gunsights and flicked his throat microphone. 
 
    “DRAGON,” he intoned.  Since the beginning of the war with the Mexicans, verbal communications had been slashed to a bare, skeletal minimum in the air.  “VEE.  CLOSE UP NOW.” 
 
    B Flight was detailed to follow the CO and the seven reapers of A Flight out to sea positioned one thousand feet above and abaft its tail end Charlie.  In training, as in combat, each flight was far enough apart to act independently, or if required, to support the other. 
 
    Ted raised his left wing, then his right, checking on the station-keeping of his companions.  The formation was immaculate, good enough for a Royal fly past; he expected nothing less of his pilots, and they of themselves.  Today was the day they began to put the hard work of the last year into practice. 
 
    Ted’s ambitions to be a scout pilot had bitten the dust soon after last year’s Empire Day...excitement.  His instructors had concluded that true grit and a never say die attitude was no substitute for the mental and physical acuity required of a scout pilot; he had been unceremoniously knocked down, scratched from that program and promptly applied for multi-engine training, learning to fly two-prop Eagle bombers.  He had been borderline, only just scraping through his first benchmark tests and then, serendipitously, the call had gone out for candidates for the Reaper Program. 
 
    A Reaper had a top speed of around three hundred and thirty miles an hour at twenty thousand feet; while it was not stress-rated as ‘fully aerobatic’ the desired ‘pilot profile’ for it specified ‘steadiness’, ‘patience’, ‘competent instrument flying by day and night’, and a ‘press-on mentality’ and Ted Forest had had all of those qualities in spades. 
 
    Nobody was ever going to ask Ted to dogfight in a Reaper; if he ever got into that sort of combat he was probably a ‘goner’ because the kite was not designed for that sort of thing.  A Reaper was a very robust, stable aerial weapons platform and it was purpose-built to sow truly horrific devastation primarily against ground targets.  That was not to say that in a dive-bombing, or a strafing role it could not wreak potentially unsurvivable havoc on ships at sea.  Notwithstanding, its ‘unique selling point’ as Ted’s first instructor on the type had explained: “is its potential to rip up everything and kill anybody trying to defend strips of countryside up to thirty yards wide with every pass over the target area.” 
 
    The jargon that applied to this capability was ‘battlefield sanitisation’ and to optimise the process the Reaper was armed with up to four 0.8-inch rapid-cycling power-driven autocannons, and its standard under fuselage and wing hardpoint configuration could – among other parcels of death - carry bombs weighing in at up to 500 pounds, or unguided multiple rocket launchers, a mix of cluster munitions, additional heavy machine gun or cannon pods or a pair of 12.75-inch homing ‘fire-and-forget’ ship-killing torpedoes.  In other words, a Reaper possessed precisely the sort of overwhelming firepower that Ted Forest was aching to unleash on the unspeakable bastards who had sown so much misery across Alto California last year. 
 
    He for one had no issue deluging the enemy with the ADBLs - Area Denial Bomblets, the use of which was still a lively topic of discussion back in the Old Country – thousands of miles away from the fighting - and elsewhere among the chattering classes of the great and lesser powers alike in Europe.  The Empire of Japan had wanted this war; they had sown the whirlwind and now the Japanese people were going to reap the storm of blood and iron that was coming their way. 
 
    He heard the Kandahar Battle Group’s Tactical Air Controller’s voice over the radio. 
 
    “DRAGON ONE TURN RIGHT TO THREE-FOUR-FIVE AND DESCEND TO LEVEL FIVE.  ORBIT MARK ONE.” 
 
    ‘Mark One’ was the cruiser or destroyer loitering five miles astern of the fourteen-thousand-ton light fleet carrier HMS Kandahar which had already landed and stowed below its CAP flight of six Goshawk Vs.  NAS 857’s fourteen Reapers would complete the carrier’s fixed-wing air group, coming on board as Kandahar’s two H-3 search and rescue helicopters stood off at a safe distance. 
 
    Several of Ted Forest’s pilots were not yet ‘flight deck certified’, a qualification earned by five successful carrier landings, one of which had to have been at night.  Anybody who claimed not to have qualms landing a plane on a moving deck even in a dead calm was either dissembling or an idiot. 
 
    Ted remembered the first time he had gone through the ordeal; tried not to shudder. 
 
    In the end he had got down on his third attempt. 
 
    The drill was unforgiving. 
 
    Watch the mirrors on the starboard stern sponson; look for three greens, left-right-centre but never take your eyes off the LDSO’s – Landing Deck Safety Officer’s – luminescent yellow paddles. 
 
    If he waved you off…bolt. 
 
    If your tailhook missed the traps – the high tension hydraulically damped steel hawsers – designed bring your aircraft to a juddering halt in less than sixty feet…gun the engine through the gate and…bolt. 
 
    Get back into the air and clear of the ship and wait for instructions from Flight Control before you go around for another try. 
 
    One by one, 857’s Reapers peeled off to make their approach. 
 
    The Kandahar’s flight deck was only seventy-eight feet wide at the stern, and eighty-two before it narrowed again at the foot of her starboard-located island bridge.  Unlike the giant Ulysses class ships, the Kandahar and her sisters had only two elevators, one near the stern and the other a few yards forward of the bridge, built for smaller aircraft than the ungainly Reapers which, with their wings folded, and their hinged tails turned at a right angle to the line of the fuselage only just squeezed down into the hangar deck with a foot or two of clearance on either side.  Once safely below, the open cockpits of the monster single-seaters almost touched the roof of the armoured flight deck above. 
 
    ‘Armour’ in the context of the lately reclassified ‘City’ class carriers was relative; not the three or four or more inches of the Ulysses class leviathans protecting single or double-decked fore and aft hangars, or the five or six inches covering vulnerable flanks adjacent to engine and fire rooms.  No, other than for the roofs of the magazines, where the cemented plate was three inches thick, and for her similarly strengthened transverse bulkheads at each end of her hangar, nowhere was her protection thicker than a single inch, and in most places specially strengthened high tensile steel rather than genuine ‘armour’.  But then, there was only so much steel one could design into a fourteen-thousand-ton hull and still leave room for a respectable-sized air group.  When Kandahar had first gone to sea she had carried a complement of between thirty and forty string-bag biplanes, most of which were significantly less than half the weight of a Goshawk, and took up around a third of the hangar space of a Reaper.  Those planes had not even had to fold their wings to ride the elevators from and to the hangar deck, and when launched, the ship’s lightly armoured flight deck had been considered more than adequate to keep out or deflect the heaviest bombs – little more than hand grenades - such museum pieces were capable of dropping on her. 
 
    When he was in the air Ted had no spare time, let alone sufficient unemployed mental capacity to dwell overlong on the darkest days of the year just gone.  And now that he was finally landing on board the ship that would transport him and his comrades in arms into battle, it was almost a blessed relief to escape California. 
 
    Those weeks after the Japanese attack had been the worst.  It had been three weeks before he discovered that Abe, Kate and their little ones had survived, and found out what Nicki Kettlewell had gone through at the hands of Japanese raiders; everything had been a mess and everybody was on edge, not knowing if there would be another assault while frenzied emergency salvage, search and recovery operations went on all around the two bays.  The scale of the devastation, much of it wrought by huge, uncontrolled fires some of which had burned for most of the week after the last bomb had been dropped and bullet fired, had demoralised even the stoutest hearted among the survivors.  Help had trickled in by air and by sea and then in a flood, with Mexican marines and infantrymen, men who had been manning the trenches south and west of the Rio Grande only months before, being the first to arrive in significant numbers, their presence signalling the end of the blackest confusion and the dawning of hope; then supply ships had nosed cautiously into the Golden Gate and feeling their way through the wrecks, berthed at Hunter’s Point and at Alameda. New field hospitals, food and fresh water distribution depots had been established, roads re-opened and after that, things had slowly got better day by day. 
 
    Kate, little Tom and baby Neta had not emerged from the wilderness for nine days, seemingly dodging stay-behind Japanese raiders and at least two murderous downed enemy naval aviators who had gone on a bloody spree before finally being gunned down attacking a large group of women and children guarded by their menfolk armed in the main with kitchen knives, antiquated shotguns and service revolvers.  Abe, meanwhile, had been beside himself. 
 
    All this Ted had only learned long after the event. 
 
    Abe had never talked about what happened to him that nightmare day; all he knew was what Nursing Officer Kay Phelps, who had been with his friend after he was taken on board the heavy cruiser Culloden, ‘a lot more than half-drowned’ by all accounts sometime during the second phase of the battle, had told him.  The cruiser’s ad-hoc sick bays had been charnel houses, ‘pure butcheries’ with surgeons and nurses labouring until they were literally ‘asleep on their feet’, exhausting the ship’s medical supplies, operating on dreadfully injured men, women and children without anaesthetics in the end but probably saving scores of lives.  The night after the attack Abe had had some kind of breakdown, been all but catatonic for many hours.  Although in the following months Abe seemed to have shaken the ‘black dog’ off his back once he knew Kate and the kids were all right, Ted guessed and Kate knew, as he did, that his friend was…changed.  From that moment on, Abe had only had one thing on his mind, revenge. 
 
    While Ted had been washed out of the Goshawk training program, Abe had requested and been granted a three-year release from his medical duties, transferring straight to the Advanced Training School at CAF Milton in the Sammamish Country, qualifying on the latest version of the heavyweight scout and in between short leaves in California, earned his deck landing certificate before returning to Sacramento to work-up 844 Naval Air Squadron ahead of its first fleet deployment. 
 
    The day that Ted found out that his friends were still alive, had been at once the best and the worst of his life.  Within a couple of hours of receiving confirmation that Abe and Kate had survived, he had been formally ‘scratched’ from the scout training squadron and been visited at his new, ‘dispersal quarters’ by Isabella Rodríguez Montero, the daughter of the Mexican Consul General of Alto California. 
 
    Like everybody else, Ted had heard bad things about what the Japanese had done to prisoners, particularly the native women who had fallen into their hands as their infiltrator parties had roamed the hills and valleys around San Francisco Bay in the days before and immediately after the Empire Day disaster.  Nothing had prepared him for Isabella’s account of what Nicky Kettlewell, the WREN he had fallen head over heels in love with on the trip out to the West Coast, had been through. 
 
    The last time he had been with her they had made love in his cabin on the accommodation ship Lord Falkland – now a burned-out hulk in the Southern Bay – but at the time of Isabella’s visit, she was still recuperating from her ‘injuries’, one of many ‘special guests’ at the relatively undamaged Consulate. 
 
    Nicky, like so many others, had been lost in the post-attack confusion and worriedly, now and then beside himself, fretting but actually being too busy and most days exhausted working with the recovery teams on the ground, Ted had almost convinced himself that he would have heard by then if she had been hurt…or was among the dead. 
 
    Nicky had fallen into the hands of a Japanese raiding party stealing ELDAR equipment from the Mount Ross coastal watch station some forty miles north of the Golden Gate; both her companions at the tiny coastal outpost had been killed.  Nicky had been tortured and gang-raped by her captors and had she not been airlifted to the one surviving modern field hospital in Alto California within hours of her rescue, she would have died of her internal injuries. 
 
    It had been another six weeks before Ted had been able to travel to San Francisco to renew his tryst with her but by then whatever they had had was already dead.  He ought to have known that from two, halting telephone conversations with her and the fact his letters to her had gone unanswered.  He would have fought harder; gone down on his knees and pretended nothing had changed, except that would have been a lie and she would have seen through it in an instant.  He was a coward, a selfish, wastrel coward and of no use to her now.  It was awful but it was just the way it was and the worst thing of all was that, in his heart, he had always known that it was never meant to be. 
 
    Isabella must have seen as much in his face that day in late July last year. 
 
    ‘You know that we…’  He had begun, his voice trailing off. 
 
    She had nodded. 
 
    ‘Nicky and I have talked a lot, it helps her, I think…’ 
 
    Ted had nodded. 
 
    ‘Thank God she is alive,’ he had muttered, a shuddering sigh escaping his lips. 
 
    The Consul’s daughter, a striking nutmeg-haired woman with perceptive, intelligent eyes that saw through him, had nodded. 
 
    ‘It helps her to know that you, and Kate and the little ones are all right…’ 
 
    Ted waited until the last of his pilots, who had had to take a second go at getting down, were safely on the deck of the Kandahar then joined the circuit, slipping in a mile behind an A Flight aircraft.  Behind and above him four more Reapers waited in a stack to land as the weather began to deteriorate and visibility closed in. 
 
    Ten minutes later his aircraft slammed down on the deck, he was thrown forward into his straps and the carrier’s deck crew was waving him onto the forward elevator, arms aloft, prompting him to pull the lever to fold the wings. 
 
    That was when he finally experienced the same relief he knew his friend, Abe, must have felt when he finally got his wish and went off to war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Thursday 4th August 1980 
 
    Official Residence of CINCFLTPAC 
 
    Honolulu, Oahu 
 
    Crown Protectorate of the Sandwich Islands 
 
      
 
    Lady Olivia Blackwood was wreathed in smiles as she welcomed her two suited – since they were attempting to travel incognito – VIP guests, and their supposedly anonymous, much-reduced travelling entourages milling in front of her house.  She had known the shorter, decidedly more dashing of the pair for many years and once, long ago, taken in his little ones when their mother was suddenly taken ill, while he was far, far away on a foreign station.  The second man she had only met once, or perhaps twice, on both occasions only in passing.  He was a large, broad man in his early sixties with a clipped moustache and disguising steel-rimmed glasses which did absolutely nothing to hide his identity. 
 
    Lady Olivia’s husband lurked just inside the doorway, despite reporting restrictions and the security cordon that always surrounded the Residence nobody wanted to risk a long lens photograph of the C-in-C Pacific Fleet and the relatively newly-elected Prime Minister of the Empire being flashed around the world.  It was a little premature for that sort of publicity. 
 
    Inside the house, Admiral Sir Jules de Cuverville, C-in-C Atlantic Fleet and therefore the de facto senior naval officer responsible for all naval operations between the middle of the Atlantic and the Indian Ocean, introduced his companion as the door closed at the newcomers’ backs, locking out their staffers.  This was to be an uncomplicated meeting of minds.  De Cuverville, Admiral Sir Cedric Blackwood, his Senior Staff ‘Captain’ Rear Admiral Henry D'Esterre Darby, and Captain Nigel Birch, Blackwood’s one-armed Director of Fleet Intelligence – by reputation the ‘nearest thing to a genuine mystic or shaman’ in the Navy – had been unambiguously ordered to have a free, no holds barred, exchange of views with the Right Honourable Sir Stanley Harris, MP, by the man who was God in the Royal Navy, First Sea Lord Cuthbert Collingwood. 
 
    To accommodate its wartime re-organisation and the increasing size and complexity of the old command structure, an updated nomenclature had been introduced at the beginning of the year.  Thus, C-in-C Pacific became CINCFLTPAC, Jules de Cuverville CINCFLTATL, and so on.  It happened that De Cuverville was actually Cedric Blackwood’s junior in terms of seniority but the two men had been friends for so long, neither could remember that, and their current operational relationship caused neither of them the least discomfort. 
 
    Salutes and warm handshakes greeted the Prime Minister as Lady Olivia ushered him into the afternoon’s conference venue, her dining room, stripped of superfluous furniture so that there was room for much pacing and if it came to it, histrionics around the big central dining table, upon which several large, rolled maps awaited.  The patio doors were ajar to allow in a cooling breeze, behind the house a tall wall and a verdant tangle of palm trees and tropical vegetation ensured a certain privacy and the late afternoon sea airs prevented anybody broiling in their suits or uniforms. 
 
    Lady Olivia supervised the maids bringing in tea, coffee and savouries, among which were the rich tea and digestive biscuits that any visitor from the Old Country naturally expected in any overseas mission.  And then she withdrew, leaving ‘the boys’ to ‘talk shop’. 
 
    Chairs were drawn up, and cups raised to lips to sip. 
 
    “My predecessor told me that we were quote ‘biding our time’ out here,” the Prime Minister said, referring to Sir John Maxwell-Clough, a man he had detested and mistrusted in equal measure for twenty years. 
 
    He planned to have a ‘grown-up’ conversation, if it could be secretly arranged, with Sir Hector Hamilton when he got back to the British Isles.  Whatever his differences with the man, he was fairly confident they could at least have a sensible conversation about…things.  With Maxwell-Clough that was never on the cards.  So much for courtesy… 
 
    “Frankly, I didn’t believe a word he said when he was in office and I’m damned if I’m going to take anything he says to me now that he’s in opposition without a mountain of corroborative evidence.  So, here I am.  What is going on, Gentlemen?” 
 
    Cedric Blackwood deferred to Jules de Cuverville, the senior operational commander in the room, and therefore, chairing the meeting. 
 
    “As you know, Sir Stanley and I flew out on separate aircraft, security and all that,” he smiled wanly, “he from England via Gander, Norfolk and CAF Milton, I from Norfolk via an inspection tour of San Francisco without our paths crossing.  We’ve not really had an opportunity to speak together in respect of any substantive matter.  In any event, I felt he needed to speak to you chaps,” his hand gestured minimally to Blackwood and his two key lieutenants, “you’re the fellows on the spot.” 
 
    Nigel Birch cleared his throat, waited for Blackwood to nod his leave for him to speak and for several seconds, very thoughtfully fixed the Prime Minister in his bespectacled gaze. 
 
    “It happens that I think for everybody out here when I say we’re all jolly glad to see you out here, sir,” he observed, very much as a supportive constituent would address his Member of Parliament who had just asked to be briefed about problems he was having with the local council’s Planning Department.  “I confess, a lot of people out here feel a little forgotten, rather left out, by what has been going on in the Old Country of late.” 
 
    Sir Stanley guffawed at this and shook his head. 
 
    The Director of Fleet Intelligence hardly seemed to notice. 
 
    The last time a Prime Minister, specifically Sir John Maxwell-Clough, a month into his doomed premiership, had travelled to the Pacific, it had been a flim-flam job, a photo opportunity and jingoistic flag-waving exercise to give the party back home a fillip.  The man had not read any of the briefing papers he was offered, nor actually, seemed to listen to a word anybody had said to him.  Notwithstanding, he had managed to grope a native maid’s hind quarters and been astonished when he had tried the same stunt with a WREN Liaison Officer, and rather been caught by surprise when she turned around and kneed him in the groin before she realised she had just been goosed by the…Prime Minister. 
 
    The whole episode had been captured on a security camera and Cedric Blackwood had been sorely tempted to let the Royal Naval Police arrest Maxwell-Clough for assault.  In short, the whole farrago of the visit had been a disaster for all concerned. 
 
    After that, relations between the Pacific Fleet and the ramshackle government of the day had gone downhill; good in one way because there were no more visits, not so good because the Prime Minister’s underlings had begun a campaign of malicious briefings against the senior commanders in the Pacific.  Right up to the day the First Sea Lord marched into Downing Street, somewhat reminiscent of Christ come to cast the moneylenders out of the Temple, presumably brandishing a copy of the aforementioned security footage; thereafter, the ‘briefings’ ceased, to be replaced by sulky obfuscation just an inch short of deliberate and very obvious obstruction as the Cabinet Office threatened to mount an ‘independent inquiry’ into the conduct of the war, and Lord Collingwood virtually became persona non grata with the senior members of Maxwell-Clough’s administration.  Fortunately, the Royal Navy was a lot bigger, far better organised and had a supreme esprit de corps – something Sir John Maxwell-Clough would not recognise if it…kneed him in the groin – and therefore, just got on with the job on the basis that if it had worried about what governments got up to down the ages, nothing would ever have got done. 
 
    Nigel Birch assumed that Sir Stanley Harris knew all about the ‘JMC Incident’ – there were no secrets in the House of Commons – but decided, if he was not going to raise it, then it was not his place to spread further political muck. 
 
    “The last couple of high-profile visitations to the Pearl Lagoon were not great successes, sir,” he remarked. 
 
    The Maxwell-Clough visit had been the prequel to a previous debacle last year when a freshly-minted Minister of State for the Navy, Boris Ludwig de Pfeffel Harrington had been sent to the Sandwich Islands on a ‘tour of inspection’, presumably to defuse a possible leadership contest and remove Maxwell-Clough, the man they had promoted with such fanfare only six months before.  Apocryphally, it was said that the National Conservatives could stomach anything except a leader who made them look stupid, as well as middlingly corrupt and incompetent.  In any event, Harrington’s oafish progress across New England, the Central Pacific and finally Australasia, leaving chaos and bruised egos wherever he landed, had comprehensively torpedoed his own prime ministerial ambitions, and hastened Maxwell-Clough’s administration’s rush towards its ignominious defeat at the polls shortly after his return to England. 
 
    Harrington was the grandson of the man known throughout the Empire as ‘the great crapper’ – a Franco-German émigré in London who had patented the first ceramic flushable toilet system in 1844 and made a vast fortune manufacturing and exporting cast iron and later galvanised steel ‘thunder boxes’ to the world – and had flounced around Oahu courting the press, sporadically groping passing ladies’ bottoms – that seemed to be a common trait among over-promoted back bench members of Parliament of his class - making crass and risqué, culturally insensitive remarks, and generally making a nuisance of himself, without ever listening to a single word anybody said to him.  By the time he had departed nobody could be in any doubt why in Westminster circles the man was known as ‘der Piffler’.  The bloody man had spent what time his lackeys had ‘scheduled-in’ for the Navy by lecturing them all on the history of the ‘Great Powers in the Orient’; apparently, he regarded himself as something of a historian, although nobody could work out why.  The man had the oddest, schoolboy perspective on contemporary events, possessing one of those minds baffled by and was clearly incapable of coming to terms with modern-day reality. 
 
    “The first thing that you need to know is that we are not biding our time, sir,” Nigel Birch coolly informed the Prime Minister, who was already sweating in the relative cool of this particular tropical afternoon, despite the propeller fan directly above him cranked up to maximum speed.  “We are planning for the major trans-oceanic campaign to come.  For which, granted, it may be some months before we can embark in earnest.” 
 
    He got to his feet and began, clumsily to paw at the nearest map roll.  Henry D'Esterre Darby leaned across and pinned one corner of the chart with a large glass paperweight, so that it could quickly be unfurled in front of the others.  Staying on his feet, Birch stepped back, grabbed a pointer and began to summarise the current situation in the theatre of operations for Sir Stanley’s benefit. 
 
    “The Japanese Empire has fortified a string of some seventy or so island bastions in the east and the south, it holds Guadalcanal and several other islands in the Solomons, parts of New Guinea and the Malay Barrier all the way west to Sumatra, Singapore, Malaya and southern Burma.  Japanese troops are ashore in Vietnam, Korea and Manchuria and hold the westernmost of the Catherine Islands.  Within that extended defensive perimeter they control the Marianas, the Carolines, Borneo, the Philippines and other key strategic predominantly isolated island positions.  There can be little doubt that the enemy is strategically over-stretched everywhere and in some places, clinging on by their fingernails.  Whilst on paper the Japs are still, depending upon how one views these things, militarily the third or fourth most formidable power on the planet, the reason they have attempted no new sustained major offensive initiatives in the last year is not that they are content with what they have got; but that they have belatedly recognised the imperative of conserving their forces ahead of what they regard as the ‘final battle’, specifically, for their Home Islands.  In this respect, given their past conduct of operations, it is reasonable to suspect that they have some fanciful notion of bleeding us so severely as we fight our way to Tokyo that at some stage, we will lose heart and sue for peace.” 
 
    The Navy men around the table looked to the Prime Minister. 
 
    In his turn, Sir Stanley viewed them inscrutably. 
 
    He sighed: “That would indeed be a political decision,” he observed.  “I confess that having learned of some of the despicable things the Japanese did to our people, our allies and others, during their period of conquest, I personally, would find it impossible to sit across a peace table with the Emperor of the Japanese.” 
 
    The mood of the assembled naval officers visibly relaxed. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Prime Minister inclined his head to one side, askance in his eyes. 
 
    “Hiroaki is a former naval officer, I understand.  Did any of you gentlemen ever cross his path?” 
 
    The politician was astonished when three of his four interlocutors nodded. 
 
    “What’s the man like?”  He asked. 
 
    Nigel Birch, who was the odd man out in this company because he had never encountered Hiroaki in his naval days observed: “By all accounts he’s a fairly good type, or at least he used to be, sir.  Be that as it may, the thing that matters is that he, and his principal strategic advisor, Admiral Yamamoto – whose detractors used to call him, insultingly ‘English Isoroku’ – are atypical members of the Empire’s military and aristocratic hierarchy.  I would not be at all surprised if they secretly regarded the men responsible for starting the war as, well…idiots, sir.” 
 
    “I still don’t see myself sitting down at the peace table with these people,” Sir Stanley retorted sadly. 
 
    “Quite, sir,” Nigel Birch acknowledged.  “In one sense, the fact that the Emperor and Admiral Yamamoto are outliers among the Japanese high command, is not an unqualified blessing.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because in some respects, they think like we do, and to an extent they understand us, a little anyway, and that was why they were able to catch us off balance last year in the Coral Sea and then soon afterwards, with the attack on San Francisco.  Although, in retrospect, our setback in the Solomons was of greater strategic significance than what happened in California…” 
 
    “Why?”  Sir Stanley asked abruptly. 
 
    “Because by retaining a firm lodgement on Guadalcanal it anchors their line at the eastern end of the Malay Barrier, the Old Dutch East Indies and with the German presence on Samoa and Tonga, every move we make north of the Coral Sea might as well be in plain sight of the enemy.  And…because of the above, we have had to commit soldiers, aircraft and ships we would rather deploy elsewhere in the Pacific to defend Australia and New Zealand.  Which, in turn has weakened our presence in the Indian Ocean, with all that entails for the security of the Raj in India.  If we were fighting the Pacific War in isolation, that would have tied our hands, limiting our global options in the last year.  I’m sure that the First Sea Lord will have painted the bigger picture for you, sir.  The fact is that we are only now making good the losses we suffered in the War with the Triple Alliance, simultaneously the deteriorating situation in Europe has necessitated the strengthening the Home and the Mediterranean Fleets, while the Atlantic Fleet has had, perforce, to reconfigure itself to become the Empire’s repair and refit hub, with the yards of the First Thirteen and Newfoundland constantly jam-packed with ships.  In this environment, crewing and commissioning new ships, especially the big carriers and the advanced air defence guided missile cruisers, has been at times, an almost insuperable problem.  Right now, we have a scenario in which the yards are turning out new ships, and returning older ones to service faster than we can recruit and train the men we need to man them.  People hark back to the Great War and ‘scares’ in the first half of this century when the Navy expanded; but the technological age in which we are operating places hitherto unimagined strains on manning.  The advent of guided weaponry, sophisticated electronics employed in the field of gun and missile direction, remote sensing, communications and in the near future engine and machinery management and control demands operators with highly developed technical training and qualifications.  The days when the Navy could send a raw draftee to a training depot for two or three months and expect him to perform seventy-five percent of the duties assigned to his rate on any ship in the fleet on day one had long gone.  Nowadays, one in three men are specialists with expertise that is not transferrable to any other department or division on board their ships.  For example, it takes up to two years to ‘qualify’ and ‘certificate’ a non-commissioned CIC Tactical Operative or an Air Defence Controller.  Fortunately, in the next few months we will begin to reap the benefits of training programs commenced during the latter phases of the War in the Gulf of Spain” 
 
    He paused, took a breath. 
 
    “Shortage of trained manpower rather than of ships or aircraft is the reason why the order of battle of the Pacific Fleet is only marginally stronger now than it was twelve months ago.  Insofar, that is, that the ships and other fighting assets at its disposal are presently fully combat ready, whereas, this time last year, many of our ships were in urgent need of dockyard time, their crews were exhausted, and due to a lack of trained personnel, not every ship was capable of utilising its full fighting power.  Because of this, we have concentrated on, as it were, ‘holding the ring’ and consolidating our hold on the territory and bases still in our hands, mainly through increased strength in the air.  This island, Oahu, for example, is the base for over two hundred modern scouts, over a hundred bombers and a large number of reconnaissance, transport aircraft and seaplanes.  Just as the submarine menace to our coastal shipping off the west coast of the Americas was largely eliminated by constant air patrolling, similar Japanese operations in the vicinity of the Sandwich Islands have been similarly constrained, for the time being.  Logically, the Japanese will at some stage attempt to ramp up their undersea interdiction in the Central Pacific; we shall see.” 
 
    The Director of Fleet Intelligence decided to give the Prime Minister an opportunity to get a word in edgewise. 
 
    Sir Stanley took it. 
 
    “I can’t tell Parliament that the Navy doesn’t have enough ships to fight back in the Pacific, gentlemen?” 
 
    “Why not?”  Nigel Birch retorted, forgetting he was speaking to the Prime Minister for a moment, “it is the truth.” 
 
    “What about all the wonder weapons the taxpayer has given you?” 
 
    It was a fair question, or rather, it would have been had it not come from a member of a party which had consistently voted to reduce, not increase defence estimates in the last decade, and excoriated the Hamilton Administration when the Empire’s deceit over the Submarine Treaty had first surfaced. 
 
    Cedric Blackwood, knowing that the Prime Minister was trying to get under Nigel Birch’s skin, decided he would take the floor.  He waved for the Intelligence guru to re-take his seat. 
 
    “Prime Minister,” he smiled grimly.  “The ‘wonder weapons’ that actually count, the systems we have thus far installed, and that we have worked out how to best employ, tend to mean that ship for ship and plane for plane, our equipment is significantly better; but not necessarily superior in all respects to the enemy’s.  If we had a few more Polyphemus class missile cruisers to protect our big ships from air attack, more nuclear-powered submarines armed with Javelin missiles that did not spend most of their time in dockyard hands or if better than one-in-three of those missiles actually hit their designated targets, I’d be a happy man.  Granted, our communications and ELDAR technologies, and therefore our intrinsic command and control systems are a generation ahead of the Japanese.  However, of the other ‘wonder weapons’, well, I’m not about to start dropping atomic bombs on the enemy, nor, for the record, would I wish to have the authority to so do.  As to the weaponry supposedly ‘coming down the line’ in the next year or two, I’ll believe it when I see it and we’ve figured out how to use those ‘tools’ to best effect in real combat scenarios.  Give me a couple of squadrons of Raptors and Vultures with their ‘targeting spot’ magic boxes and bombs that follow a ship twisting and turning at thirty knots four miles below, give me Sea Hawks to replace my Goshawks and Sea Eagles equipped with search ELDARs, give me three or four more big carriers, enough escort warships and a fleet train three times the size of the one I’ve got now, and I’ll send you the invitation to the Armistice Day Celebrations in Tokyo today.”  He hesitated, knowing he had probably said enough.  “But I don’t have all those ‘tools’ yet.  Technology of itself does not win wars, sir.  Moreover, I am fully cognisant of the fact that wars are fought with what we have to hand in the moment, not promises of future great battalions and magical super-weapons.  Presently, what I need, and I don’t yet have, is sufficient men, ships, aircraft and an unbroken supply chain reaching back to Australia and the West Coast of New England to begin the dismantling the Empire of Japan’s Co-Prosperity Zone and ultimately, invading and conquering that evil empire’s Home Islands.”  He paused anew.  “If you are not prepared to give me that, then with respect, I suggest you urgently contemplate sitting down with Hiroaki now, sir.” 
 
    Sir Stanley Harris thought about this for several seconds. 
 
    “Funnily enough,” he chuckled, quirking a grim half-smile, “that is pretty much what Lord Collingwood, and then, when I was in Williamsburg two days ago, Lord Washington said to me.” 
 
    Nobody sought or wanted to gainsay this; there was silence apart from the faint, dulled movements of staff around the house, the distant sound of traffic on the surrounding roads and the occasional chirping or calling of birds in the nearby trees. 
 
    “So, you haven’t got the tools yet?”  The Prime Minister posed rhetorically.  “And nothing happens until you get them, is that what you’re telling me, gentlemen?” 
 
    “No,” Cedric Blackwood said flatly.  “Things happen every day, sir.  People die, ships get sunk and aircraft crash; somewhere around the ten thousand or more miles of the perimeter the Japanese are attempting to defend and hold low-level piecemeal mutual attrition continues minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour, day-in and day-out.  War is war.  In the Great War of the last century huge armies faced each other across no-man’s land from their trenches, and every now and then there would be carnage on a scale we ‘moderns’ still find hard to grasp.  Today, we probe at the Japs’ defences, we hunt their submarines, maintain an airborne cordon sanitaire around our key island bases, we monitor the enemy’s communications, and watch them as best we can from space, although for long periods in the autumn and winter our eyes in the sky over the North West Pacific will be blinded due to cloud cover and seasonal storms.  Supposedly, that will be fixed by the next generation of satellites; they’ll have infra-red and increasingly ELDAR capabilities in addition to the present visible-light optical technologies.  Again, we are operating with what we have to hand, not what we’d like to have, or people think we have just because they’ve seen a report of a developmental prototype’s latest test not being a complete wash out.” 
 
    The Prime Minister drained his tea cup. 
 
    Henry D'Esterre Darby did the honours, pouring him a new cup and staying on his feet, unrolling a new chart.  This one had blue, green and red arrows and lines on it. 
 
    “There are several schools of thought about how best to defeat the Japs,” he prefaced, taking the floor.  “We could wait for Hiroaki’s foul empire to implode.  The last emperor was killed in a coup, and we don’t think Hiroaki is exactly flavour of the month in certain quarters of the Army and the Navy.  The trouble with this ‘waiting and seeing’ option is that we might have to wait for several years...” 
 
    “People in England are asking what you fellows are doing sitting on your hands.” Sir Stanley interjected.  He held up a hand to forestall protests.  “There are two sides to every story; you say you’re still waiting for the tools to do the job.  For the sake of argument, I’ll accept that for now.”  He appraised the handsome, slightly haughty-eyed Senior Staff Captain of the Pacific Fleet.  “Carry on running me through the options please, Admiral Darby.” 
 
    “Very good, sir.  I’ll talk about Plan Blue first, if I may.” 
 
    Nigel Birch had prepared a ‘how to win the war for eight-year-olds’ type of presentation for the Prime Minister.  Another man might have been insulted, but he was not.  The fine detail was irrelevant to him.  He just needed to know the broad brush-strokes of the plans. 
 
    He nodded, studying the big map of the Western Pacific. 
 
    “The Blue Plan is analogous to the Python Plan designed to blockade Germany and the Central Powers at the outset of the Great War.  It of course, was undermined and then abandoned after the entry into the war of the Russians and the Ottomans and then the collapse of the French Second Republic,” Henry D'Esterre Darby explained.  “Similar complications are not anticipated in this theatre of operations but, again, strangling the Japs is going to be a protracted business.  There is scope to hasten the economic asphyxiation of the Japanese war machine by commencing unrestricted submarine warfare inside the enemy’s oceanic defensive perimeter.  However, while undoubtedly this would help speed the process, the waters, particularly in the south east of the Co-Prosperity Zone are too shallow to facilitate our nuclear-powered boats’ safe operation and as yet, we have too few traditional submersibles,” because one of the few clauses the British Empire respected under the discredited treaty of 1966 was that of limiting the construction of smaller conventional submarines, “to make much of a difference either way.” 
 
    “You say the water isn’t deep enough down there?”  The Prime Minister queried. 
 
    “Yes, especially in the Java Sea and where the majority of mercantile traffic plies its trade elsewhere along the South East Asian coastline.  In many places the depth is less than one hundred feet and rarely deeper than two hundred.  At those depths a submerged submarine can sometimes be visible from the air.” 
 
    Sir Stanley moved on: “The longer we take to get our act together the longer the Japanese have time to develop their own ‘wonder’ weapons surely?” 
 
    Nigel Birch re-entered the conversation. 
 
    “That’s a given, sir.  However, in many of the fields in which we hold a significant technological lead the enemy is starting from scratch, a decade behind us, and the Japs don’t have anything comparable to the Empire’s global scientific and industrial research infrastructure behind their ‘catch-up’ efforts.” 
 
    “Are they trying to catch up with us?” 
 
    Birch nodded. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Personally, I wouldn’t discount the possibility that they have weapons we have yet to see on the battlefield, or that they might adopt radically altered tactical options in future major land, air and sea combats.” 
 
    “But we are confident that they do not have a viable atomic bomb project?” 
 
    Nigel Birch shook his head. 
 
    “Unlikely.  Of course, I wouldn’t put it past the blighters to use chemical or biological weapons against us.” 
 
    The Prime Minister’s face suddenly drained of colour. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.  It is a question of mentality.  We didn’t just defeat them in the battles for the Sandwich Islands, and by mounting OPERATION PRESTIGE against their Home Islands, we humiliated a whole system of government and made the Japanese Army and Navy look stupid.  That’s why Imperial General Headquarters mounted their coup; and why, very belatedly, the Japs have adopted their particular version of a genuine war economy on the home front.  We need to think about the enemy as a cornered, wounded lion or tiger; if we attack him he will lash out: fast, hard, mercilessly, desperately also but we have to accept that we may not always be able to predict how.” 
 
    The Prime Minister was staring at the map. 
 
    “What about the Green Plan?” 
 
    “There are two plans which describe campaigns whereby we island-hop across the Pacific, lay siege to the Japanese Home Islands, probably after achieving lodgements on Okinawa and ideally, Iwo Jima.  One plan, GREEN, involves bypassing most of the Malay Barrier once we have re-taken or neutralised the Solomons, clearing a path to and liberating Borneo and the Philippines before striking north.  This effectively separates the old Dutch East Indies from the rest of the Empire of Japan and allows us to flank the Singapore-Burma region, and subsequently once the Philippines are largely in our hands ‘park’ several carrier battle groups anywhere we want in the China Sea or the south eastern approaches to the main Japanese islands.” 
 
    Sir Stanley Harris hunched and unhunched his shoulders to relieve a build-up of tension, he got to his feet, stretched. 
 
    “But I get the impression that you don’t like that plan?”  He prompted insightfully. 
 
    “That’s putting it a little strongly, sir,” Jules de Cuverville interjected, speaking for the first time in some minutes.  “Re-taking territory by means of a series of massive amphibious assaults, each successive one larger than any before it in history, and then fighting a series a potentially lengthy and very expensive isolated campaigns in terms of men and materiel, is something we are looking to do as little as possible of.  Not least because we will need to conserve our resources ahead of the main invasion, that of Japan itself.” 
 
    The Prime Minister joined up the dots. 
 
    “Okay, tell me about Plan Red.” 
 
    “As in BLUE,” Henry D'Esterre Darby prefaced, “we have to secure the Solomon Islands before we do anything else.  That anchors the eastern end of what would otherwise be an open seaward flank and safeguards a key maritime build-up hub, the New Hebrides.  Once that is done, we break into the Japs’ ‘castle’ by knocking down the gate in the Gilbert Islands, specifically at Tarawa, a collection of defended atolls just north of the Equator, and from there we threaten to move on to the Marshall Islands.  If that doesn’t force the Imperial Navy to come out and fight us in the open ocean, then we’ll attack it in its lair at Truk in the Carolines.” 
 
    The Prime Minister was frowning. 
 
    “Why the Devil don’t we just invade Japan from here, the Sandwich Islands?”  He asked, baffled. 
 
    The Navy men tried not to look at him as if he had just pulled down his trousers, squatted on the floor and voided his bowels.  There was an uncomfortable hush. 
 
    “Ships and distances,” Nigel Birch observed eventually.  “Ships and distances, sir.” 
 
    “Explain please?” 
 
    “We don’t have enough warships or supporting merchantmen to do much more than hold the ring at present.  Our ships are as good as, or better than the enemy’s but we don’t have enough of them.  We cannot afford to send them hither and thither all over the Pacific on wild goose missions.  Most particularly, we don’t have enough of the right kind of ships.  Aircraft carriers.  Aircraft carriers are the modern arbiters of the war at sea: if there was ever any doubt about that then the fighting for these islands on which we stand, and the success of OPERATION PRESTIGE settled that debate.  We lost the Ulysses last year, of our other four ‘super carriers’ the Colossus is still in dockyard hands, Victorious and the Hermes have been reassigned to the Home Fleet to send a signal to the Kaiser, which just leaves the Pegasus, presently based at San Francisco.  All we actually have available for operations in the Pacific are the light fleet carriers – each less than a third of the tonnage of the Ulysses class ships – Cairo, Kandahar and Mombasa at the Pearl Lagoon, and the Valletta at Sydney, and of course, the flotilla of untried merchant conversions working up in Australian waters.  Each of those carriers can operate an air group of twenty to thirty aircraft.  What we are waiting for is not the two new improved Ulysses ships, because the Royal Sovereign and the King George V will not enter service until this time next year at the very earliest, despite maximum priority having been given to their construction.  Likewise, the Ark Royal and the Queen Elizabeth, laid down last summer will not join the fleet until 1983, more likely 1984.  What we are waiting for is the refitted Colonial City class ships, sisters of the Cairo and Kandahar, the Singapore, Gibraltar, Calcutta, Bombay, Dublin and Durban to re-join the fleet.  The shortage of operational sea-going flight decks is so acute that a request for a doubling of the estimates to fund mercantile conversions is sitting, and has been sitting, in your in-tray, sir, for some weeks.” 
 
    All this seemed like news to the Prime Minister. 
 
    “Mercantile conversions?”  He asked, frowning. 
 
    “Ships of between eight and fifteen thousand deadweight tons under construction or fitting out in the British Isles or New England capable of steaming at between fifteen and seventeen knots to be requisitioned for conversion to makeshift aircraft carriers.  Each one able to operate between ten and twenty-five aircraft.  Seven vessels of the River class – our generic classification of this conversion profile – have been commissioned or are in the process of commissioning at this time: the Tweed, Detroit, Potomac, Tanana, Orwell, Test and Avon.  Several more will be at sea by the end of the year; including the Tyne, Hudson, Trent, Inwell, Lagan, Itchen and Flint.  We don’t have time to build a fleet of super carriers but we do have time to bolt flight decks onto a score or more merchant hulls, sir.” 
 
    Sir Stanley Harris had stopped blinking. 
 
    Darby added: “Each conversion takes about three months now that yards in Sydney, British Columbia and Manzanillo in Mexico are in full production.” 
 
    Clearly this was all news to the Prime Minister, who was quick to recover his wits. 
 
    “What other ships do you need?”  He asked. 
 
    Cedric Blackwood interjected: “Just carriers, sir.  Assuming all the new conversions arrive in theatre by November, we will have what we need to start the drive to Tokyo.” 
 
    He did not attempt to describe the new tactical doctrines being developed to compensate for the probable absence of three of the Royal Navy’s four Ulysses class monsters.  He was a pragmatist, he would fight with whatever he had to hand because he did not need a politician to tell him that the people back home in England and around the Empire, expected him, ready or not, to do…something in the coming months. 
 
    Hopefully, the Japanese did not understand the risks concomitant with any response he made to reconcile that imperative with winning the war as quickly as possible. 
 
    “I was given to understand that we had many more and better aircraft carriers than the Japanese,” the Prime Minister objected half-heartedly. 
 
    “We do, sir,” Nigel Birch confirmed ruefully.  “But all of theirs are here, in the Pacific and most of ours are,” he shrugged, “elsewhere.  At the moment there are twice as many operational carriers in the Atlantic, Home Waters and the Mediterranean than there are in the Pacific, where,” he grimaced, “we are actually fighting a war.” 
 
    The Prime Minister did not like this; not least because in opposition he and his current partners in government had constantly been campaigning for more ships to be built in ‘home’ yards – that is in the British Isles – and for more the of Navy’s ships to be stationed closer to home because the votes of dockyard workers, their families and all the people whose livelihood was dependent on the Old Country’s great naval bases were key factors in the battle for at least two-dozen marginal, so-called ‘swing seats’ in the Imperial Parliament.  Given that in the end the Conservative Alliance had enjoyed a majority in the House of Commons of only fifteen seats, this had rather blinded him and his colleagues to ‘the bigger picture’, a thing that in retrospect, Sir Hector Hamilton, for all his faults, had never lost sight of. 
 
    Sir Stanley decided it best to move on. 
 
    “Distances, you said distances?” 
 
    Nigel Birch nodded sagely: “Tokyo is nearly four thousand miles west of the Pearl Lagoon,” the one-armed intellectual well-spring of the war in the Pacific said patiently.  “There are a couple of small islands – forgetting islets and reefs, no more than the tops of long-dormant undersea volcanoes – Midway and Wake between where we are now and the Japanese coast.  They are respectively thirteen hundred, and twenty-three-hundred miles away and neither have port facilities, safe storm, or any other kind of fleet anchorages.  We cannot sustain a major invasion force at a range of four thousand miles by sea from the Sandwich Islands, let alone from the West Coast of New England.  To launch a successful invasion, we will have to establish jumping off points much closer to the Japanese Home Islands, ideally, close enough for us to build airfields from which land-based aircraft can mount a ‘softening-up’ bombing campaign against the Japanese Home Islands, and from which, eventually, they can support the invasion fleet off the landing beaches.” 
 
    He let the implications of this sink in for a few moments. 
 
    “The shortest practical route is to invade and conquer the Gilberts, thence on to the Marshalls and eventually the Marianas, ideally after striking a knock-out blow to Truk which is the Japs’ main forward naval base in the Carolinas.  Talking ‘distances’, Truk is nearly three-and-a-half thousand miles from the Pearl Lagoon, sir.” 
 
    Satisfied that the visitor was finally beginning to understand the vastness of the Pacific battlefield, Nigel Birch quirked a sympathetic smile and continued. 
 
    “After that, the idea would be to establish logistics hubs and air bases on Guam, Saipan and Tinian in the Marianas from which to mount operations to capture Iwo Jima, where again, forward airbases would be established, and then Okinawa.  This strategy bypasses and isolates New Guinea, where we will continue to tie down the Japs with limited ground and air spoiling operations.  We will also blockade and bypass Borneo and the Philippines and most likely, assuming you give us the tools, the men, the ships, the aircraft and the bullets, fuel and all the thousands of other things a fleet carrying an army to war needs; hundreds of aircraft from our carriers and the massed guns of our big ships may commence operations against landing beaches on Kyushu ahead of an assault on a five-division front sometime in July or August 1982.” 
 
    The Prime Minister recoiled. 
 
    “The war could go on for another two years?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cedric Blackwood said brusquely.  “Possibly three to five years although that would be a worst case scenario.  Unless, of course, we attack the major cities of Japan with atomic bombs.  That’s about the only thing that is going to end this thing any sooner, sir.” 
 
    Nigel Birch pursed his lips, his expression quizzical. 
 
    “I considered putting that option on the map, sir.  But I thought it would be in bad taste, and besides,” he shrugged apologetically, “I couldn’t make up my mind what colour arrows to use.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 10th August 1980 
 
    Imperial Airways Pier 
 
    Brisbane, San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    Isabella Rodriguez Montero had borrowed one of the consulate’s rugged four-wheel drive Rovers to meet her friend off the late morning flight from Tacoma.  Away from the priority development zones the roads were still potholed, or just dusty tracks which as the season changed would soon become mud baths; the British gift of another four of the marvellous rugged one-ton vehicles last autumn had suddenly put the consulate back in contact with the rest of San Francisco. 
 
    Isabella had learned that the ‘all-terrain’ Rovers were manufactured at a massive factory in a place called Cadillac, a city founded by the French in the long-ago mists of time by a man of that name, on the Detroit River between two of the Great Lakes.  Rovers of a dozen descriptions were de rigueur in California; anywhere off the beaten track they were ubiquitous and there were days when consular staffers tore their hair out waiting for this or that one to return, impatiently stalking the corridors of the Hacienda Vallejo on the Dolores Mission Estate that hosted the Consulate of the Mexican Republic. 
 
    Fortunately, it happened that today was a quiet day and there had been no risk of Isabella putting anybody’s nose out of joint disappearing for several hours with one of the precious charabancs.  Moreover, the recent opening of the coastal trunk road meant that by heading slightly north of east along the old, re-laid pike to the shore of the Southern Bay just below Oyster Point, she could drive all the way to Brisbane Cove on concreted or asphalted highways, rather than having to navigate forgotten switchbacks and single-vehicle width tracks and trails through the old fields and past the rotting shells of the homes of long dead Gold Rush era settlers. 
 
    Isabella had returned from her latest expedition, coincidentally a leisurely fortnight exercise retracing many of her steps of that fateful field trip across the Napa Valley last year.  That exploratory mapping of the ground, its wildlife and botanical diversity had ended dodging Japanese infiltrators and in the drama at Mount Ross where she had met Nicky… 
 
    Isabella parked up on the waterfront about fifty yards south of the landward end of the Imperial Airways Pier.  She clambered out into the lowering, still bright afternoon light, sweeping back her mane of dark brown hair, pushing up her sunglasses as she stretched.  Out in the bay the great eight-motor Hercules class flying boat had just landed and was turning back to approach the mooring pontoons between it and the end of the pier. 
 
    Unlike previous classes of flying boats, the Hercules type machines just had serial numbers: this one was J-012.  It was the signature of a changed, less kind age.  An age in which such aircraft were no longer the queens of the skies.  A few miles to the south, aircraft came and went from Alberto Chávez Field at all hours, now that its main runway had been extended into the bay to allow the safe operation of the largest land-based transports.  From what Ted Forest had told her the day was coming when the great flying boats would be surplus to requirements, extinct; but for the present only they had the range and ‘lift’ – cargo carrying capacity – to operate across the vast expanse of the Pacific where long asphalted runways were few and far between, so, for the moment, they survived. 
 
    The giant Hercules class had been designed to carry whole battalions of infantry, up to five hundred or more fully equipped soldiers in a single ‘lift’ over distances of thousands of miles.  Thus far, there were only fifteen of the twenty-five pre-production Hercules flying boats in the air.  The concept had been to ‘transfer whole armies from one continent to another in hours or days not weeks or months’, Ted had explained, and to achieve this, another seventy-five of the leviathans were shortly to start rolling off the slips at a giant purpose-built factory at Philadelphia, even before the ‘pre-production’ contract had been completed. 
 
    Everybody was in such a hurry these days… 
 
    Not for the first time, Isabella wondered at the folly of her country ever thinking it could make war on and defeat an Empire with such imperial imagination that it was capable of building such monstrous flying machines. 
 
    As it was, today the J-012 was probably only carrying about a hundred people, the majority being service personnel on rotation or being transferred from posts in the north, several tons of mail and any number of urgent components, medical consignments and suchlike.  It was only eight weeks since the Hercules had been unveiled to the world and supposedly, this inaugural shuttle between Vancouver, Puget Sound, San Francisco and the new joint base at San Diego was its final proof of concept exercise. 
 
    Isabella had risen early that morning and spent most of the day working on her latest specimens in the outbuilding her father’s Chargé – her country’s number two ranked diplomat in California, a cousin of Mexico’s newly appointed Minister for New England, Admiral Gravina – had had built for her that spring. 
 
    José Joaquín Vicente de Iturrigaray y Aróstegui was a charming man, a widower in his early forties with two teenage sons both of whom were of that age when they tended to drool when they were in the company of an attractive woman just a few years their senior.  Hernan, seventeen, and Max, fifteen, had got over that now, thank goodness, but their father, something of a lady-killer in his earlier years, Isabella guessed, undoubtedly had a very soft, and accommodating spot when it came to his Consul General’s daughter! 
 
    She thought, well…hoped, he had got the message by now that she was not in the market for a husband, however well connected or wealthy the potentially lucky man was.  Notwithstanding, José, the man who was actually responsible for the smooth operation of the Consulate, had gone out of his way to make it easy for her to pursue her herpetological interests, albeit probably he and everybody else in the Hacienda had breathed a sigh of relief when she stopped bringing rattlesnakes back to her quarters.  Needless to say, she had given up trying to educate people that there was nothing whatsoever intrinsically evil or malevolent about her specimens in particular, or the order Serpentes in general. 
 
    ‘They just don’t like being trodden on!’ 
 
    All to no avail.  Thankfully, her many new-found friends and colleagues at the University of Alto California – presently a collection of shacks and barns spread around the foothills overlooking Oakland and the settlement at San Pedro Bay – were more enthusiastic about her investigations of the reptilian fauna of the colony.  Isabella’s diplomatic duties, mainly looking pretty on her father’s or his Chargé’s arm, or hosting receptions for visiting dignitaries from home or elsewhere in New England which usually took up two to three days a week, left her plenty of time to get on with the serious work of classifying and studying the three principal species of rattlesnake and their subspecies endemic in California.  Recently, her university friends had supplied her with a remarkable camera that took virtual - not real, physical - photographs only viewable or reproduceable on one of the closely supervised ‘digital computing systems’ in the university’s ‘secure library’.  Twice now, Isabella had taken the North Bay Ferry to Port Richmond to visit the facility in the heart of the new Science Department building at San Pablo to view the pictures she had ‘snapped’ of her latest specimens.  On both occasions she had been…speechless. 
 
    Projected onto screens the size of those she had only ever previously experienced in movie halls but with such remarkable clarity she could not imagine any silver halide film recording medium could match, she had seen a wealth of fine detail in healthy, living snakes that she had only ever previously glimpsed in microscopic examinations of dead specimens.  She had been in a mild state of shock for days afterwards; her head exploding with thoughts, ideas, and the breath-taking, limitless possibilities of this revolutionary ‘digital’ technology. 
 
    ‘The boffins tell us that this sort of equipment will be in every home in the country in twenty years,’ she had learned.  ‘But what with the war and everything, the military have first call on all this stuff.  In the future, it will be public domain.  The first companies that put this ‘stuff’ onto the consumer market will be as rich as Croesus in no time flat!’ 
 
    The big flying boats all used the Brisbane Cove pier.  The water was too shallow for a boat or ship of any size, only a few feet deep and hardly anywhere deeper than ten or eleven feet at low tide some distance offshore.  This was not a problem for even a big flying boat, which only drew at most three or four feet even when heavily loaded.  A motor launch had gone out to tow the Hercules to the docking pontoons.  The smaller C Class boats could moor alongside the pier, not so the Hercules class with their three hundred-foot or more wingspan, and bulky wing floats. 
 
    Isabella’s friend had flown up to CAF Milton on a Manchester twin-engine transport from Sacramento.  She had taken the ferry to Oakland to see her off on the bus.  It had rained and the sea fret had filled the Bay; it had been a thoroughly miserable, dank San Francisco morning. 
 
    Nicky was Women’s Royal Navy Third Officer Kettlewell these days, having been commissioned soon after her return to active duty in February.  It seemed as if she had been on this course, or that one, almost continuously in the last six months.  Possibly, this was because the Navy was trying to keep her busy, distracted.  Nicky had been a bag of nerves last month, knowing her performance on the course at Tacoma would probably determine her next posting and if she flunked it, she would almost certainly be one of the first officers ‘on the beach’ once the war with the Japanese was over.  The Royal Navy did not mess about; either you had what it took, the ‘right stuff’ or you did not. 
 
    The women had talked about how odd it would be when Ted Forest shipped out.  He was gone now, and it was hard to know whether to be relieved, sad, or worried for him.  He had wanted to get back into the fight, been restless, driven in ways he had never been before.  Another man would have been bitter, a little twisted about the way things had worked out. 
 
    Ted was profoundly decent, the nicest man they had ever met, and they had hurt him.  Nobody had planned it.  First there had been what happened to Nicky at Mount Ross, and then, well, Isabella had felt duty-bound to be there for Nicky, and Ted had been away, dealing with his own angst, rebuilding his spirits and his career as a flier, increasingly separate from their new lives in San Francisco.  He would never get over Nicky, nor she him; but it had never been meant to be and that was that.  Isabella would not have held it against him, or thought less of him, if he had blamed her.  He never had, of course, and never would, princes among men were like that. 
 
    Isabella walked to the landward gate and with an apologetic smile, showed her diplomatic pass to the guards, two square-jawed Royal Marines. 
 
    44, 46 and 52 Commando – each one-thousand strong amphibious warfare shock units – were stationed in and around San Francisco Bay, the latest ‘Assault Brigade’ to be cycled through the training depots at Los Placitos Lake, El Granada on the coast, and Rancho Corral de Tierra in the mountains.  Sometimes the sound of big naval guns boomed distantly on the wind as wave upon wave of troops mounted mock assaults on the Pacific beaches far to the southwest of Hacienda Vallejo. 
 
    These two Royal marines looked like all the others, muscle-hard and confident, their green battledress immaculate, their berets worn at a jaunty pitch as if glued to their cropped skulls, and they hefted their Birmingham Small Arms assault rifles like they were natural extensions of their arms. 
 
    “You may pass, Ma’am!” 
 
    By the time Isabella had walked half-way down the pier she spied Nicky.  She was attired in Navy blues.  WRENs no longer wore the old-fashioned skirts other than when on ceremonial duties or say, at church parades.  When she had first arrived on the West Coast Nicky had been a little plump, unfit, and nobody could get away with that now.  Nowadays, her ‘undress fatigues’ – her working uniform – fit her like a well-tailored glove with just enough slack to allow her freedom of movement; this and the erectness of the bearing her training had instilled into her had literally made a new woman of her. 
 
    ‘My parents wouldn’t recognise me,’ she had declared once, ‘thank goodness!’ 
 
    Hers was the look of the majority of military service men and women in California.  They were lean, tanned, their musculature chiselled and ready, hopefully, for whatever was to come.  The relaxed postures and standards of last year were but a bad memory.  Preparedness was the name of the game and if the Japs returned, San Francisco and the thousands of soldiers, seamen and airmen now based in California would be ready for them. 
 
    Isabella giggled as she watched a Royal Marine attempt to pick up Nicky’s kit bag – which was almost as big as her – and she sternly upbraided him in respect of the error of his ways. 
 
    The man stepped back. 
 
    Before Nicky hoisted the bag onto her shoulders, she spied Isabella approaching. 
 
    The two women were in each other’s arms a moment later. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Friday 11th August 1980 
 
    Government House 
 
    Kensington 
 
    Philadelphia 
 
    Crown Colony of Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
    Strictly speaking, the old Georgian-style former grand hotel - in its glory days The Philadelphia Grosvenor – was for postal addressing purposes, 17-25, Palmerstone Gardens, while being colloquially referred to as GH1, the acronym standing for Government House One.  In other words, it was where the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England sat and administered the affairs of his viceroyalty when he was in the colonial capital. 
 
    While it was planned to rebuild the old Government House, brick by brick exactly as before, albeit with modern information services, communications with the outside world and a functioning air-conditioning and plumbing system, none of which it had enjoyed before, that project was still in its relatively early stages.  Its old site, like the majority of those in the Government District of Philadelphia, was still being cleared and redevelopment and reconstruction was in temporary abeyance, pending the final results of the exhaustive surveys of the ground upon which they would stand.  The trouble was that beneath the building sites lay the chaotic legacy of the best part of two hundred years of poorly mapped subterranean tunnelling and disturbance; to accommodate sewers and all the other unseen services of a major city, and the relatively simple business of establishing how deep the new foundations would need to be sunk, was everywhere a major issue.  Thus, building was unlikely to start until next spring at the earliest. 
 
    Therefore, the administration of the Commonwealth was currently being carried out at GH1, 2, 3 and several other widely separated locations within the Greater Philadelphia area.  It was not a perfect arrangement, but Lord Washington had decreed that the ‘temporary’ arrangements ‘will work’, and generally, they did. 
 
    Captain Alexander Fielding, RN, had worried about being a fish out of water when he first reported for duty at GH1.  He need not to have worried; by then ‘the General’ - as the Governor was fondly and with no little respect, known by his Staff - had instilled a distinctly military ‘can do’ mentality amongst his closest advisers and Alex had felt at home from day one.  That Leonora, whatever she claimed, was so obviously back in her natural element here in Philadelphia was another huge boon. 
 
    Alex well understood that he had put his wife well and truly through the mill in the last couple of years.  Kidnapping her from her Long Island comfort zone to the back of nowhere – okay, Vancouver was not exactly ‘nowhere’, just a long way from ‘somewhere’ – and life as a Navy wife bringing up a baby, practically on her own while he was off having fun, the best a man could have in any scenario not involving a bed and woman he loved to distraction, thousands of miles away, could not have been easy for her.  Then, bless her, she had followed him to the Sandwich Islands, seen him come back more dead than alive from OPERATION PRESTIGE and devotedly nursed him back to health in British Columbia. 
 
    Nobody deserved it more than his Leonora to be a brilliant, dazzling light of Philadelphia society. 
 
    The couple had discussed establishing a second home in Norfolk, where periodically, for spells of up to a fortnight, it was likely Alex’s job – he was Senior Naval Liaison Officer to the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England – would demand his presence at Fleet Headquarters, literally at the elbow and hanging on every word that fell from Admiral Sir Jules de Cuverville’s lips.  Eventually, Alex had put his foot down; Leonora was five, damned nearly six months pregnant and he had ‘messed her around’ quite enough during their marriage to date.  They would set up home in Philadelphia, and that was that! 
 
    Serendipitously, shortly afterwards, Jules de Cuverville had called Alex in and indicated that he wanted him to be ‘at the beck and call’ of Government House, and suddenly, the two-hundred-and-forty miles separating GH1 from Norfolk, Virginia had ceased to be such a big problem anyway. 
 
    CINCFLTATL had informed him exactly how he wanted ‘liaison’ to be done between his headquarters and Government House. 
 
    ‘I, the Fleet Executive Officer or my Senior Staff Captain will brief you daily on the global SITREP, and warn you of anything in the wind that the Governor will need advance warning of.  If the Governor has a question you cannot answer, I will expect you to contact either my Senior Staff Captain, the Fleet Executive Officer, or myself.’  CINCFLTATL had smiled ruefully at this juncture.  ‘In that order, to clarify matters.’ 
 
    Broadly speaking, Jules de Cuverville was confident that Alex would robustly represent the Royal Navy’s case at Government House and there was no need for him to make anything other than brief, keeping in touch visits to Fleet Headquarters ‘unless the Governor deems otherwise.’ 
 
    Communications with Fleet Headquarters was via a secure telephone link and a MTETEEPS terminal located in the basement of GH1 guarded day and night by a detail of the toughest looking Royal Marines Alex had ever encountered. 
 
    Twenty-two-year-old Lieutenant the Honourable Henry Albemarle ‘Harry’ Keppel, RN, jumped – or to be more correct, lurched - to his feet as Alex entered the first floor ‘Navy Office’ accommodating is small staff. 
 
    “Good morning, sir!” 
 
    “Hello, Harry,” Alex said, waving – as he always did – for his aide-de-camp to sit down. 
 
    The boy still walked with a sometimes-hurtful limp from the wounds he had received while serving on the Princess Royal in the Gulf of Spain two years ago.  Alex did not ‘jump up’ for anybody these days, the spirit was willing but sadly, the body was not quite so keen on the manoeuvre. 
 
    Harry Keppel was another man who had no right to still be among the living, having been blown across a compartment and liberally ‘shot-gunned’ with shards of flying metal when a five-hundred pound bomb had penetrated the roof of his secondary battery turret, slicing through it like a falling anvil striking a garden shed - entering at an angle of approximately sixty degrees, wrecking everything within it, and exiting inboard where it had disintegrated, and fortunately for everybody in the vicinity, only partially detonated on contact with the adjacent 6-inch thick armoured deck protecting the forward fire rooms below. 
 
    Harry had been only one of two survivors, and it had been impossible to get him out of the wrecked turret for over four hours; he would have died had not emergency surgery been carried out on him as he lay trapped amid scattered 6-inch ready-use shells in the charnel house it had become. 
 
    Later, it had taken five surgeries to pin him back together again and to get him back on his feet, a further ‘holding’ procedure on the battleship, and another four after he was flown back to Norfolk, among the first batch of critically injured casualties shuttled to hospitals in the First Thirteen by the volunteer crews of the three Imperial Airways C class flying boats – nicknamed ‘the Mercy Gang’ – who risked their lives flying into the Gulf of Spain war zone in their unarmed, horribly vulnerable aircraft to save countless lives. 
 
    Harry was still not classified as fit to return to sea duties, nor was that likely to change in the foreseeable future, if ever.  Not that all was dark on his horizon, for he carried a puppy-dog flame for the Governor’s youngest daughter, Connie and pretty much lived for those rare, customarily fleeting occasions when their paths crossed. 
 
    A lot of women, especially young mothers like Connie trying to balance her maternal duties as a single parent – her son’s father had been killed in the last days of the Mexican War – with working on her father’s staff as an appointment secretary and road manager much as the late Henrietta de L’Isle had once in happier times for her own father, might have found such a stray, unspoken infatuation something of an irritant.  However, if Constance Dandridge Washington found Harry’s unrequited attentions in any way onerous, she had thus far, done a very good job of hiding it. 
 
    Personally, Alex had never gone in for the lovelorn, unrequited number.  No, it was much better to get these things out into the open.  If one ‘went for it’ and the lady in question floored one with a right cross, then at least one knew one was barking up the wrong tree. 
 
    ‘Alex,’ his wife had reminded him, repeatedly, ‘not every man is like you!’ 
 
    ‘Dammit,’ he would protest, ‘life’s too short to die wondering, my love.’ 
 
    One day he really ought to have a chat with Harry about it, but not today.  The Governor was back in Philadelphia and that scoundrel Gravina was coming to lunch. 
 
    The bloody man might or might not have had a Damascene conversion after Abe saved the bounder’s life; but Alex suspected he was not the only veteran of the war in the Gulf of Spain who remembered brave Achilles… 
 
    “Has anything interesting come in overnight, Harry?”  Alex inquired, knowing that if it had he would have been the second man in Philadelphia – the first man would have been the signals officer down in the dungeon ten feet below street level – to know about it. 
 
    “Swordsman has finally re-joined the Fleet, sir,” the younger man reported brightly.  “Otherwise, it is as we were.  Apparently, the IJN was still exercising those two dinosaurs in the Inland Sea yesterday, not a carrier in sight, so goodness knows what they think they are doing.” 
 
    Alex perched on Harry Keppel’s desk. 
 
    “I suppose they’ve got to do something to maintain the morale of their crews.”  He could not resist gently teasing his aide: “Well, if the Mexicans are coming to lunch, that means Constance will be showing her face at GH1, what?” 
 
    Harry Keppel coloured. 
 
    Alex departed the scene of the crime to investigate what red tape had found its way into his in-tray since he had been out of the office.  Hardly any, it transpired.  Young Harry was nothing if not efficient in making sure that items which did not fall within his purview, or require his signature were rigorously weeded out. 
 
    He slumped behind his desk, pausing to straighten the big, framed portrait of Leonora and little Alex.  His son was now six months older than he had been when the picture was taken, ever more a budding rascally chip off the old block.  With a sigh he opened his diary, a big, bound book he had extracted automatically from its locked drawer. 
 
    The Governor had the Director of the Advanced Aeronautical Development Board in for a chinwag this morning.  Um…  Beware of boffins bringing gifts, and all that.  There were still senior civil servants, especially ones seconded in from industry who thought they could circumvent NEWPO’s regulations and somehow ‘duck’ Malcom Carnegie’s veto for their latest project modification (jargon for ‘please can I have more money to do the job properly?’).  If Lord Washington had wanted to micro-manage the continental war effort, he would be doing the job himself.  Instead, he had handed the job to the New England War Production Office and signed over the budgets for each and every one of the AWSP – Advanced Weapons and Systems Programs – to NEWPO. 
 
    Alex picked up the blue phone on his desk. 
 
    That line had end-to-end digital encryption so, in theory, nobody without similar kit at their end could understand a word either party said. 
 
    He checked his watch; he was a few minutes early. 
 
    He rang the number anyway. 
 
    “It’s not like you to start work five minutes early, old man?” 
 
    “Well, needs must and all that, Don,” Alex guffawed.  “Am I allowed to know where you are this fine morning?” 
 
    “No, you’re not actually.  Suffice it to say that you haven’t called me in the early hours of the morning.” 
 
    Okay, so his friend was not speaking to him from California. 
 
    “A little bird tells me, or rather, my wife does, that a certain relation of yours is back in the colours, old man?” 
 
    Brigadier Donald Nash, CAF, ruminated upon this for a moment. 
 
    “Leonora is damnably well-informed.  Knowing Paul, if we ever find out what he’s up to it will be only after we’ve both just been ordered to take poison!” 
 
    Alex did not believe the story that his friend’s younger brother had been handed command of a training depot.  Not least because nobody knew what went on at Scarsdale, which was reputedly one of those bases hidden in the woods surrounded by twelve-foot-high fences topped with razor wire, and patrolled by men in full combat gear with their fingers on the triggers of their guns. 
 
    Whatever Paul was up to, it had to have had something to do with his accompanying the Governor to the West Coast last month.  More than that, who knew? 
 
    “Sir Edward Groves is coming in to see the Governor this morning?”  Alex asked, getting down to business.  “Do we know what all that is about?” 
 
    “We’ve fixed the Raptor,” the other man said.  Beating about the bush was not his style.  “Each Block Two airframe and equipment package will cost about three times the original contract price.  Some of that is retooling the production lines at Shreveport and Olympia; that’s the new factory they’re building next to CAF Milton.  The cost over-runs for the Vulture, the Sea Hawk and the Sea Corsair are almost as bad.  The good news is that the Osprey – the land-based version of the Sea Hawk - is going to come in more or less on budget, unit cost wise, leastways, and the flight deck trials ongoing with both variants on the Hermes are going well.  If we want it, Sea Hawk might be an interim replacement for the Goshawk V, although that said, we won’t have many of them before this time next year.  The Sea Corsair is a less satisfactory option; our existing prop-standard multi-role bomber, the Sea Eagle, is a damned good airframe, as you know.  On that subject, my feedback from TWS,” the Tactical Weapons School Establishment responsible for assessing the performance of new equipment in war games and live-fire exercises, “is that they think the Reaper is going to fill any real or imagined ‘capability gap’ in ground attack or shipping interdiction in the foreseeable future.  If the Japs had a jet scout, there might be an argument for rushing the Sea Corsair into squadron service but so far as we know, they don’t, certainly not in significant numbers nor will they have in the next couple of years.  So, what advantage do we get by rushing the introduction of a jet version of the Sea Eagle which is faster but has less endurance and can only carry a marginally heavier payload, when we’ve already got an airframe as formidable as the Reaper already coming into service in large numbers?” 
 
    Alex soaked this up.  The Sea Eagle and the Reaper were known quantities, rolling off production lines in large numbers and for all the mystery around the ‘wonder weapons’ what really mattered in combat was weight of numbers and firepower, not gimmicks and one-off demonstrations.  Project Albatross, an offshoot of the Raptor Program to develop lightweight, less capable ‘interim’ fast jets with some of the capabilities of the Raptor IIC, with end products including a supersonic high-altitude scout and a dedicated night-fighter variant, had been scrapped at the turn of the year.  The NEWPO had determined that the Albatross III Project – a four-engine long-range version of the highly successful two-engine bomber which had performed so admirably during OPERATION PRESTIGE - was sucking in too much expertise and funding from the related Raptor and Vulture Programs and tersely inquiring: “What idiot allowed this lack of focus to set back the Raptor’s squadron service introduction by a year?”  Malcolm Carnegie had promptly discontinued its budget allocation. 
 
    The Albatross III’s backers had squealed; the Director of NEWPO had curtly informed them that the object of the exercise was to deliver, in quantity, ‘viable operational products’ in time for them to have a material effect on the outcome of the war in the Pacific. 
 
    End of debate! 
 
    All protestations that wide-ranging aerospace development was an investment in the future defence of the Empire as a whole, had fallen on entirely deaf ears.  If the Imperial Government, that is, Parliament in London, wanted to fund that priority, it was perfectly capable of so doing.  Here in New England the first and only thing on the agenda was defeating the Japanese. 
 
    “What’s the score with the air-launched Javelin?”  Alex asked. 
 
    “Looking good but don’t count on it being operational other than in small numbers – and we’d be talking penny packets - before early next year.” 
 
    Alex ruminated some more and remembered his manners. 
 
    “Thoughtless of me, how are you keeping and all that?” 
 
    “Busy,” the other man laughed.  “What’s domestic bliss like?” 
 
    “That’s the frightening thing, I could get used to it, old man!”  They were both busy men, Alex cut the conversation short.  “I won’t keep you any longer, walls have ears and all that guff.  Go break a leg!” 
 
    Putting down the handset Alex gazed thoughtfully at the monochrome portrait of his wife and son for some seconds. 
 
    “You didn’t hear any of that, Harry,” he murmured, nodding his thanks when the younger man brought in a welcome cup of tea, Darjeeling by its scent, strong and unadulterated with milk or lemon, just the way he liked it. 
 
    The young officer grinned: “Mum’s the word, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Monday 14th August 1980 
 
    RNH Queen Iolani 
 
    Honolulu, Oahu 
 
    Crown Protectorate of the Sandwich Islands 
 
      
 
    Commander Abe Lincoln, RNAS, MD, had been allowed to resume flying duties only on the condition that ‘should operational circumstances necessitate it’, he could at any time be re-deployed in his role as a naval surgical registrar ‘consistent with his qualifications in battlefield trauma medicine.’  Paying lip service to this clause in his contract with the Royal Navy, he found himself reporting to the Director of RNH Queen Iolani that morning. 
 
    Should he be recalled to the Royal Naval Medical Service at short notice it would be important that the relevant authorities - in this case, Surgeon Commodore Hugh Deverell - periodically reviewed his preparedness to resume surgical duties. 
 
    Abe had flown over from Kaneohe, where his squadron 844 NAS was based, taking the opportunity to air test a Goshawk V which had been in the repair shop for the last week.  His attitude was that if he was required to ‘go through the motions’ and waste half a day reporting to RNH Queen Iolani, he might as well combine it with doing something useful that actually contributed, in some small measure, to the war effort. 
 
    “Mister Deverell is Operating Theatre Number Three, sir,” he was informed on his arrival.  “He requests that you gown up and meet him there.  No need to scrub-up!” 
 
    Abe had done as he was requested. 
 
    “There was an incident of some sort with one of those infernal ADBL cluster bombs at Gun Wharf this morning,” Abe was informed.  “We’re patching up the poor chaps who weren’t completely blown to bits,” Deverell announced cheerfully as Abe entered the theatre. 
 
    The ‘incident’ must have happened several hours ago: Abe had heard no emergency sirens nor spotted any untoward smoke or commotion above the eastern side of the Pearl Lagoon. 
 
    “Nasty things,” he remarked, tersely.  He had seen what the bomblets did to Mexican soldiers on the Laredo Front in the closing stages of the war with the Triple Alliance. 
 
    There was a lot of blood and torn meat on the operating table; presumably the patient was still alive because Deverell and his team were working steadily, methodically over the burned, broken torso of the man.  Or at least, Abe guessed it was a man. 
 
    “I should imagine you must be pretty cheesed-off having to show your face here?”  The older man declared, without pausing to glance at Abe. 
 
    Everybody else was wholly focused on the maimed man on the table; monitors beeped, words were quietly spoken, it was all very business-like, just another day at the office. 
 
    “It’s part and parcel of the contract I signed with the Navy, sir.” 
 
    “Quite so.  Nevertheless…  Anyway, to cut a long story short I’ve reviewed your medical jacket.  Damned impressive, I hope you come back to us sooner rather than later, but you’ll be glad to hear I have no intention of invoking your recall clause at this time.  This and the majority of Navy hospitals have become, in the main, a part of the civilian health infrastructure in the last six months.  Not much fighting going on, you see, so we’ve become teaching colleges; it is the only way to keep my people busy.” 
 
    Abe felt as if he had been dismissed but hesitated. 
 
    Deverell looked up again: “Good hunting, Commander!” 
 
    It would have been a lie if Abe pretended he had not known that Nursing First Officer Kay Phelps was on the staff of Queen Iolani Hospital. 
 
    She had been with him on the Culloden during the Japanese attack on San Francisco; possibly the worst day of his life, and they had worked together in the following days during which he had had no idea whether Kate and his children were alive or dead.  That they had formed an attachment, a connection of a kind that would endure could not be denied.  When you saw somebody at their lowest ebb, exhausted and in despair as each of them had been at times in the aftermath of the disaster, the ties that bind become unbreakable.  When he discovered that his family was alive, she had cried for him.  Their return to what passed for normality had been dissonant, awkward, and then Abe had requested a return to flying duties, and they had been parted.  Not that they had ever done anything to be ashamed of; far from it, they had been ‘proper’ at all times.  But that was then; and this was now, and thus far he had not trusted himself to renew contact with the woman whose face, eyes and presence so often filled his waking thoughts and sometimes, his unquiet dreams. 
 
    Abe guessed that Kate must have understood that there was another woman in his life, even though he had been too much of a coward to admit it before he went overseas.  They were all changed people after the nightmare, distant in some ways, closer in others.  Back in California he had never spoken to her of Kay; there was no need: newspaper articles and gossip, well-meaning in the main about the ‘heroic doctors and nurses’ of the Culloden and subsequent propaganda pieces about his part in ‘the saving of scores of lives’ had pictured him with Kay, and others.  There was plenty of grist to the mill of rumour-mongering even if he had never laid so much as an inappropriate finger on the Culloden’s famous angel of mercy. 
 
    Kay had shipped out to the Sandwich Islands last November. 
 
    They had not attempted to say goodbye. 
 
    Belatedly, Abe had wondered if that was because they both knew he would be following her, sooner or later. 
 
    Even though he had half-expected it, he was still disconcerted to find her waiting for him outside the scrub room. 
 
    He had discarded his gown, mask and surgical cap, scrubbed his hands and arms as if he had just come from performing surgery.  Old habits were ingrained and out here in the tropics infection was as big a problem as every other injury and ailment combined. 
 
    In the corridor he almost walked into her. 
 
    Abe had no idea what to say. 
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me for months,” she said, smiling as if to say: “I get it, don’t feel bad about it.” 
 
    The squadron had been stationed on Maui for over six weeks, working up with other units operating off the light carrier Delhi, deck certifying his pilots ahead of short periods operating submarine and aerial picket duties at sea in between mock dogfights with other squadrons, and learning the complexities of ground support evolutions with the ever-expanding Royal Marine forces on the archipelago. 
 
    Actually, Abe did feel bad about it. 
 
    Avoiding her, that was. 
 
    Kay was thirty-seven, a self-possessed, slim, attractive woman, whom Abe had first encountered back in Virginia when he was acting as a locum surgical registrar at the Royal Portsmouth County Hospital.  At the time of her divorce, she had been a ward sister at Salisbury General Hospital, in Maryland.  Feeling the need to make a new start she had applied for a short service commission in the Women’s Royal Naval Medical Service, donned the uniform and been posted to Norfolk. 
 
    In San Francisco, Abe had recognised her as an attendee at one of his weekly combat trauma workshops on board the Hospital Ship Linnaeus.  After the session he had asked her why she had abandoned ‘civilised’ Virginia for the ‘settler chaos’ of Alto California? 
 
    ‘I joined the Navy to travel the world, to see exotic places and to meet interesting new people,’ she had replied, ‘and to actually use the skills I’ve learned in my fifteen-year nursing career.’ 
 
    He had learned she had applied for, and been granted a twelve-year commission, setting aside her former ‘short-service’ commitment.  He did not ask if her decision had had anything to do with the fact that the mortal remains of many of her friends and of over two hundred patients now lay mouldering in the waters of San Francisco Bay where the shattered, half-capsized hulk of the Linnaeus was still slowly sinking into the mud. 
 
    Abe looked at her not knowing what to say. 
 
    Her hair, auburn previously, seemed fairer now partially sun-bleached, was almost blond and her faded blue eyes were gently amused. 
 
    “There was an incident at Gun Wharf this morning,” he murmured, cursing his ineptitude. 
 
    Her face clouded for a moment. 
 
    “Yes.  Three local men were killed and several badly hurt,” she nodded.  “I came in because I thought I might be needed but the panic is over now.” 
 
    “Oh…” 
 
    Kay kept on looking to him as if reluctant to give him any excuse to run away. 
 
    “I flew over from Kaneohe this morning,” he blurted uncomfortably, only just stopping himself adding, disingenuously: “They expect me back this afternoon.” 
 
    This latter was a white lie because he had warned the Squadron EO – Executive Officer, his deputy – that he might be required to undergo any number of practical and written examinations to re-establish his fitness to resume ‘doctoring’ duties and therefore, might not be back until that evening, or even tomorrow morning.  In any event, it happened that he had timed his absence to coincide with two pre-planned non-flying maintenance days.  He had worked his pilots and ground crews hard in recent weeks and everybody needed a little ‘catching up time’. 
 
    “Can one get a respectable cup of tea in the canteen?”  He inquired. 
 
    “Yes, and no,” Kay smiled.  “I know a better place, it’s within walking distance if you don’t have to rush straight back to the war?” 
 
    Right now, the war was a long, long way away and nobody seemed to be rushing towards it no matter how frustrated the men of the Royal Marine Commando Amphibious Assault Brigades forming on the Sandwich Islands were about hanging around waiting for the action to start. 
 
    Abe had no doubt they were good soldiers; however, he suspected that if a few of them had a little more experience of what combat was actually like, they would be a lot less eager to ‘get on with the job’. 
 
    Kay smiled, understanding his hesitation. 
 
    “That sounds…fine,” Abe concurred, surrendering to the moment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Monday 21st August 1980 
 
    Aldershot Road 
 
    William Howe Estate 
 
    Bronxwood, New York 
 
    Crown Colony of New York 
 
      
 
    It was two days since her husband had broken the news to her.  Melody was still processing what she had learned, a task made harder because she knew he had only been able to tell her what little he was allowed to divulge. 
 
    On the plus side, she now knew why he had accompanied the Governor on a part of his recent West Coast tour.  Lord Washington’s entourage and the cluster of military and civilian dignitaries distracting the oversight of ‘foreign’ eyes would have been ideal cover for the sort of meetings Paul been holding with the West Coast Heads of Station of the Imperial Security Service. 
 
    ‘Lord Washington was never going to offer me the job if he didn’t know that I was entirely on board with it, and everything that his administration was doing to pursue the war,’ her husband had observed, a little wryly, she thought. 
 
    Unusually, in the twilight world of the ISS the Governor had wanted to know that he could actually work with – without undue friction – the majority of that most secretive of secret services’ key regional players and, it seemed, he had taken convincing that this was the case. 
 
    As Lewis Carroll once put it: “Curiouser and curiouser!” Cried Alice (she was so much surprised, that for the moment she quite forgot how to speak good English).”  
 
    Which was why the former detective in Melody was bound to wonder exactly who had been dropped on their head and awakened in an upside-down world.  However, she had – with a supreme effort of willpower – refrained from interrogating her husband beyond what she judged to be a conventionally reasonable wifely ‘red line’. 
 
    It was not as if she had not, deep down, known what she was getting into.  The man she had slowly, and very deeply, fallen into love with had had a licence to kill most of his adult life.  Goodness, she had seen him in action in Spain!  For example, on that day he had shoved her in front of a car conveying three of the Inquisition’s thugs to arrest, torture and murder her and Henrietta, and in a blink of an eye shot all three men – tap-tap, tap-tap, tap-tap – as they reached for their holstered guns.  It was not a memory that was going away any time soon.  And that had been the day after the night before when he had rescued her from two scumbags who had locked her, Henrietta and Pedro in a pigsty of an outhouse. 
 
    Things had not gone well for those people, either… 
 
    Anyway, the cover story was that if anybody asked – if they asked it was to be reported to the ISS - Paul was a civilian instructor at the newly-opened Royal Marines Staff College at nearby Scarsdale. 
 
    Of course, he was neither a civilian, nor an instructor. 
 
    He had not even tried to sustain that myth, not with her. 
 
    ‘Within the camp estate there is a second establishment.  I am its Commandant and that is all I am permitted to tell you, my love.’ 
 
    Yes, from time to time he would be away from home, possibly for several days, sometimes without warning.  He was sorry about that but well, there was a war on, and the good news was that he did not think anybody was going to be shooting at him any time soon. 
 
    Melody had agreed that this was good to know. 
 
    She was still a little irritated that he had not talked to her before accepting his new…mission. 
 
    ‘Mission’ because men like her husband did not do ‘jobs’ or ‘roles’, they were always on a ‘mission’, like bloodhounds on the hunt.  This she knew because she was not so different, it was just that her children had become her great cause in life; that, and not fucking up her marriage. 
 
    She had not asked him if it, whatever it was, was important. 
 
    That would have been an insult. 
 
    It had not taken her long to remember – that while she went on processing how she felt about Paul resuming his former career – she needed to be getting on with her life. 
 
    She adored the old clapboard house in the woods on Aldershot Road and Pedro seemed to have integrated as painlessly into the local primary school milieu as any six-year-old could possibly have done.  Daisy May was a revelation and all Melody’s reservations about ‘living in the country’ – reassuringly, on the map the southern perimeter of the William Howe Estate looked like it was soon going to merge with the slowly spreading urban sprawl of Bronxville – had proven groundless.  The neighbours were understandably suspicious, most politely, cautiously so; fair enough, she was the notorious wife of a relatively senior officer after all. 
 
    However, since she had young children, sooner or later she would be rubbing shoulders with the other mothers at the local day clinics and play group centres, assuming they stayed here that long.  Military life was inherently peripatetic.  She could cope with that, she had travelled New England and Europe with her musician parents; that was how she had come to speak Spanish like a Castilian or a Catalan, French with a Parisienne accent and a smattering of any number of other tongues without ever realising she was becoming what most insular New Englanders considered to be an exceptionally accomplished linguist. 
 
    Ironically, until a few weeks ago, she had been worrying Paul would get bored of domesticity, fatherhood…and of her.  Well, events seemed to have taken a hand and she was fairly confident that he was not about to get ‘bored’ any time soon. 
 
    Her thoughts had been drifting aimlessly as she waited for Robin Longstreet to decide what he thought about the scenario she had unexpectedly dumped in his lap. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?”  She prompted, resisting the temptation to sigh with impatience as she waited for her old friend’s voice to reply from the speaker of the conference phone on her kitchen table, as Daisy May had a conversation with Pedro in the adjoining dining room about trying a little harder not to wreck all his toys at once. 
 
    The conference phone came with the house; a senior officer’s perk apparently.  Again, she was not about to complain.  It made life so much easier; instead of having to tie herself in knots to meet clients and keep in touch with the partners at Belmaine and Rutherford, she could line them all up and work, most days, from her kitchen table. 
 
    How amazing was that! 
 
    His Honour Sir Robin Longstreet, these days happily reinstalled as the Crown Recorder of Camden, in New Jersey, was not a man to be hurried, other than by his terrifyingly capable spouse, Jasmine, and then only when the sky was about to fall upon him. 
 
    “First,” he said, a little lugubriously, “apologies for not getting back to you sooner.  There were a lot of papers to read, and it really is an interesting…one.” 
 
    Melody had met Robin at law school when she was nineteen years old.  He was twenty-three, having discharged his colonial military indenture after spending his first year at the New Haven School of Jurisprudence in Connecticut, then returning to college.  In those days, for a man resuming his previously interrupted studies, a generous bursary was paid in full for the next two years of one’s time in the higher education system of the upper First Thirteen.  Misogynistically, since women were not required to serve a period of military indenture, they qualified for no financial assistance whatsoever from their colony but by that stage she had already figured out that it was a man’s world.  Not that she was exactly penniless and footloose at the time; her parents had after all, bankrolled her right through to her qualification for the New York Bar.  Ancient history, now.  The thing was that she had been friends with Robin forever, and after what he and Jasmine had done for her when Government Office wanted to jail her for treason, and the way they had looked after her after Henrietta’s death in the Philadelphia bombings, well, Robin, Jasmine and their kids were family.  So, once she had got her head around Amelia and Sam Henry’s not so little legal problem, she had first sought out not the council of the partners in the legal firm she worked for whom she knew would not want to touch Sam and Amelia’s case with a hundred-foot long bargepole, but Robin Longstreet’s advice. 
 
    “I think that under Virginia statute, the plaintiff may have a case,” her old friend declared. 
 
    Melody kept her mouth shut, he had heard the ‘but’ in Robin’s voice.  Nonetheless, her mantra ‘don’t swear in front of the kids’ was sorely tested. 
 
    Robin Longstreet continued: “So, I should imagine that Mister Lee has been advised by his lawyers that his suit would not automatically be rejected, certainly not by a judge of the third circuit in Alexandria which is where, if I was them, I’d want to have the initial hearing convened.” 
 
    Again, Melody held her piece. 
 
    “You’re awfully quiet?”  Robin inquired solicitously. 
 
    “My mother always told me that if I didn’t have anything nice to say that I should keep my mouth shut.” 
 
    “I didn’t say the blasted man had a good case,” she was comforted. 
 
    “We’re talking about Virginia, Robin.  Sam Henry won’t even be allowed to sit in the same section of the court room as Amelia.” 
 
    Her friend took this in his stride. 
 
    “One step at a time, Melody,” he said, clearly tempted to try his ‘silence in court’ number on her.  “I understand why you want to get involved in this one…” 
 
    Melody decided to get her retaliation in first. 
 
    “No, the partners, Bill Rutherford more than Sean Belmaine but both of them will be, well, to say the least, ‘iffy’ about this.  They won’t like the kind of publicity it might stir up.  The firm does a lot of well-paid corporate litigation down in Richmond and the Carolinas. Most of the high-profile pro-bono stuff, and their bread-and-butter prisoner’s friend and legal aid defence work in the Twin-Colony is a publicity counterweight to that.” 
 
    Belmaine and Rutherford were the ringmasters of a thirty-strong circus of ‘associates’, junior partners to the lowest of the low, ‘contract associates’ like Melody trying to re-establish a foothold in the profession.  While she got the impression that both of the big bosses had a soft spot for her personally, if they thought she was bad for business that would be that. 
 
    “You know they’ll sack you if you become the public face of this thing?”  Her friend put to her, recognising that beating about the bush was not going to cut it. 
 
    “Yes,” Melody agreed.  “Especially if they find out I’ve been talking to you.” 
 
    “Look, you don’t have to stick your head above the parapet on this one…” 
 
    “Don’t I?  Wasn’t that exactly what you did for me two years ago?” 
 
    “Oh, that was different.” 
 
    Robin had put his glittering career on hold, risked his reputation, good name, everything for her and if she had been in no fit state to recognise it at the time, she surely did now. 
 
    “I beg to differ, Your Honour.” 
 
    “Whatever, if you try to go head-to-head with Roger Lee’s silks you’ll get torn to pieces.” 
 
    Melody knew this but it still rankled. 
 
    “I know that, Robin.” 
 
    “Roger Lee will make this as expensive as possible for his sister and brother-in-law.  His whole strategy is to scare them off and grab back as big a slice of his family’s estates as he can.  Can Amelia stump up one, or perhaps two million pounds to sustain a legal campaign which may last years?” 
 
    Melody resisted the urge to trumpet: “Ah-ha!” 
 
    She actually said: “No, obviously not.  But Roger Lee isn’t just a jumped-up planter with an ante-diluvian world view; he’s potentially the figurehead of a political movement which a lot of people in the upper First Thirteen regard with suspicion.  You know how this works; discredit the spokesperson, mouthpiece, whatever, and the message gets damaged, too.  There will be people, here in New York, and certainly on Long Island who’d like to take Roger Lee and his friends down a peg.  You know the sort of people I mean, a few tens of thousands of pounds here, a few there, means nothing to them…” 
 
    “Melody?”  Her old friend retorted, scenting a jurisprudential rat and half-suspecting he had been lured into some kind of trap. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she assured him.  “I’m not being too clever for my boots, honestly.  It’s just that I put out a few, very discrete, feelers last week and between you and me, I was a little, very pleasantly surprised in fact, to find out how many people absolutely loathe Roger Lee’s guts and everything he and his planter friends stand for.” 
 
    “In that case, why send me the papers?” 
 
    “Because you are the most honest man I have ever met in my whole life,” she told him, meaning every word.  “I needed you to tell me I wasn’t about to make a complete fool of myself.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “Because I do,” Melody confessed, “quite often, looking back, and this time around, I didn’t want to give Amelia and Sam the wrong idea.” 
 
    “I’ve told you what I think.  Roger Lee has an arguable case in Virginia but if it goes to an appellate colonial court, or beyond that to the Court of Appeal in England, at each stage his case becomes more threadbare.”  He hesitated, then said what he meant to say because Melody was his oldest real friend in Christendom, and he owed her the truth and nothing but the truth.  “And if you ever contemplated such a thing, I think that you and I know that this would be the perfect launching pad for a future career in politics.” 
 
    Melody opened her mouth to defend herself. 
 
    No words came forth. 
 
    “Melody,” Robin Longstreet went on.  “The young woman I knew back at New Haven wanted to change the world.  You were a brilliant junior attorney, you would have been a brilliant silk if you hadn’t got bored, or rather, angry and bored with the system.”  He pre-empted her objection.  “I know bad things happened to you, I can only guess how awful that was.  Nonetheless, you achieved everything you could possibly achieve as a detective, you know that as well as I do.  Breaking open the incompetence of your own Constabulary’s handling of the Fielding brothers’ case would have ended your Police career, come what may.  You have no idea how happy Jasmine and I are that you’ve found yourself again, that you’re happy,” he paused, “you are happy, aren’t you?” 
 
    Melody did not have to think about the proposition. 
 
    How weird was that? 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. 
 
    In the silence that followed her friend became again the objective, judicial Crown Recorder of Camden, the fourth most senior legal officer in the Crown Colony of New Jersey. 
 
    “In that case, you should follow your conscience, Melody.” 
 
    She understood, Robin had given her his advice and from here on in, if any part of the related legal process came anywhere near his jurisdiction, he would automatically recuse himself. 
 
    “Thank you, Robin.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 24th September 1980 
 
    HMS Kandahar 
 
    187 Nautical miles due east of Wake Island 
 
    Central Pacific 
 
      
 
    Ted Forest pulled on his flying helmet – these days a composite protective ‘bone dome’ with integral headphones that protected the two-thirds of his skull that did not need to be accessible for an oxygen mask and throat microphone – as he walked to his Reaper.  The carrier’s Goshawks had been taken below to clear the deck for the fourteen-aircraft strike force while two miles to starboard the Valletta, having already put up her scouts to fly CAP out to a range of sixty miles ahead of the fleet was similarly readying her dozen serviceable Reapers. 
 
    Between, ahead and astern of the two carriers the cruisers and destroyers of Task Force 80.5 manoeuvred, the smaller warships not specifically assigned to aircraft watch roles were off the Kandahar’s and Valletta’s sterns, all had bones in their teeth as they sliced through the long Pacific swells as if exuberantly released from a long, long slumber. 
 
    Understandably, there was a palpable excited nervousness, an unease among the companies of the ships and the aircrews of the squadrons about to participate in the coming operation.  Few of the ships in company with the carriers had fought in this theatre before, likewise, many of the men, and these days, a small but significant number of women, the latter mainly medical staff and writers – secretaries, administrative ratings – who now sailed with the Fleet.  They had all heard what the fighting with the Japanese had been like, desperate tales of last-ditch, back-to-the-wall gunnery duels amid a barrage of incoming bombs and torpedoes, and everybody knew what happened to anybody so unfortunate as to fall into the enemy’s hands.  Most ships stopped off at San Francisco on the way out to the Sandwich Islands; they saw the wrecks still lying in the shallow waters of the great natural harbour, the skyline dominated by spindly cranes wheeling high above the bomb sites; and many would have gone ashore to visit the cemeteries where over three thousand New Englanders lay.  Everybody was aware that the surviving ships and men who had stood in the face of the Japanese tsunami in the first months of the war had been withdrawn to rehabilitate, make good and in the case of many of the veterans of that phase of the war, to train the multitude of new recruits who would soon be fed into the campaign to drive the Japs out of their vile self-proclaimed Co-Prosperity Zone. 
 
    Ted Forest had stalked around his aircraft with its chief armourer, nobody wanted to take-off with improperly secured munitions or bombs which still had their safety bars locked.  The twenty-six Reapers mounting the raid would each be carrying between three and four tons of munitions. 
 
    Ted’s underwing hard points were all ‘employed’, his ‘load’ including four 500-pound fragmentation bombs, four ADBL Mark III cluster cannisters, two Mark II unguided 1.8-inch rocket launcher pods, each with over forty rounds configured to discharge when Ted opened up with the aircraft’s four 0.8-inch autocannons shooting a mixture of armour-piercing, explosive and incendiary (white phosphorus) shells.  Other aircraft carried Napalm – modern Greek Fire – munitions, additional 50-calibre heavy machine gun pods, 1000-pound bombs with varying time delayed action fuses, ADBL Mark IIs set to explode in the air above the target, and five of the Valletta’s Reapers were launching with a 12.75-inch torpedo slung beneath their fuselages, Mark 22s which could be set to run ‘dumb’ or to home onto their target acoustically, just in case there were any Japanese transports or patrol boats lurking in the vicinity of the target area.  The powers that be had decided that the Reaper’s operational debut would leave a lasting impression on the enemy! 
 
    Which was fine by Ted. 
 
    The target was Wake Island. 
 
    Ted took stock, tried to slow his racing thoughts. 
 
    When the Kandahar had reached the Pearl Lagoon his commanding officer - a man in his early forties recalled to the colours after some fifteen years in the Territorial Reserve, a weekend soldier approximately three or four times a year in the long peace, and an accountant by occupation - had taken Ted aside and told him: ‘You will be MC,’ master of ceremonies, ‘in the air until I find my feet.  You’re the fellow who has been in the thick of it.’  Combat experience was at such a premium that Ted, a lieutenant, was leading the whole strike force today.  Moreover, he had been the man nominated to go over to the Valletta to ‘support’ the Task Force Briefing Officer yesterday afternoon and spoken, earnestly, to the eager but somewhat ‘jumpy’ Reaper men of NAS 817 about the dangers of getting so obsessed with their targets that they flew straight into the ground. 
 
    It was likely that there would be Jap scouts defending the target; and possibly significant small-calibre anti-aircraft fire.  The scouts were the Goshawks’ problem.  Conceivably, the carriers’ dozen or so scouts would be outnumbered; no problem, the Goshawks would shadow the Reapers, approaching at five thousand feet and plummet onto any Jap who tried to get at the big, deceptively agile attack aircraft. 
 
    As to the target… 
 
    Ted had never even heard of Wake Island – actually it was an atoll, its coral reefs and islands atop the submerged crater rim of a long extinct four mile-high volcano – until he saw it on a map of the Pacific soon after he arrived in San Francisco. 
 
    Wake Island was one of the remotest places on the planet, fifteen hundred miles east of Guam, twenty-three hundred miles west of Oahu, and two thousand miles southeast of the Japanese Home Islands.  The nearest landfall, an uninhabited atoll – Utirik – was some six hundred miles distant and its nearest inhabited neighbour was Majuro in the Marshall Islands, nine hundred miles to the southeast.  Probably first discovered and its position mapped, albeit very approximately, by Spanish explorer Álvaro de Mendaña y Neira in October 1568 it had been rediscovered by William Wake, the captain of the British merchant ship Prince William Henry in 1796. 
 
    Mendaña y Neira had named the atoll Isla San Francisco, on account of his happening upon it on the eve of the feast of the festival of Saint Francis of Assisi.  He had found a barren, desolate, waterless place with nothing on it but sea birds and a few bushes. 
 
    Until the war nobody had ever bothered settling on Wake, which was no more than a collection of three barren-looking islets and a sand flat around a shallow lagoon with a total land surface of around one-thousand-eight-hundred acres.  On the map it had been claimed by the British Empire prior to the Great War and then, forgotten.  The Japanese had seized it – almost as an afterthought - in the days after the Battle of the Sandwich Islands.  From the picture built up from signals intelligence, satellite observation and submarine patrols in the vicinity, it seemed that the Imperial Navy had constructed a short runway and based small garrisons on each of the three separate constituent islands of the atoll, constructing piers and ramshackle workshops presumably to support the handful of seaplanes based in the lagoon.  It had been a mystery how the enemy kept its garrison, thought to number between one-hundred-and-fifty and two hundred men supplied until the unmistakable overhead profile of one of the IJN’s six-thousand-ton I-400 class submarines had been identified close offshore not once but twice earlier that year. 
 
    ‘I can’t imagine it must be much fun for the poor sods living off hardtack, dried meat and a pint or two of desalinated water a day out in the middle of nowhere,’ the Briefing Officer had observed, as if Ted’s Reapers were about to do the ‘Christian thing’ and put the aforementioned ‘poor sods’ out of their misery. 
 
    Ted preferred to believe it was simply his duty to add to the sum of their misery. 
 
    He clambered up into the cockpit of his Reaper. 
 
    He began to run the checklist. 
 
    It was always a mistake to believe one had plenty of time to run those checklists; nothing evaporated so fast as the final minutes before the ‘off’. 
 
    Soon, he was gesturing for the battery cart to power up the starter circuit; a minute later his Reaper’s two-thousand-eight-hundred horsepower Philadelphia Motors Duplex-Cyclone 18-cylinder air-cooled radial engine was thrumming, his view ahead a blur through its scything arc. 
 
    Ahead of him the flight deck was clear. 
 
    As the first plane to roll he had the shortest take-off run.  With the carrier making over twenty knots into a five to ten knot head wind the math predicted he would have sufficient airflow over the wings by the time he flew off the bow to get airborne, just… 
 
    He got the warning flag. 
 
    He watched the rev counter spooling up, his feet on the brake pedals and beneath his wings courageous crewmen waiting for the order to yank away the chocks which were the only obstacles stopping the monster juddering forward too early. 
 
    If anybody thought flying carrier operations was dicey; they ought to think again.  The most dangerous place in the world at a time like this was not the cockpit of a warplane weighed down by several tons of ordnance but on the flight deck, where the yellow-coated deck handlers worked, nakedly unprotected as they marshalled operations on the exposed deck in the middle of a dozen spinning propellors on a ship rising and falling, and gently rolling on the open sea. 
 
    “Gate!”  Ted muttered to himself as he saw the Landing Deck Safety Officer’s paddles fall and he automatically pressed the throttle up against its stop. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, the Reaper began to roll. 
 
    The Kandahar’s two bow catapults were just about powerful enough to ‘help’ a four-ton Goshawk to launch; they had never been designed to drag a heavily-loaded aircraft the size of a Reaper over the bow.  So, if the wind over the deck and the screaming Philadelphia Motors Duplex-Cyclone engine failed to get Ted into the air he was about to get a ducking! 
 
    A little voice in his head reminded him that even if he felt as if he was moving too slowly the ship’s momentum into the headwind was adding at least another thirty knots to his speed across the deck. 
 
    The bow was below him in what seemed like moments. 
 
    He made no attempt to pull back on the stick; that was fatal. 
 
    The Reaper shuddered horribly, its nose dipped a fraction and then he felt the aircraft ‘come back to him’, her control surfaces bite into the airflow and without him doing anything she began to slowly ascend with her airspeed building every second. 
 
    When the ASI touched one-hundred-and-ten knots he eased back on the stick and suddenly, his ride was rising smoothly, faster than any old string-bag like the Sea Fox he and Abe had had so many adventures in, had ever climbed. 
 
    He tried to look back over his shoulder. 
 
    Glimpsing two aircraft climbing in his wake he breathed a huge sigh of relief, fighting down the temptation to call around his pilots over the short-range, low-power Talk Between Ships (TBS) VHF circuit.  Easing back on the throttle he began to circle to the left as he climbed, counting his ugly ducklings as they roared into the air. 
 
    Far to his right he saw a flare, then another rise above the Valletta; that meant one of her birds was in the water.  Hopefully her air guard destroyer would reach the crash in time. 
 
    Everybody had been on tenterhooks, half-expecting TH 80.5 to be detected by reconnaissance aircraft flying out of Wake Lagoon.  Thus far, there had been no indication of any enemy air activity, none whatsoever.  Perhaps, the Japs were short of fuel, or saving their petrol for a rainy day? 
 
    That said, the Japs on the atoll religiously sent off their twelve-hourly ‘all is well’ reports to Imperial General Headquarters at one o’clock in the afternoon and an hour after midnight (Tokyo Time) and stayed on line long enough to send an acknowledgement of the receipt of their daily SITREP from the Communications Division of the IJN’s 10th Fleet, the organisation responsible for the support and maintenance of practically all the Japanese Empire’s eastern enclaves, from minor garrisons like the one on Wake to the island fortresses manned by up to several thousand Army, Naval personnel and Imperial Marines in the Gilbert, Caroline and Marshall Islands. 
 
    The primary reasons why it was possible to know so much about the order of battle on any one of the score of key islands guarding the eastern perimeter of the Co-Prosperity Zone was that the Imperial Army, which used a different communications system to that of the IJN, was a lot less cute in the way it managed its radio traffic and frequently its operators were still criminally lax in adhering to its comparatively minimal security protocols in general, and periodically, almost unbelievably careless and profligate in its ad hoc, presumably unauthorised usage of both VHF and UHF band channels in particular. 
 
    The attack on Wake Island, codenamed OPERATION MUDLARK had originally envisaged launching the Reaper Force at a range of around three hundred miles.  However, realising that the enemy was not flying regular – or as it turned out – any air patrols to the east of the target, TF 80.5 had steamed a hundred-and-twenty miles closer, meaning its Reapers could loiter up to ninety minutes over Wake, and the Goshawks, equipped with drop tanks, up to forty-five minutes.  The object of the exercise was – not to split hairs – to kill every single Jap on Wake and leave it burning, cratered, and uninhabitable.  
 
    OPERATION MUDLARK was to be the first of several sorties to lay waste to isolated Japanese garrisons along the eastern and south eastern perimeter of their ‘Empire’.  One by one those places would fall silent before the hammer blows began to fall like great left-right haymakers in the Solomon and the Gilbert Islands before the year was out. 
 
    Ted began to fret as his birds were slow to form up on him. 
 
    It was not good enough! 
 
    If his pilots were this laggardly in a stand-up fleet engagement where the only thing that mattered was hitting the enemy before he could hit you, TF 80.5 might be in dire straits by now.  The Valletta’s Reapers were still spread across ten miles of sky; yes, it was tough watching a chum go into the water, but bad things happened, you had to put that to one side and get on with it.  The time to remember the missing faces in the wardroom or the mess was tomorrow, when the mission was over, and you had done your King and the Empire proud. 
 
    Words would be said when they got back from Wake Island! 
 
    Sometimes, Ted asked himself how, and when and where, he had become such a hard-nosed bastard.  Surviving the Battle of the Windward Passage and the bloodbath on Little Inagua Island at the start of the war with the Mexicans ought to have been a deafening wake-up call.  Likewise, his experiences in the Gulf of Spain in the second half of the fight with the Triple Alliance; goodness, he had seen some things to beggar a fellow’s imagination, not to mention turn his stomach.  Perhaps, it had been the nightmare of Empire Day last year, seeing San Francisco in flames, terrified that his friends were somewhere below him in that dreadful inferno?  Or might it have been losing Nicky like that, the open wound of carrying on when he knew it was hopeless, aching inside all the while?  Or more prosaically, was it simply that the CAF had finally ‘trained’ the person he used to be out of him? 
 
    Blaming Nicky was a non-starter. 
 
    A part of him was genuinely happy for her; reconciled that he and she were never meant to be.  It was not as if he could resent Isabella Rodriguez Montero, it was not as if she had stolen Nicky from him.  He had never owned, or had any kind of call on Nicky, there had been no broken promises, she had needed a brother not a lover and deep down, he had always understood that. 
 
    He blinked out of his brooding and waggled the wings of his Reaper as he fumed at how slowly the other birds were forming up on him.  The Kandahar would be bringing her Goshawks up on deck by now. 
 
    Their jockeys would be eager to get in on the fun. 
 
    God in heaven, it was good to be hitting back at last! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Thursday 25th September 1980 
 
    Belle Isle Plantation 
 
    Spotsylvania 
 
    Crown Colony of Virginia  
 
      
 
    Sam Henry had put the telephone on ‘speaker’ while he and Melody Nash were exchanging chatty civilities and the others pulled up chairs around the table as the evening drew in over the Rappahannock Valley. 
 
    Sam looked to his wife who smiled tight-lipped and together they acknowledged anew the other participants and witnesses at this family conference.  Annie and Sarah sat, somewhat subdued, flanking their mother in sisterly solidarity.  Their Pastor, the Reverend Jeremiah ‘Jeremy’ Guilfoyle was at Sam’s left hand, and the Lee family solicitor, a son from the firm that had represented the family for as long as anybody could recollect, Solomon Wilberforce – a greying, weary man who had long been disgusted by the way Roger Lee had ’turned out’, and had positively spat with rage when he discovered what Amelia’s elder half-sibling was up to – had settled a little apart, albeit near Cecilia Finch, the forty-year-old divorcee who had been brought in to manage the Belle Isle Estate during Amelia’s pregnancy, and had since become a key member of the management team when the Arlington and Bangor plantations had been subsumed into the rapidly expanding business. 
 
    “Hi, Melody,” Amelia chirped.  “I’ll just go around the table, so you know who we have here in Spotsylvania tonight.” 
 
    This completed, she handed the line back to her friend. 
 
    “Hello, everybody,” Melody acknowledged brightly.  “I wish I could be with you, but actually, being here in Bronxwood works better with the little ones.  If you hear gurgling, it is because Hen is in her basket on the table next to the conference phone!” 
 
    Around the table in Virginia there were smiles and from the teenage girls, giggles despite the seriousness of the occasion. 
 
    “I’d like to introduce two colleagues,” Melody continued.  “They aren’t from Belmaine and Rutherford, that’s another story which I won’t go into now.  Sitting across the kitchen table from me is Sir James Patterson, KC, and next to him is a former colleague of mine in the Twin-Colony, until recently, a Detective Sergeant at Brooklyn heights, Vera Anderson who, like me is the new mother of a bouncing baby girl.  Everybody will have heard of Sir James, the first time I met him he tore me to bits in the witness box; it was the best lesson I ever learned.” 
 
    “Good evening, everybody,” the famous barrister guffawed fruitily.  “Melody twisted my arm; I am here to form an opinion.  Beyond that, I shall reserve judgement at this time.  In the interests of transparency, I have been engaged by Sir Maxwell Coolidge, whom via his daughter’s embassy, has, I believe a soft spot for Mrs Nash.” 
 
    Whether that ‘soft spot’ lasted beyond this conference was a moot point; Melody could only guess at the moral blackmail her friend Leonora Fielding, the great magnate’s only daughter and by all accounts, light of his life, had employed to get her father to bankroll the most eminent KC who had thus far, been willing to grant Melody the time of day. 
 
    Vera Anderson spoke. 
 
    “Depending on the outcome of our little chat tonight,” she explained cheerfully, “I’ll be the one digging around in the documents and investigating the plaintiff, Mister Lee’s possibly shady and certainly mysterious backers, and where exactly the Liberty Party gets its funding.  Just so you know, I actually met Melody for the first time during the Sonia Heidkamp affair.” 
 
    Like all good detectives Vera knew that less was more, so she shut up at that juncture and handed the floor back to Melody. 
 
    “Sir James needs to know about you, all of you in Virginia, your family history, your business and your plans,” Melody declared without further ado.  “It is important that you leave nothing out.” 
 
    Sam Henry cleared his throat. 
 
    “We understand, Melody.”  He sighed.  “As I’m, or rather, the colour of my skin is at the heart of this matter.  I’ll go first, if that’s okay with everybody?” 
 
    Sir James leaned forward to be closer to the phone. 
 
    “Please proceed, Mister Henry.” 
 
    Amelia smiled a forced smile hoping this would be encouragement enough for her husband, who also happened to be her best and oldest friend in the world.  She knew how hard this was for him, and that he felt he was in some way the author of all their problems. 
 
    “I was born on this plantation,” Sam said, steeling himself.  “My Mama worked in this same big house; first she was a maid, then she was in the kitchen, later she looked after Amelia and the other kids.  There were always young children in the place, cousins and so forth.  That was before Amelia’s brother, Michael, died of the fever that went up and down the valley in the winter of 1953.  After that Amelia’s Mama was never the same.  Don’t get me wrong, she was always a real lady but there was a sadness in her that never really went away.” 
 
    “How old would Michael Lee have been when he died?”  Sir James interjected quietly. 
 
    “Thirteen,” Amelia said, “just thirteen.  He’d had scarlet fever as a young child and was never strong.  He was a sweet boy.  I was eleven, Sam would have been twelve, we’d grown up together, it was like we’d lost a part of ourselves, but when you’re young I think you’re better able to get over these things…” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Sam went on: “Like I said, my Mama always worked in the big house, my Pa, he was a horse wrangler, or working out on the plantation grounds, a sort of jack of all trades.  He taught me everything I know about livestock and patching up old farm equipment.  He had no learning; I don’t think he ever read a book in his whole life which was why he was so set on me having an education.  I never kept up with Amelia, of course,” he quipped, relaxing, taking no small pleasure from the way his wife fondly rolled her eyes.  “When Amelia went off to college, I went to night school to get a diploma in agriculture and farm management.  While old Mister Lee, that would be Mister Robert Eldridge Lee, Amelia’s Pa was alive, he always put aside money for the kids of long-serving family workers to pay school fees and the costs of books and suchlike.” 
 
    “What happened when ‘old’ Mister Lee passed away?” the booming voice of the eminent KC boomed down the line. 
 
    “That stopped.  It caused a lot of bad feeling at the time.  There were kids who were half-way through courses, families who felt cheated, and they had every right to feel that way.” 
 
    “It was scandalous,” Amelia agreed, seething to remember the cruelty of it.  “Roger put several retired former life-long servants out of their cottages on the estate.  I had a horrible row with him, but he ignored me.  I pleaded for him to change his mind.  He laughed in my face.  He had the gall to tell me that it was none of my business how he administered the ‘family’s affairs’.” 
 
    “You continued in the employ of the Lee family after the death of Robert Lee, Mister Henry?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir James.  By then I was married to my first wife, Dorothea, and we had our girls to feed and clothe; so, we bit our tongues, kept our heads down and stuck it out.  Maybe, we’d have moved away, tried to start again somewhere else but we knew that when Amelia came into her inheritance, things would likely change.” 
 
    “Dorothea was killed in a car crash before then,” Amelia said. 
 
    “Yes,” Sir James mused.  “I’d like to know more about Roger Lee’s response to that unhappy circumstance later, if I may.  Pray continue, Mister Henry.” 
 
    Amelia’s husband collected his thoughts. 
 
    “We don’t stand much on ceremony here, sir,” he declared ruefully.  “When a man has two precocious daughters it’s hard to take oneself too seriously.  I’ve always been happier as ‘Sam’ than Mister Henry.” 
 
    “I have three teenage daughters of my own, Sam,” the KC chortled, “and twin sons coming up behind them,” he added with briefly reflective pride.  “Now, talk to me about your role at Belle Isle prior to your second marriage, to Amelia.” 
 
    “Not much to tell to be honest.  I was under-foreman of the farm, the day-to-day manager of everything not directly to do with the big house.  Amelia had straightaway done her best for Sarah and Annie; I’d have been a lost man without her.  Roger wasn’t around much, eventually he called me his ‘Factor’ or some such.  Then, when Amelia came into her inheritance, she and I took over Belle Isle and Roger and his people, cronies, whatever, ran the other two plantation estates from his house at Arlington overlooking the Potomac.  I say ‘ran’, it was more like bleeding Arlington and Bangor Woods and when they were bankrupt, attempting to use Belle Isle for surety against their, ‘his’ debts.” 
 
    “Forgive me,” Sir James warned, “I must ask this because it may be material to any future legal proceedings.  What was the nature of your relationship with Amelia in the period after your wife’s death, and the years prior to your marriage two years ago?” 
 
    Sam grimaced. 
 
    “People talked, I know they did,” he shrugged, “but we were just friends, ‘good friends’ as folk say.  I won’t say it was that simple, or that we cared a lot for what people thought about us, but ‘friends’ is what we were…” 
 
    “In my mind,” Amelia interjected, “Sam and I became business partners when I came into my inheritance.  Dorothea and I were friends and I’ll always be grateful to her for ignoring the spiteful lies about Sam and I, and allowing me to be so involved in the lives of her girls.  There was never anything improper between me and Sam when she was alive, and in the years since we never did anything which would have shamed us in her thoughts.” 
 
    There was a silence for some seconds broken by Sir James Patterson: “Melody informs me that you took upon yourself the financial burden of educating ‘the girls’ at a top private school in nearby Falmouth soon after they lost their mother, Amelia?” 
 
    “It was never any kind of burden,” Amelia retorted, a little primly.  “It was the right thing to do.  I couldn’t bring back the girls’ mother but at least I could do what Dorothea would have wanted me to do for them.” 
 
    “Sir James,” Sam added, “You need to know that Amelia’s been Annie’s and Sarah’s Mama these last eleven years.” 
 
    His wife blushed and fidgeted, uncharacteristically flustered. 
 
    The learned KC skirted around her embarrassment. 
 
    “Amelia, I have before me the relevant section of your late father’s last will and testament, the validity of which is not at issue.  It states: ‘Fifty-one percent of my estate including all properties and investments, land and chattels are to be placed in trust until my beloved daughter, Amelia Custis Lee, shall attain her majority on the day of her thirtieth birthday.’  Now, implicit in that is the assumption that the trustees, chief among whom was your brother, Roger, should do everything in their power, exercising probity at all times, to safeguard your legacy, and provide for you in the manner to which you were previously accustomed during the period of their trusteeship.  Did that, in your opinion happen?” 
 
    “No.  When Roger and his shyster lawyers realised they could not publicly disinherit me without causing a scandal they tried to make me live in penury dependent on them.  There was nothing I could do about the neglect and mismanagement of the family estates in the nine years of the trusteeship, although Sam did what he could here at Belle Isle, we’d have lost everything if he hadn’t outsmarted Roger for so long.  Anyway, that was why I was forced to live away from Virginia for several months each year.  I had my own money, income from investments that were always in my name – my father must have known Roger would attempt to rob me blind when he died – and thankfully, that covered the girls’ school fees and left a little over for some of the other things they needed, while I lived with relations from my mother’s side of the family and old university friends mainly in Philadelphia and Boston.” 
 
    “You graduated with a first-class degree in English Literature and Early Medieval History from Girton College, Cambridge in England, I believe?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Even though in the third year of your studies were interrupted by the death of your mother?” 
 
    “Yes, my father had died the year before. Roger’s wife, Emily expected me to drop everything and become her ‘companion’ here at Belle Isle.  I refused, point blank.  Emily isn’t a very nice person.  She’s needy, neurotic and thinks everybody else in the family is out to get her.  All her children flew the nest as soon as they could, and had as little as possible to do with her.  She tried to make my life miserable.  She always treated me as if I was some kind of bastard foundling she was tolerating only by the kindness of her cold heart.  As it was, there were long periods when I had no choice but to live under Roger and Emily’s roof – here in my own home, for goodness’ sake – in effect as Emily’s companion, her social secretary, escort, and chief bottle washer responsible for running her house.  And then, even after my thirtieth birthday it took me another two years to actually claim my inheritance and to get the bloody woman out of my house!” 
 
    “Ah, yes, you came to an interim agreement with your brother?” 
 
    Amelia laughed; she could not help herself. 
 
    “What survived of my father’s estate, mainly the impoverished rumps of the three family plantations were divided in settlement of our dispute; I got the freehold of Belle Isle and all associated businesses, Roger walked away with one hundred percent control of Arlington and Bangor Woods.  All three estates were in financial difficulties, but Sam and I quickly turned Belle Isle around and it became a profitable, going concern.  It was this that enabled us to finance a buy-out of my brother’s interest in the other family estates, both of which had been run into the ground and were bankrupt at the time.  Needless, because we knew what we were doing, we recognised that with proper stewardship and financing, Bangor Woods, and particularly, Arlington, would again be valuable assets in our future plans to grow our business.” 
 
    Sir James asked for a potted history of the three plantation estates and how they had come into the Lee family. 
 
    “All that is shrouded in the mists of history,” Amelia confessed, her mood lightening.  “I looked into it a few years ago and the best I can come up with is that Arlington and Bangor Woods were part of the post-rebellion settlement of the late 1770s, bribes to keep my ancestor ‘Light Horse’ Henry Lee III ‘loyal’.  He was the fellow whose failure to properly fortify Manhattan Island had forced George Washington and the Continental Army to face off against the British at the Battle of Long Island, and we all know how that ended.  Belle Isle came into the family in 1831 with the wife of one of Light Horse’s grandsons.” 
 
    “I am given to believe that your brother believes you duped him over the terms of your purchase of the Arlington property from him?” 
 
    Amelia explained that the demesne of a substantial part of the modern Arlington plantation included ‘commercial rights in perpetuity over the head waters of the Potomac River’, and for several miles of its banks, landings and loading permissions and so forth.  That probably had not meant much in the years immediately after 1776; but nowadays the Potomac was a busy waterway, meaning that seigneurial rights over the ‘customary usages’ of several miles of both banks of the river were potentially hugely lucrative if and when they could be efficiently monetised.  Under Roger Lee’s tenure the problem had always been that none of this historic ‘baggage’ was worth a bean unless one was willing to invest heavily in the opportunities it presented.  Which was exactly what she and Sam planned to do in the coming years. 
 
    “Ah,” Sir James exhaled, understanding at last.  “That, I strongly suspect, is the real reason why your brother has found it so easy to enlist a small army of corporate attorneys and a couple of my erstwhile colleagues who specialise in land registry litigation.  Sam,” he declared portentously, “you and your wife are sitting on a veritable gold mine.” 
 
    Amelia and her husband exchanged perplexed looks. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t understand,” Amelia admitted. 
 
    “That is because you have never heard of the secretive group of New York bankers and speculators who have a plan to build a so-called ‘new town and port on the land west, north and east of the confluence of the Potomac and the Anacostia Rivers.” 
 
    “But the northern bank of the Potomac opposite Arlington is a swamp,” Sam objected. 
 
    “Swamps can be drained if there is money to be made,” came the paternally civil retort, “and the creation of a modern city – incidentally to be called ‘Grantville’ in honour of one of the commanders at the Battle of Long Island - and a major port to rival Philadelphia and Wilmington in the middle First Thirteen would virtually guarantee that its streets would be paved with gold in a generation, or perhaps, much sooner.  And,” he chuckled, “it happens that as you own the rights to over eighty percent of the Potomac waterfront both north and south; you are in a position to literally, name your own price to lease, licence or develop any part of that land!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Friday 26th September 1980 
 
    Royal Marines Depot (Scarsdale) 
 
    Heathcote Military Training Grounds 
 
    Crown Colony of New York 
 
      
 
    There had been a military camp of some description on the site off and on, for most of the two hundred years since Sir William Howe’s victorious Hessian mercenaries had fallen on the rump of the fleeing Continental Army in the autumn of 1776, charging down from Brooklyn Heights like wolves upon the fold. 
 
    Local legend held that a force of about one-hundred-and-fifty ‘continentals’ had made a desperate last stand in the middle of the then village of Scarsdale, attempting to ambush the advancing ‘British’ from the cover of the surrounding woods but no written records had survived, other than a brief mention in one of Howe’s letters to his elder brother, the admiral in command of naval forces in the Americas, the legendary ‘Black Jack’ Howe, alluding to a minor ‘skirmish in and around Heathcote Town’, Scarsdale was a mid-eighteenth century formalisation of the hamlet’s postal designation, ‘that mildly inconvenienced the advance of my Germans’, this action having occurred sometime between the 8th and the 14th of September of that fateful year.  Attempts by the New York Archaeological Society to find evidence of that ‘action’ had been inconclusive and no public funding had been available for a major investigation because if it had happened at all, the evidence was now probably buried under the modern Town Hall, buildings attached to a Wesleyan Chapel, the local waterworks and the northern edge of a small shopping centre. 
 
    However, it was known that Howe’s ‘Hessians’ had made camp that winter to the north and east of the original settlement and at least a part of the recently much-expanded secure perimeter of the present ‘Depot’ encompassed that incontrovertible historic site which had subsequently been garrisoned for some years after the rebellion had been snuffed out, most notably by a loyalist militia, the New York Independent Highland Volunteers in 1777, and the 62th (Wiltshire) Regiment of Foot between 1779 and 1781.  Eighty years later, during the Great War, Scarsdale had been the mustering depot of, successively, the 2nd, 5th and 8th New York Regiments of Foot, and the 11th (Albany) Lancers.  At times afterwards parts of the site had returned to civilian usage, primarily for logging and orchards but always retaining a skeleton care and maintenance staff, with the base spending most of the century following the Great War as a recruiting or as an officer training school for the Militia Reserve Division of the Colonial (New England) Corps, only being fully re-opened some three months after the outbreak of the War with the Triple Alliance.  To the Royal Marines, who had taken over RMD Scarsdale at the beginning of 1978, it was now Basic Commando Training School Number One, and they did not like ‘outsiders’ trespassing on their turf. 
 
    It was within this hostile camp, an enclave in the forest surrounded by twelve-foot-high fences topped with razor wire, patrolled twenty-four hours a day by Royal Marines whose rules of engagement were to shoot first and ask questions later, that the Camp 200 complex was located in its own, very secure compound.  Shielded by verdant woodland its largest building was the rambling old country house built by the founder of Scarsdale, Caleb Heathcote, a slave-owning ex-patriot English gentleman in the early part of the eighteenth century.  The village of Scarsdale had been named after Heathcote’s former country seat in the dales of his native Derbyshire, in England. 
 
    As to Heathcote House, it had been extensively modernised and variously remodelled since it was built, around 1720 but always retained its original core as its gardens were landscaped and wings, out-buildings, new stables and a miscellany of cottages and lodges added to look out onto a square to its south-facing frontal façade during the late nineteenth century. 
 
    The Commandant’s office windows looked out across that square, its manicured lawns, gravel paths and a rococo fountain and fishpond that had run dry a decade ago.  Mercifully, the trees, in full leaf at this time of year, largely concealed the prefabricated barracks huts constructed in the last twelve months to accommodate the influx of ISS and Naval Intelligence operatives, Field Security Officers, administrative, caretaking and domestic staff, some one-hundred-and-forty in number – of whom some eighty lived on site - who staffed Camp 200. 
 
    Although Paul Nash’s designated title was Director of the Colonial Joint Services Interrogation and Assessment Establishment (CJSIAE) and everybody who worked for him held a notional military rank of some description, Camp 200 was a Branch of the Civil Administration of the Commonwealth of New England which meant that notwithstanding he was a Colonel in the British Army (Reserve), his authority derived directly from the writ he had been granted by the Governor, Lord Washington via the Imperial Intelligence Committee (New England), which was chaired by Lieutenant General Sir Henry Rawlinson, formerly Lord De L’Isle’s Chief of Staff, and temporarily in the wake of the Philadelphia outrages, the interim Governor of the Commonwealth. 
 
    Paul had thought long and hard about accepting what he knew to be, if not now then sooner or later, a poison chalice.  He had travelled to the West Coast with the Governor to ventilate his concerns and to discover, exactly, what Lord Washington expected of him.  On his return he had visited Sir Henry Rawlinson; where over dinner and brandies, talking into the small hours of the following morning, they had thrashed out the ‘operational requirement’ and the ‘limits of his powers’. 
 
    On the face of it, that the intelligence war, such as it was, with agents of the Empire of Japan was of only incidental consequence to the main work of Camp 200, seemed in the circumstances…bizarre.  However, that was before it was recognised that practically every snippet of information about the Empire’s advanced weapon systems, mobilisation and war-fighting plans and preparations in the Pacific was reaching Tokyo…indirectly.  Some estimations were that ninety to ninety-five percent of all the ‘useful’ intelligence feeding into the Japanese war machine was supplied by ‘foreign agencies’, principally those of the German, and to a lesser extent, the Russian empires and almost entirely, from sources in New England. 
 
    It was Camp 200’s job was to root out and to counter ‘the agency’ of the German Empire, specifically the Abwehr in New England.  Belatedly, it was believed that the Abwehr had long-ago penetrated the ISS, the middle ranks of the Colonial Civil Service, and had ‘friends in high places’ in Colonial Legislatures and the world of high finance and business in the First Thirteen.  It was also taken as read, that particularly in the lower commissioned and among non-commissioned personnel in the Empire’s armed services that the Abwehr had cultivated so-called ‘sleeper’ assets, primarily among members of the pre-war reserve forces. 
 
    That was a problem that ought to have been addressed, head-on, sooner but a reckoning for that would wait for another day; Paul Nash was preoccupied with the immediate threat. 
 
    He had spent the last few weeks getting up to speed and would be assimilating everything he had learned, some of it nothing short of incredible, stunning, for many days to come.  Even at the time of the outbreak of hostilities with the Triple Alliance, knowing his masters had treated the Submarine Treaty with disdain, he had suspected that the Empire had a Pandora’s box of weaponry at its fingertips; but never imagined how hard it was going to be in practice to stop the Germans and their allies from stealing those secrets. 
 
    In the heat of the scandal, it had been too easily forgotten that the main reason the British Empire had flouted the Submarine Treaty was not to steal a huge march on the Germans but initially, to simply to ‘catch up’ with the advances Hector Hamilton’s military and scientific advisors ‘believed’ the Empire’s one real global competitor in the coming decades, had already or was about to make.  It was almost an accident that the way things had actually panned out made it seem as if the Empire had achieved a significant technological superiority over all its potential foes; but this was a lot less than half the story and probably did not accurately reflect reality on the ground, especially in Europe where any putative ‘weapons gap’ was likely slight, and closing fast. 
 
    Again, it was too readily forgotten that in virtually every major field of pure scientific research it had been the German Reich which had been pre-eminent in the twentieth century.  Little that the British Empire had achieved in the last fifteen years, be it viable atomic bombs, nuclear submarines, guided munitions, the MTETEEPs communication system, advanced ELDARs, or in avionics and high-performance aero and other power plants, had not been based on the firm, theoretical and in many areas, practical experimentation of German scientists and technicians. 
 
    The only reason the Empire had been able to steal a relatively short march on the Germans, and everybody else, was because it had ridden a coach and horses through the most important arms limitation treaty in the history of the world – the Submarine Treaty of 1966 – and thrown almost unlimited treasure at projects designed to radically upgrade its warfighting, command and control, and communications capabilities. 
 
    ‘The Germans will catch up soon enough; the object of the exercise is to make it as hard as possible for them to do it quickly,’ Lord Washington had stated.  ‘If they want to catch up with us then we will make damned sure that they do it by following the same, very expensive road down which we have been travelling ever since the ink dried on that damned treaty!’ 
 
    In other words, if the Kaiser wanted to risk bankrupting the Reich to catch up quickly, he was perfectly entitled to try but Camp 200 and its sister establishments around the world existed frustrate that objective.  Their role was to investigate the leakage of classified technological intelligence and to undermine, and hopefully frustrate, the Kaiser’s ongoing counter-espionage campaign in support of its unacknowledged ally, Japan.  It was Paul Nash’s duty to identify breaches in Imperial security and where holes in that security dyke came to light, to determine how best to plug them, ideally before such leakage became ‘critical’ to the wider war effort. 
 
    It was an impossible job. 
 
    That was what had sucked him in; the litmus test of success was not that he would ultimately stop the Germans eroding the Empire’s lead in advanced weapons and communications but how fast he slowed the haemorrhage of secrets.  The ISS had been obsessed with hunting enemies within the colonies, secessionists, terrorists, focused almost entirely on the Americas, disinterested and neglectful of the activities of the Abwehr in New England for the best part of a generation. 
 
    Well, finally the political classes had awakened to the dire threat posed by a ‘real’, not imagined ‘enemy within’ and it was not Hispanic, it was European and he strongly suspected that Getrennte Entwicklung and rightist, racist home-grown ‘white supremacist’ organisations like the Liberty Party and its rabble-rousing offshoots, had been Berlin-inspired proxies all along. 
 
    In this fight he might not be required to repeatedly put his head above the parapet, but he would be working on the front line of the Home Front. 
 
    He turned away from the window. 
 
    Camp 200’s five departmental heads, four men and a woman, stood before him, waiting patiently and for all their forced sangfroid, their commanding officer guessed that they would have been looking forward to this moment with not a little trepidation, and hopefully, grim purpose. 
 
    He smiled ruefully. 
 
    “Please, everybody sit down.  There will be occasions when we stand on ceremony; today is not one of those days.” 
 
    While the others settled to an accompaniment of chair-leg scraping on the bare oak floorboards, Paul moved around his desk to perch on its edge. 
 
    “First things first.  Your personal documentation asserts that you are members of the Government Office for Internal Colonial Affairs; in reality, you now work for the Colonial Joint Services Interrogation and Assessment Directorate of the Imperial Security Service.  I am your commanding officer.  Every service, contractual or personal affiliation you had when you walked through the gates of Camp 200 is now history.  Discuss or divulge anything that goes on, or that you learn here with an unauthorised person, and you will almost certainly go to prison for many, many years.  Assuming you are not shot first.” 
 
    He managed to say this with a straight face. 
 
    The next moment he grinned: “Since each of you was hand-picked for your roles, I don’t think we need worry overmuch about such eventualities.” 
 
    The others mirrored his wry amusement. 
 
    A couple of the men had thought he was joking, the woman and her two remaining colleagues had ISS backgrounds.  They knew who he was, and they did not think there was anything remotely funny about what he was telling them. 
 
    Paul went on: “It is our job to process, interrogate and thereafter, to recommend the appropriate disposal of suspected enemy agents, spies specifically, individuals who have attracted the interest of the ISS, and persons known to have, or suspected of committing breaches of security.” 
 
    The first question was not long coming. 
 
    “That’s a bit general, sir?” 
 
    It was a fair point. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What about prisoners of war?” 
 
    “The focus of our activities will be the activities of the Intelligence services of potential European enemies.  Germany in the main, the Abwehr, and its Hungarian, Balkan and Spanish proxies.  We cannot wholly discount Russian meddling in the affairs of New England but at this time, we do not believe that the Russian Empire has a viable intelligence operation in the Americas.” 
 
    Paul allowed himself another, wan smile. 
 
    “But then you, like me, are German, French and Spanish speakers, and some of you have Russian and several other Slavonic languages up your sleeves, so you’d have worked most of this out before I turned up.” 
 
    Several of Paul’s department heads had been at Scarsdale for several weeks, building their departments from scratch and assimilating their motley crews of linguists, academics, scientists and a sprinkling of former tough-guy, special forces operatives, working to a generalised ISS brief to establish ‘a clearing centre for persons of interest’. 
 
    “You will all have old friends and contacts in the British Isles, do not speak to them about your work here.  All ‘service’ inquiries for information should be passed to the Command Committee; that is, the group chaired by me of which you will be peripatetic members.  Any person who makes repeated approaches for information about our activities should likewise be reported to that committee.  There are no exceptions to this rule.  Our guiding presumption must be that the Home ISS has been compromised by the Abwehr.” 
 
    This provoked frowns and one, lingering scowl. 
 
    The Abwehr had been born in the middle years of the Great War as the intelligence service of the German Army – the Deutsches Heer – in 1861.  Post-Great War it had subsumed the German Empire’s Foreign Intelligence Service and much later, in 1952, the Intelligence Division of the Imperial Navy - the Kaiserliche Marine - had come under its remit.  It was at this time that the Abwehr had created an Office of Scientific Inquiry within its hydra-headed structure.  That said, in mirroring the ISS, traditionally its main opponent, it had become bloated, complacent in the long years of peace; and in the decades of Anglo-German rapprochement the Abwehr had turned its face to surveilling its sometime ally and historic eastern foe, the Russian bear and come to enjoy an almost symbiotic relationship with parts of the Home ISS in the British Isles, in France and the Iberian world in which at times, a spirit of comradeship and common purpose had developed between the officers of each service who genuinely felt that together, they were working to a common purpose, namely to safeguard the continental peace. 
 
    This fellow feeling, promoting an unofficial ‘brotherhood’ between the services had inculcated a feeling in some quarters in Berlin and London that it was ‘bad form’ to spy on one’s counterparts.  Moreover, up until the early 1960s the thinking in both imperial governments had been that if both sides had penetrated each other’s organisation so comprehensively that they had eyes and ears everywhere ‘it mattered’ that this in itself, would be a guarantor of the continuation of the post-Great War ‘long peace’ between the world’s two unrivalled ‘First Rate Powers’.  Incredible as it now seemed, compromising each other’s intelligence services was tacitly accepted as a price worth paying if it avoided misunderstandings that might one day stoke another major conflagration in Europe, even if it complicated and in some locales, exacerbated imperial tensions elsewhere around the globe. 
 
    From the British Empire’s perspective this had meant that when the decision was made – long before the ink was dry on the last page – to abjure the restrictions of the Submarine Treaty, the Abwehr was, literally, facing and looking in the wrong direction. It was poorly represented in North America, and hardly at all in Australasia, the two continents where approximately ninety percent of all the advanced research and weapons systems development programs were based.  Invariably, in remote, previously undeveloped areas of western New England and the Canadian Provinces, in the Australian outback, or secretly in the Pacific or the Atlantic, far from the prying eyes and ears of an Abwehr at the time preoccupied with Russian intrigue in Turkey, the various Italian missteps in re-creating the imperium that was a pale shadow of ancient Rome, Hungarian meddling in the supposedly semi-independent Balkans and intrigued by the Great Game the British and the Russians had never stopped playing in Syria, Persia, Afghanistan and the Hindu Kush north of the Khyber Pass, the accepted Himalayan demarcation line of the Raj. 
 
    “You may have heard rumours that the Home ISS is being re-structured to ensure that it is fit for its mission in the coming years,” Paul said, moving on.  “That is only the half of it.  The leakage of scientific and tactical intelligence to the Germans is accelerating; ISS is not the only guilty party in this, but it is the one that has been punished.”  Paul grimaced.  “You may have heard rumours that the Home departments are being purged.  This is ongoing and we will be responsible for processing persons of interest identified by that purge.  Unlike the case in past ‘rationalisation exercises’ none of the personnel ‘re-assigned’ or ‘retired’ will be allowed to relocate and start again in New England, Australia, the Cape or in India.  Naturally, there will be a lot of good people who will believe they have been unjustly, by some lights, singled out and tarred with the same brush.  That is not the way I feel about it.  If you have failed to notice that your colleagues have been passing classified information to an unauthorised, potentially hostile third party then you are as guilty as the traitors.  It is not our job to make excuses for people, least of all, ourselves.  Do not be surprised if you meet old friends in the holding cells of Heathcote House; as of now, nobody in this building has any friends in the rest of the ISS.  The ISS is part of the problem we have been created to resolve.  In addition to ‘processing’ persons of interest our Field Security Department will actively execute entrapment and false flag exercises to flush out the bad eggs in the Commonwealths’ military-industrial complex.”  He let that sink in, relaxed a fraction.  “I’ve talked for long enough; I’ll wind up with just a couple more things for you to think about and to communicate to your people.” 
 
    He made eye contacts around the circle of faces. 
 
    “Outside of Heathcote House all, within reason, is fair.  Inside Heathcote House, the physical intimidation and manhandling of persons in our custody is absolutely forbidden.  Once we bring somebody in, they are to be afforded the majority of the rights of any citizen of the Commonwealth, with the notable exclusion of the right to the assistance of legal counsel until such time as they have been charged with an offence under the War Emergency (Colonies) Act of 1978.  We can hold a suspect incommunicado indefinitely without notifying his or her next of kin; but what we will not do, ever, is beat confessions out of them.  Anybody who lays a hand on one of our ‘guests’ other than in self-defence will be for the high jump.  Oh, and anybody claiming to have acted in self-defence will need to have a roomful of witnesses prepared to swear as much under oath.” 
 
    He let that sink in. 
 
    Before concluding: “Confessions, any information obtained under physical duress – torture – is worthless.  Please communicate that to your people in the strongest possible terms.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Monday 27th October 1980 
 
    HMS Orion 
 
    Seven nautical miles ESE of Butaritari Atoll 
 
    Central Pacific 
 
      
 
    Captain Bertram ‘Bertie’ Lancelot Holland could not stop himself glancing at the bulkhead chronometer in the gloomy pre-dawn twilight of the compass platform in the seconds before the ships under his command unleashed Hell on the possibly still unsuspecting Japanese garrison of the seven small islands and tiny islets of Butaritari Atoll, the northernmost landfall of the Gilbert Islands.  It was three hours since he had led Task Force 80.6’s two heavy cruisers, his own command and the Culloden of Battle of San Francisco Bay fame, and the destroyers Aisne, Poitiers, Long Island and Fortitude north from the holding area, seventy miles from the nearest landfall, of the rest of the fleet. 
 
    Orion’s target was Makin Island at the northeastern corner of the Butaritari Lagoon, Culloden would bombard the second largest land mass, Kiebu to the south, the destroyers had licence to go close inshore to hammer anything which survived, before withdrawing out to sea thirty minutes after the first round was fired.  The carriers would mount an air strike once the dust had settled, just in case anybody was still alive above ground. 
 
    The Cairo had lost two Goshawks yesterday in the strike on Tarawa Atoll, one had skidded over the side of the carrier on landing, the other lost bird had ditched alongside the destroyer Minden after its engine had seized.  The good news was that its pilot had been plucked from the sea.  Notwithstanding, the raid had apparently been a great success and as many as twenty Reapers would be participating in the follow-up strikes on Butaritari Atoll later that morning. 
 
    Bertie Holland suspected that giving the Japs the ‘reaper treatment’ was probably over-kill, if a naval bombardment by sixteen 8-inch 50-calibre rifles hurling 260-pound high explosive shells, and four destroyers chipping in with their combined twenty or so 4.7-inchers did not do the trick then he for one, was going to be very interested to find out what did! 
 
    But then that was partly what OPERATION MUDLARK, with relatively small Task Forces mounting simultaneous strikes on carefully selected, isolated enemy outposts at the very edge of the despicable ‘Co-Prosperity Zone’, was all about.  Giving the Japs a bloody nose out here on the edge of their foul empire was one thing; establishing exactly what it was going to take to start expelling them was another.  A lot of these enemy-garrisoned and fortified islands were just sand dunes sitting on a coral reef sticking half-a-dozen feet above the high tide line.  Would even 8-inch shells dig out the defenders? 
 
    Tarawa seemed pretty much dead when Goshawks had overflown it at dusk last night, if any Japs had survived yesterday’s strike, hunkering down in bunkers, they were going to get a nasty surprise when they emerged and started triggering the ADBL IIIs carpeting Betio, the main island…. 
 
    Holland had mixed emotions about the use of ‘area denial’ munitions, although not so much moral reservations – the Japs had whatever they got coming to them after what he had seen and heard in Malaya and the East Indies – but rather, the use of the bomblets in full ‘area denial delayed action’ mode in such large numbers was going to make it impossible to conduct thorough after action intelligence gathering on the ground anywhere on the Tarawa atoll complex.  He did not care how good the cameras on the Task Force’s Goshawks and Reapers were, there was no substitute for the Mark I human eyeball and boots on the ground poking around the rubble. 
 
    The Gun Table Captain was counting down. 
 
    Over the bridge speaker the Gunnery Officer’s voice inquired politely: “REQUEST PERMISSION TO OPEN FIRE!” 
 
    “Carry on, Guns.  Main battery and secondaries may commence firing at your convenience.” 
 
    This was acknowledged. 
 
    Then: “MAIN BATTERY!  BROADSIDES!  SHOOT!” 
 
    The salvo bell rang, there was a short delay while the ship rolled and pitched through ‘zero bubble’ – the inclinometer indicating the ship was in that moment a ‘level gun platform’ - and the Fire Control Computer down in the armoured Combat Information Centre several decks below Holland’s feet, electronically fired the ship’s eight 8-inch guns. 
 
    The fifteen-thousand-ton cruiser seemed to momentarily pause in its stride before surging forward.  Holland had ordered Orion and Culloden to reduce speed to fourteen knots, he being an old, fortunately only half-deaf gunner, judging this to be the optimum speed in the relatively benign long Pacific swells for accurate shooting. 
 
    Before the crash and thunder of the main battery subsided the sharper, almost as hurtfully loud crack of the cruiser’s four port side 4.7-inch ‘long’ 58-calibre autocannons of her secondary battery began to pump a mixture of delayed action and air blast rounds in the direction of the still invisible Makin Atoll.  Each of the Orion’s twin 4.7-inch turrets could throw up to twenty-five rounds per barrel per minute in the event of air attack; but for the purposes of this exercise, and to conserve ammunition, their fire-rate had been dialled down to one round per barrel every fifteen seconds. 
 
    If any Japanese soldier was up and about at this hour of the morning, all he would see was the distant muzzle flash of guns on the still dark horizon before he heard the express-train screeching of a deluge of incoming shells. 
 
    Holland looked to the ELDAR plot, watching the green traces of the first broadsides streaking towards their targets.  The destroyers had already closed the range to under four miles from the nearest land, each with a bone in its teeth, its stern digging deep into the sea as her captain piled on the revolutions.  Every true destroyer-man lived for the day he could ‘turn on all the taps’ and let rip. 
 
    Holland tried hard not to chuckle to himself. 
 
    After they had given him a gong for his alleged heroics during the Japanese attack on San Francisco, Fleet Command had tried to put him behind a desk at Norfolk in a ‘public-facing’ role and he had respectfully kicked-back; pointing out that he and Alex Fielding – a real honest to God hero if ever there was one! – who was being lined up for a similar role would only get under each other’s feet.  Typically, the Atlantic Fleet’s bureaucracy had tried to roll straight over him.  Things had looked dire for a while; if he had not had so much credit in the bank, so to speak, after his adventures on the Temeraire in the Java Sea and repelling the Japanese in the ‘Battle of the Presidio’ at San Francisco, he would never have got that interview with the newly installed CINCFLTATL, Admiral Sir Jules de Cuverville which in more ways than one, had saved his professional bacon. 
 
    ‘Goodness me!  You’ve only been back in Virginia two months, and you seem to have upset practically everybody, Captain Holland,’ the C-in-C had upbraided him, albeit somewhat tongue-in-cheek. 
 
    De Cuverville’s appointment had come out of the blue; the First Sea Lord having leapfrogged him over a dozen more senior, more obviously worthy, and supposedly better qualified officers when Sir Anthony Parkinson had resigned his post in the wake of the San Francisco fiasco.  The message had been clear; Lord Collingwood wanted a relatively young, hungry, and aggressive C-in-C at Norfolk overseeing New England and the Central Pacific.  That de Cuverville was popular in the Navy, with a knack of avoiding making enemies was probably just a bonus.  Only ‘fighting admirals’ even got a look in for the plumb commands these days! 
 
    Holland had drawn more than a little comfort from the manner of the admonition.  Far from being demoted to his substantive rank of Commander, the C-in-C had given him a sea-going command, and a plum one at that! 
 
    ‘The Orion is refitting at Vancouver,’ de Cuverville had gone on.  He was a busy man and clearly, he had already determined his troublesome visitor’s fate.  ‘She’s retrofitting secondary autocannons and the ELDAR directors they’ll need.  She’s also getting the standard short-range anti-aircraft battery upgrade, swapping out her existing semi-automatic 1.8- and 0.8-inch mounts for director-controlled multi-barrelled 50-calibre chain guns.  Her captain is about to rotate home to England as Staff Commodore at Portland responsible for the Channel Fleet Exercise Area and Gunnery Trials.  Any questions?’ 
 
    De Cuverville had given him a bleak look. 
 
    Holland, not knowing what to say had said nothing. 
 
    Then, wreathed in smiles, the C-in-C had picked up a sealed envelope which had been sitting, anonymously on his blotter and handed him his orders. 
 
    ‘Congratulations, Captain Holland.  Your fourth ring will be gazetted when you take command of the Orion.  Now bugger off and don’t darken my door again unless you’ve got a bloody good reason!’ 
 
    All of which he had been the newest post captain in the Royal Navy the day he walked up the gangway that cold November day last year to step aboard the Orion. 
 
    “CULLODEN HAS OPENED FIRE, SIR!” 
 
    “Very good.” 
 
    Orion was steaming on a pre-set course determined and adjusted, second by second, by her fire control computers.  By integrating the ship’s satellite-linked inertial navigation system with her gun table and ELDAR directors, the idea was that her guns would always be shooting from a known and verified position, wind, sea and atmospheric conditions could be automatically factored in to all firing solutions, and therefore, it could be accurately predicted – to within a few feet – where assuming they flew as predicted, every single round would fall. 
 
    Effectively, the ship was being fought from the CIC, located beneath the waterline in the most heavily armoured area of the ship, directly below the bridge superstructure, by the cruiser’s Gunnery Officer, acting nowadays as PWO, Orion’s Principal Warfare Officer, with an awful lot of help and guidance from a highly-trained ‘battle team’ manning an array of electronic terminals and screens. 
 
    Holland would have felt a little redundant if he had trusted the technology to carry on working the first time the ship was hit, or something untoward occurred.  That was why, like every other captain who had ever been anywhere near combat, here in the Pacific or in the Gulf of Spain, he made damned sure his crew knew how to fight and steam the ship without the ‘fragile’ electronic gismos which, if the politicos and the boffins were to be believed, were supposedly going to win the war in no time flat. 
 
    The ’B’ main battery turrets of both the Orion and the Culloden had fired star shell, just to add to the enemy’s general discombobulation and, of course, to destroy his night vision for a couple of minutes while the first salvos fell on his positions. 
 
    Nigel Birch, the Pacific Fleet’s Principal Intelligence Officer, and everybody assumed the real brains behind whatever grand strategy the Navy eventually adopted to win the war as soon as possible – it was common knowledge that the chap had a brain the size of a small planet – had talked to the captains of the ships conducting OPERATION MUDLARK in starkly pragmatic terms. 
 
    ‘We learned an awful lot from operations at the tail end of the war in the Gulf of Spain, but the fact remains, nobody has conducted opposed amphibious landing missions over the distances involved in the Pacific, or at all, of the scale we will need to mount if we are to seriously contemplate the invasion of the Japanese Home Islands.  We need to teach ourselves key lessons and in the process, answer some very, very basic questions.  Tactics which worked against the Mexicans and their allies – many of whom were operating at a sub-optimal technical level with old, frankly obsolete ships and weaponry – cannot be expected to be so efficacious against an enemy as tenacious and resourceful as the Japanese.  Likewise, we cannot simply introduce new aircraft or warship types to the theatre of operations and expect everything to go swimmingly at first contact with the enemy.  Combat is an unforgiving test of men and the technologies of war; it may be necessary to re-learn old lessons by taking ‘baby steps’ before we gamble everything on Red Thirteen and spin the wheel of fate.’ 
 
    The strikes on Tarawa and Butaritari were two of those ‘baby steps’, featuring the ongoing introduction of the Reaper attack ‘platform’, rigorously testing the newly introduced gunnery ranging and control ‘magic boxes’, and establishing whether it was tactically advantageous to saturate target areas with ADBLs if one later planned to put one’s own troops ashore.  Crudely, was it better to simply destroy and bypass places like Tarawa and Makin?  Or was there a way to seize and later employ them in support of future operations deeper inside the defended perimeter of the eastern Co-Prosperity Zone? 
 
    It seemed to the commanding officer of the Orion that this last ‘question’ was a non sequitur.  Why bother fighting over isolated pieces of real estate one did not actually need to, when one could simply wipe it off the face of the earth? 
 
    Which made his mission to bombard Butaritari into a sandy, coral-splintered wasteland somewhat futile.  Killing for the sake of killing. 
 
    Nigel Birch had not bothered to tiptoe around that. 
 
    “We need to know if the Reaper is as frightening as we think it is,” he had admitted, and bluntly added, “and we need to know if all the new systems being built into our ship’s CIC’s actually work.” 
 
    The ‘big gun’ men were still convinced that the first broadside would shake all the new ‘gizmos’ to pieces and thereafter, it would be back to fighting with tried and tested fifty-year old technologies.  But they were a dying breed. 
 
    Viewing the ELDAR plot, Holland was astonished by how few 8-inch rounds were flying ‘long’ or landing ‘short’ of Makin Atoll, given that most of the targets were within tens of yards of the shoreline.  The two cruisers were standing out to sea because the whole target area was so low that direct fire from close range by the Orion’s and the Culloden’s big rifles would have been wasteful with most shells flying high, across the island.  Whereas, at a distance of a little over seven miles, rounds plunged down from a height and with the new fire control equipment, it seemed, almost invariably on target bar the odd projectile with a propellent charge or undetected manufacturing defect. 
 
    There was no return fire from the island. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Friday 1st November 1980 
 
    Imperial General Headquarters 
 
    Hayabusachō Prefecture, Tokyo 
 
    Honshu, Japan 
 
      
 
    Hiroaki had taken the opportunity to ride one of the ponies he had had brought to the Edo Castle stables the short distance down through the gates in the ramparts guarding the old fortress, and across the Wadakura Gate causeway to attend that morning’s session of the High Council for Imperial Defence.  Word having been spread in advance that their Heavenly Sovereign would be so doing having spread far and wide, there was a big crowd - held back by Marines and Palace Guards, the latter back in their medieval finery for duties outside the palace precincts, katanas sheathed - of people desperate to catch sight of their Emperor. 
 
    Contrary to the fears of his advisors and the vociferous objections of many senior military officers, Hiroaki’s frequent public appearances had done nothing to ‘demean his person’, quite the contrary, it was likely that to a large number of his subjects, he had become the identifiable face of the war, a man who understood their fears and their privations, and stood not a hundred miles but just a step apart from them. 
 
    The news of the birth of an heir, a healthy baby boy whose photograph, in the arms of his proud mother – another departure from protocol - had appeared on the front pages of every newspaper in recent days and undoubtedly further buoyed the spirits of a nation showing increasing signs of being beaten down by the shortages, the rationing and the drafting of their sons, uncles, and fathers into the military. 
 
    Imperial General Headquarters, before the war set in an idyllic bucolic wooded landscape, was surrounded now by slit trenches and beyond them long, rounded earthen mounds, their footprints still raw on the landscape, marked the location of large emergency bomb shelters, the like of which had now been built in every available space, or bomb site in the city, and in all other major conurbations throughout the Home Islands.  As to the building itself, its facades still bore the shadows of the hastily filled bullet and shrapnel holes despite the freshly daubed camouflage patterns, zig-zag green and white to break up the old mansion’s outline if there was ever a second attack by low-flying enemy aircraft, all contributed to the gathering air of Tokyo being a city under siege. 
 
    The Emperor tried not to dwell on this as he smiled and waved patrician-like, economically with a mere suggestion of movement with his left forearm and hand to his people.  As always, he was more than somewhat humbled that so many men and women, their children with them, had troubled to stand, possibly since before dawn, to glimpse his person. 
 
    Hiroaki had felt for many years that his predecessors – in whose shoes he had never expected to walk - had been wrong to continue to distance themselves from their people, and that in fact, it would eventually be the downfall of the Chrysanthemum Throne.  Perhaps, because he had spent half his life abroad, he had realised it was inevitable that sooner or later the more egalitarian world the march of technology threatened must, even here in Japan, overwhelm many, if not all the old shibboleths, protocols and undermine the stifling conventions of centuries of distilled, hidebound custom and tradition.  He had witnessed the insidious inevitability of progress; in India the princely kingdoms were shrinking, their wealth and seignorial authority fading, and with it, the British Empire’s dominion over the sub-continent. The Dutch in the Spice Islands, the Portuguese in their moribund enclaves, and in the remnants of the old Spanish rule of the Philippines, all those regimes had rotted from within and had had no answer to the modern world knocking at their feudal doorsteps.  Even the British had diagnosed the malaise and appointed a native-born New Englander to the viceroyalty of the greatest jewel in their crown, hoping above hope that their North American subjects would carry on being, or at least remembering that once upon a time they had aspired to being more English than the English. 
 
    Yes, the world was changing; the tragedy of it was that, as his many non-Japanese friends might have said, his country had been ‘too damned far behind the curve’ to notice that had it only waited another decade, much of what it had gone to war for might have fallen, like low-hanging fruit into Japan’s hands without the shedding of a single drop of anybody’s blood. 
 
    Hiroaki hoped the newsreel movies of the first two mighty Yamagatas steaming in company, unleashing their overpowering broadsides on targets somewhere over the horizon might lift the spirits of his people.  For reasons that defied his credulity, there were many in the Imperial Navy who still believed they could keep those monsters secret from the enemy; refusing to believe that they had never been any kind of secret from the British.  Likewise, they refused to accept that nothing that happened above ground in the Japanese Empire was safe from the prying eyes of the enemy’s high-flying spy planes or the cameras of the satellites orbiting in the cold vacuum of space above their heads. 
 
    Secrets and lies… 
 
    The Chief of Staff of the Imperial Navy, Admiral Shimada Nagano, and the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto were foremost in the reception party awaiting today’s session of the Council since Hiroaki had summoned it to discuss, essentially, naval matters.  Unlike others in the High Command, Nagano and Yamamoto were stone cold realists, divorced from the ‘wishful thinkers’ and purblind fools living in the past. 
 
    Sadly, while the Imperial Navy was starting the painful struggle to come to terms with reality; the Imperial Army remained in a state of defiant denial… 
 
    If that was not an oxymoron? 
 
    Whatever, the generals – possibly because they had not been on the receiving end of the British Empire’s ‘wonder weapons’ and horribly accurate ELDAR-directed naval gunnery, and not yet suffered reverses so brutal as their IJN brothers – clung to their pre-war ideas, convinced that there was no enemy who could withstand a large enough ‘Banzai charge’. 
 
    Increasingly, Hiroaki despaired of the generals and knew that a possibly disastrous confrontation could not long be avoided.  Moreover, that clash of wills might take place today.  Either way, he had respected the ‘sensitivities’ of his generals too long. 
 
    His position, setting like concrete was that if and when the Imperial Army told him it had a coherent plan for withdrawing half His Army from Manchuria, he would be a lot more sympathetic to the ‘sensibilities’ of its high command, not that he was holding his breath.  Problematically, although the Army had a somewhat less flamboyant potential counterpart of Isoroku Yamamoto, Major General Tadamichi Kiribayashi, who remained on Hiroaki’s Personal Staff, the Army Council stubbornly shunned him. 
 
    Field Marshal Hideki Sugiyama, the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army, and additionally the titular figurehead of the rabidly nationalist Co-Prosperity Sphere Faction in the service he commanded, was also one of the leading architects of the ruinous ‘Manchurian adventure’.  The Emperor did not even think he was a very good soldier, certainly not one with an imagination or a willingness to embrace the precepts of fighting a war against a modern, first rate power. 
 
    Until now, the Army Council had behaved as if it was a law unto itself; assuming that Hiroaki ‘knew’ that he could not replace Sugiyama or the clique of zealots around him, without risking another coup regardless of the fact that the Emperor must know that the Army Faction had never stopped plotting against him, or that they were presently biding their time, waiting to crown a tamer, compliant replacement upon the Chrysanthemum Throne. 
 
    That was the trouble with the arrogant, blinkered, and in the main, remarkably mediocre officers with whom Hideki Sugiyama had surrounded himself.  They had no imagination, lacked the empathy to appreciate that just because they willed a thing, it did not necessarily follow that it was bound to happen.  They had forgotten that by standing aside during the last coup, allowing elements within the Imperial Navy to ‘do all the dirty work’, Sugiyama and his followers had forfeited much of their moral authority with the rest of the IJN, and even, in the eyes of many of its own most fanatical members. 
 
    In Hiroaki’s judgement Hideki Sugiyama was a very ordinary soldier and a man without honour.  If the man had spent a little more time worrying about the conduct of the war and less plotting and manoeuvring against his Heavenly Sovereign, the Imperial Army might have learned valuable lessons from its failures in Manchuria and the mess it made of driving the disorganised rabble of understrength regular and poorly-armed native militias out of the Malay Barrier by now.  Instead, as in China, Sugiyama’s men had been beaten back in New Guinea and it seemed, everywhere in the old Dutch and Spanish occupied lands it had been sucked into fighting gruelling guerrilla insurgencies.  And as for the Burmese fiasco…words nearly failed him.  The Army had wasted six months celebrating their conquest of Singapore before securing its southeast Asian flank by moving into Burma; by when, of course, the British had moved as many as four or five divisions of the Indian Army into impassable jungle blocking positions, which predictably, 4th Army had collided with all the aplomb of a blind man into a tiger’s den.  Now, after suffering over thirty thousand casualties, the Imperial Army’s ‘invasion’ had halted, its men starving and low on ammunition because of ‘unforeseen’ logistical problems; namely, that the Army had expected the Navy to supply it, notwithstanding the Indian Ocean was a British lake under the constant watchful eyes of the Royal Air Force squadrons based in Bengal and northern Burma. 
 
    Sugiyama bowed cursorily. 
 
    “Good morning, Field Marshal,” Hiroaki responded, greeting him with almost exaggerated civility. 
 
    The other man tried hard not to scowl at him; perhaps, because somewhere in his thick skull, he had some inkling that his Emperor’s patience, running thin for some months, was well-nigh exhausted with the intransigence of the Army Council.  The oddest aspect of the scenario playing out today was that after nearly eighteen months of dealing with his Emperor, the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army still honestly believed that Hiroaki was his catspaw. 
 
    Hiroaki had once said to the man: ‘The one thing you must always remember about the English is that the reason they still have an Empire upon which the sun literally never sets, is that when, as they say ‘push comes to shove’ they are utterly ruthless.’ 
 
    Sugiyama was the sort of man who thought that ‘brutal’ was the same thing as ‘ruthless’. 
 
    Which was why he had not seen his downfall coming. 
 
    Hiroaki had never realised before that revenge was a thing best savoured…cold. 
 
    The High Council for Imperial Defence met with an interchangeable cast of characters, calling in senior commanders, heads of military and civil departments, and occasionally the former President of the Bank of Japan, whom Hiroaki had appointed to the Prime Ministerial sinecure he had once held, because he needed somebody in his circle who understand a little about how to finance a war economy. 
 
    Had the military men worried a little bit more about this aspect of total war before they embarked on a conflict with most of the old European colonial powers, the Empire would not be in such a dire situation now. 
 
    Hiroaki called the meeting to order. 
 
    “Gentlemen, the global diplomatic situation has worsened in the last few weeks,” he prefaced.  “The Dutch, the Portuguese and the Spanish seemed to have agreed among themselves to seek reparations, targeting our few remaining economic assets abroad in neutral countries.  Perhaps, more significantly, they have each announced that they will be sending, or supporting, it is unclear which, warships and merchant ships to the Pacific to join the war effort against us.” 
 
    Spain had been seeking some kind of rapprochement with the British ever since the restoration of the exiled Queen Sofie Eugenie to the Spanish Court last spring.  The loss of the last – albeit distant – provinces of the old Spanish Empire in the east, the Philippines had given the beleaguered, bankrupt former Iberian colossus common cause with the English.  In war nothing was truer than the truth that my enemy’s enemy is my friend; yet another factor Sugiyama and the other idiots had failed to take into account before they condemned the Japanese people to a nightmare trial by fire. 
 
    Hiroaki did not think the minor European powers’ contribution would amount to a great deal; its significance lay in the three historically antagonistic second-rate European powers having united in pursuit of extracting recompense from Japan.  Other countries would surely follow their lead, aping the post OPERATION EAST WIND entry into the war of Mexico, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Chile.  In terms of naval resources this also was incidental; however, in terms of securing the southern flank of the New England west coast and safeguarding British imperial trade routes around Cape Horn it had hugely eased the enemy’s task of re-supplying his fleet at the Pearl Lagoon, and speeded the development of his Californian lands as a base for future operations in the Pacific. 
 
    Cynically, the only mercy was that the British and the Mexicans were still only talking about diverting resources from their war effort to dig a Suez-like canal through the mountains and forests of Panama, which was therefore not likely to be open to trans-oceanic trade between the Pacific and the Atlantic any time in the next ten years. 
 
    He put this and other, unhelpful thoughts to one side. 
 
    There were more pressing matters to discuss. 
 
    “I am informed that our garrison on Wake Island has gone silent, and there are reports that our forces on the atolls of Tarawa and Butaritari in the Gilbert Islands have been heavily attacked.” 
 
    “Just demonstrations,” Hideki Sugiyama said dismissively. 
 
    Hiroaki raised an eyebrow, otherwise he let the ill-judged remark pass unchallenged. 
 
    Shimada Nagano was not so sanguine. 
 
    “I disagree, my friend,” he growled, sour-faced.  “Then there is the question of how seriously we should regard the latest German reports?” 
 
    Hideki Sugiyama shifted in his seat, as if afflicted by a sudden twinge of back pain, and momentarily his face twitched discomfiture because Nagano had deliberately tweaked a very raw inter-service nerve. 
 
    Nagano shook his head, impatient. 
 
    “Why do we always have to hear from the bloody Germans about events on the Manchurian front?”  He asked bluntly. 
 
    “Because the fact that the Chinese have an air force of sorts is not news!”  Sugiyama retorted angrily. 
 
    “What about the British initiation of an ‘air bridge’ from Northern India flying in weapons, general war supplies, communications equipment, technicians, and medical personnel and medicines to the Chinese Imperial Government in Chungking?” 
 
    “That’s just intelligence…fluff,” the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army growled, his restlessness suggesting he was about to jump to his feet and stomp out in a huff.  “The Himalayas are five miles high, not even the British have a fleet of long range aircraft that can carry significant cargoes over that sort of ‘hump’.  And even if they had, it wouldn’t help the Chinese, Chungking is hundreds of miles from the front!” 
 
    Nagano sat back for the moment, content to have riled his counterpart. 
 
    “It’s ridiculous,” the Army man went on, seething now.  “Are we seriously saying that the British would think, for a moment, about diverting large numbers of transport aircraft, vital personnel and materiel to what to them must seem to be an irrelevant backwater of the war?  Must I remind you, for the last year they have been so weak that they have been forced to retreat all the way back to Australia and New England?” 
 
    Isoroku Yamamoto coughed. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said softly.  “Take me at my word when I say, on my honour as an officer, that I mean no personal criticism by this,” he sighed, “but if we argue about what we would do if we were the British, we are missing the point.  Whatever their motives, it is the case that they have reinforced a stalemate in the Central Pacific and along the Malay Barrier, not because we defeated them or drove them back but because, they have chosen, and I emphasize that word, they have chosen to bide their time in the Pacific Theatre of Operations.  I am tempted to suggest that they might have calculated, erroneously, that if they gave us a little while, we might, contemplating our strategic dilemma, have,” he shrugged apologetically, “surrendered by now.” 
 
    Hideki Sugiyama looked as if he was reaching for his Katana. 
 
    Yamamoto held up a hand. 
 
    “We cannot divine the British mind because unlike us, they have choices.  Many, many choices as to how they prosecute the war in the months and years ahead.  We do not.  More than that, they have virtually unlimited resources which, again, we do not.  I am not surprised to learn that they have sought ways to assist the Chinese.  Nearly half the Imperial Army is tied down in Manchuria and South East Asia, three-quarters-of-a-million men, among them our best, veteran infantry divisions.  And for what, a couple of million tons of coal a year, a supply of slave labourers,” his lips twisted in disgust, “and regiments of comfort women for the Army?” 
 
    Sugiyama rose to his feet. 
 
    “Please sit down, Field Marshal,” the Emperor commanded, very quietly. 
 
    Sugiyama had brought his customary coterie of trigger-happy young bloods, all itching to wash the blades of their katanas in blood. 
 
    Hiroaki viewed Sugiyama bleakly. 
 
    “We have important matters to discuss; there is no room, in honour, for petulance.  The situation is what it is, we must make the best of it.  Is it the Army’s stance that if and when the British Fleet stands off the shores of the Home Islands, its main strength will still be fighting a peasant army who pose no threat to the Empire hundreds of miles away in Manchuria?” 
 
    “That is an egregious misrepresentation of the strategic situation…” 
 
    “Sadly, it is not, Field Marshal,” Hiroaki snapped, his patience exhausted.  “It is my best guess, because you won’t tell me, is that in the last five years we have suffered over four-hundred-thousand casualties in China, of whom one-hundred-and-thirty-thousand have been killed or are missing in action.  The diseases – many sexually transmitted – that the troops have brought back to the Home Islands have probably killed as many relatives and other civilians.  I do not know why we are in Manchuria, and no member of the Army Council has ever attempted to give me a meaningful explanation of its Manchurian strategy.  Further, I have never laid eyes on a policy document over an Imperial Seal authorising the campaign, let alone explaining what madness motivated your predecessor to launch the invasion in the first place!” 
 
    Exasperated, the Emperor spread his arms wide. 
 
    “Frankly, if Imperial General Headquarters can’t tell me, of all people, why it has so many men in China, what use is its counsel?  Moreover, what possible reliance could any right-thinking man have in anything that comes out of it?” 
 
    Hideki Sugiyama had gone red in the face. 
 
    Hiroaki continued: “Do I really have to tell you, of all people, why the British are probably ‘wasting’ war resources equivalent to or greater than the air power of our whole empire to help the Chinese, Field Marshal?” 
 
    Of course, this was the last thing the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army wanted to learn, still less discuss, he was perfectly happy in his own little dream world in which the next suicidal Banzai charge would make everything right. 
 
    “They are doing it,” Hiroaki said flatly, “because they can.” 
 
    “And,” Isoroku Yamamoto observed, resignedly, “because they know that we know that there is absolutely nothing we can do about it.” 
 
    Hiroaki had never lost eye-lock with Hideki Sugiyama. 
 
    “Which is why we can no longer afford the luxury of the Manchurian campaign...” 
 
    That was when the first, magazine-emptying volley of automatic gunfire shattered the sudden, dreadful silence. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Friday 1st November 1980 
 
    Castlereagh Gardens 
 
    Kensington 
 
    Philadelphia 
 
    Crown Colony of Pennsylvania 
 
      
 
    Constance Washington stood her bicycle against the wrought iron railings outside the Fieldings’ terraced town house.  She had taken one look at the traffic that morning and put any thought of borrowing a car from the Government House pool out of her head.  With so much of Central Philadelphia still a building site and any number of roads closed for the foreseeable future, at least by bicycle she could take short cuts, and actually, for a change, escape from the madness of the office for a couple of hours and possibly arrive on time for her latest tea and biscuit rendezvous with Leonora. 
 
    Connie had been surprised, and she suspected it was mutual, that she had instantly hit it off with Leonora.  For some reason she had expected the famous naval aviator’s heiress wife to be aloof, a little haughty, and inexplicably, offish.  Leonora was none of those things, quite the opposite.  In fact, she was disarmingly ‘normal’. 
 
    Alex had tried to send Leonora and their young son, Alex junior, to the country to escape the colonial capital’s notoriously hot and sultry late summer.  Leonora would have none of it, the majority of the other ‘military’ wives in the city had to stay put and stick it out, so that was jolly well what she was going to do. 
 
    Connie felt a little guilty flitting between Philadelphia and Williamsburg, even though all the ‘flitting’ was because she was running errands for her father, acting like a one-woman personal intelligence service, as she joked to her friend. 
 
    On this week-long return mission, Connie had left her son, Julio with his adoring grandmother at Williamsburg. 
 
    I ought to feel guiltier than I do about that… 
 
    On the other hand, it was not that often she got a chance to sit down and think about things, her life or all the twists and turns her family had negotiated in the last few years.  Her Papa had wanted her to go to university, then the war had come, she had got pregnant by the boy, man she had loved since they were both knee high to an underfed burro – that had been fun, the best imaginable, actually – and then he had got himself killed, she had discovered she was in the family way and while all that was going on her Papa been winning the war and becoming the first New Englander to Govern the Commonwealth in two hundred years. 
 
    She still had not gone to university, but aged just twenty-one, she did have a bubbly, inexhaustible infant son. 
 
    It had crossed Connie’s mind that one of the reasons her father kept sending her on these courier and ‘inquiry’ trips was that a certain Lieutenant the Honourable Henry Albemarle ‘Harry’ Keppel, was now permanently stationed in Philadelphia.  However, her head had been so filled with other chores, including organising the functions around the ‘thing’ coming up next month, her parents’ thirtieth wedding anniversary, that since she had got back her feet had hardly touched the ground.  Only yesterday she had completed the arrangements to – relatively clandestinely – bring her two brothers and their wives to Philadelphia for the ‘big day’, arranging for them to be put up by willing accomplices easily recruited among the tight-knit circle of Government House spouses. 
 
    Her eldest brother, George junior – he was ‘Jorge’ to everybody back home where he was running Rancho Mendoza, the family’s thirty-five square mile estate north of Trinity Crossing in Texas - had been a student at St Aldgate’s Agricultural College in Pennsylvania for two years, but that was over six years ago, before he married Delphine, the daughter of long-time Mexican-Creole family friends whose twin sisters had been classmates of Connie’s at infant school. 
 
    Jedidiah, ‘Jed’, five years Connie’s senior had almost trained for the church in his late teens, then met Rachel, the daughter of a Tawakoni elder who had befriended the Washingtons when they first settled in Texas and as Jorge had observed Jed had ‘got real’, studying for a farm management diploma by mail while working on the family ranch and building the neat, small clapboard house where he and his new wife first lived when they finally got married in 1977. 
 
    To Connie’s delight both couples planned to bring their bambinos to Philadelphia, Jorge and Delphine’s girls, Martha and Francine aged four and three; and Jedidiah and Rachel’s twins, Nathaniel and Tobias, two years’ old just last month. 
 
    She had taken the precaution of warning her brothers that speaking Spanish, as they often had amongst themselves ‘back home’ was still not really the thing to do in ‘polite’ First Thirteen society; although, if they bumped into a member of the growing Mexican diplomatic legation at social events, it would ‘make them feel a lot more at home’ to hear a familiar tongue in an accent they would instantly recognise as being that of their country’s northeastern border provinces. 
 
    Being so busy she had not thought overmuch about Harry Keppel.  Which was probably why she still did not know how to feel about him.  She liked him but what did that mean? 
 
    Worse, he was so proper and English it was maddeningly hard to know what he felt about her.  Every time they met, he called her ‘Miss Washington’ for goodness sake!  Even on those very rare occasions when they were alone in the same room or corridor! 
 
    And she found herself calling him ‘Lieutenant Keppel’. 
 
    So, what did he, what could he make of her? 
 
    It was weird, she was a country girl from the Texas territories who, whichever way you cut it had got into trouble in the family way out of wedlock; and he came from one of those old families that still had a country house, an estate, and a ‘hunt’ named after it, somewhere in rural Buckinghamshire.  Okay, Julio would have married her in a flash if he’d ever found out she was with child, but he had not, known that was, when he was killed.  That thought always made Connie sad; she tried not to dwell on it, which was harder said than done every time she looked at her son or held him in her arms.  She was who she was, a rancher’s daughter born and bred, and a part of her yearned for her old life on Rancho Mendoza, and if she was being honest, she had liked being the little princess of Trinity Crossing much more than she did being the daughter of the Viceroy of the Commonwealth, much in the way her Papa would not have chosen this life if he could, in honour, have just gone back home to Texas.  The trouble was she had an itch, an ache that she guessed was only going to go away when she said as much, all of it, to Harry Keppel and she was a little afraid that when she was through, he would stare at her like she was a crazy woman, perhaps long before she finished. 
 
    Harry Keppel had been to Harrow School and graduated from the Britannia Royal Naval College at Dartmouth, and been a sub-lieutenant gun captain on board the Princess Royal when he had been blown up.  It had been his twenty-third birthday last week, nobody had mentioned it until after the event, she had been away in Virginia and been horribly guilty when she found out she had missed that day. 
 
    Before she knew it, she had confessed it all to Leonora. 
 
    Wisely, her friend had neither passed judgement nor offered any advice, not then.  They had both needed to think about it first. 
 
    Instead, Leonora had confided her husband was the sort of spouse who thought, bless him, that her second pregnancy was a malady, and she ought to be confined to bed for the duration, a thing she was forever putting him right about! 
 
    They giggled about that. 
 
    Leonora poured cups of tea, Darjeeling because her younger friend – she was eight years the senior expecting to produce her second baby sometime around her thirtieth birthday – needed that brew’s calming balm. 
 
    It was only after cursory heart-searching that she decided that she could not, any longer, keep her husband’s confidence about his Secretary’s ‘distraction’ over the Governor’s daughter. 
 
    “Connie, dear,” she cautioned, “brace yourself.” 
 
    Connie had raised her cup to her lips.  Now she blinked at Leonora over its rim, perplexed but curious. 
 
    “According to Alex, Harry Keppel makes cow eyes at you and needs to be shaken out of a dreamy trance every time he so much as spots you in the distance.” 
 
    Connie almost dropped her cup and saucer. 
 
    Leonora giggled wickedly. 
 
    “Really,” Connie muttered, feeling her whole head blush so fiercely she was afraid steam was rising off her cheeks. 
 
    “Yes, really.  The poor boy stares at the space where you once stood like a lost thing.  Order him to take you out for dinner, or a drink at the Navy Club, or to take in a film at the Odeon or the ABC and talk to him, dear!” 
 
    Connie was at a loss. 
 
    She had never ‘courted’, or been ‘courted’, in her life.  She and Julio had just been well, her and Julio, forever and that had been that. One day they would get married, she would have half a dozen babies and they would live happily ever after in Tejas.  She had had a hankering for teaching; that was why she was coming to college in Pennsylvania while Julio was to follow Jorge’s and Jedidiah’s example by studying for an agronomy and land management degree by mail, and by spending three months of each of the coming years attending college south of the border in Monterrey.  The war had been a nightmare for them all, with split loyalties abounding.  The Washingtons and all their closest friends were ‘border people’.  Connie had been baptised into the Roman Catholic Church when she and Julio had become, albeit informally engaged the year before the war, and her parents, by inclination rather than profoundly held conviction she suspected, had understood.  She thanked God that her Papa and Santa Anna had made the peace ‘stick’ and that the jingoistic contempt which had been all around her at this time last year for all things Mexican, was at last being replaced by a grudging acknowledgement that the old enemy was now ‘doing its bit’ in the war against the Japanese. 
 
    Again, she realised she had been avoiding the issue. 
 
    Leonora was talking about her going out on a ‘date’ with Harry Keppel. 
 
    She admitted she had never gone out on a ‘date’ before. 
 
    “Julio and me, we were sort of joined at the hip.  Everything was so natural,” she tried to explain, the pain of loss suddenly catching her unawares. 
 
    Leonora saw this and was quiet for a minute. 
 
    China clinked; the distant rumble of traffic filtered through the open windows with the humidity-relieving breeze. 
 
    “Ask him anyway,” the older woman suggested.  “Trust me, it will be worth it just to see the look on his face.” 
 
    Connie smiled, unconvinced. 
 
    She had the presence of mind to change the subject. 
 
    “I need to ask you an impertinent question,” she said, belatedly remembering something her Papa had said to her a few days ago in Williamsburg. 
 
    “That sounds interesting.” 
 
    “Tell me to mind my own business if I’m out of order,” Connie went on.  “The last thing I’d want to do is cause you or Captain Fielding any embarrassment…” 
 
    This hugely amused Leonora. 
 
    “My dear, Alex is impervious to…embarrassment.” 
 
    “It’s about the rumours that Sir Max, your father, is bankrolling Melody Nash’s challenge to the courts in Virginia?” 
 
    “Ah,” Leonora nodded. 
 
    Nobody had heard of Amelia and Sam Henry, Belle Isle, the Arlington Plantation, the Grantville Project on that swamp between the Potomac and the Anacostia Rivers, or the Bangor Woods Leisure Company, or the battle for the Lee family inheritance; and the rest of the First Thirteen had seemed perfectly happy to turn a blind eye to much of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century outrageously ethnocentric legislation still on the statute books of the Crown Colony of Virginia, until Albert Stanton’s incendiary interview with Melody Nash had been published by the Manhattan Globe last weekend. 
 
    The forthcoming case, to be heard in the Richmond Court of Session in early October had set northern liberals against southern conservatives in the First Thirteen, and more than somewhat outraged – and energised - members of Sir Stanley Harris’s ruling coalition in the Imperial Parliament. 
 
    The case was already threatening to stir up century-old animosities and inevitably, raise the horribly divisive question of Colony’s Rights within the Commonwealth and the wider empire, an issue that had ramifications not just in New England but in India, South Africa and practically everywhere that the old colonial system survived.  In Australasia and to a degree in Canada, a slow process of ‘Dominionisation’ had been instituted - to avoid just this sort of constitutional ‘brouhaha’ - under which colonies became semi-autonomous states or provinces, federated under a Governor General who retained responsibility for the defence, foreign policy and financial stability of the entire ‘dominion’, and the wide-ranging powers to enforce his will, if required.  Versions of this had been tried in Malaya and in Ceylon, in the latter case to separate the violently antipathetic Sinhalese and Tamil populations.  There were many other examples of constitutional ‘adjustments’ and ‘accommodations’, and legislative ‘tweaks’ a-plenty made throughout the British Empire to maintain the Pax Britannica down the years.  New England was, however, different because ever since 1776 it had been a ‘conspiracy of the willing’, a confusion of religious and cultural ingredients, its population the sons and daughters of successive European migrations, old French and Spanish colonies, and indigenous empires and nations, partly united under one God, but beneath the thin veneer of empire, its constituent elements were independent entities, each protective of its rights and prerogatives and traditionally governed with a light, sensitive hand that only tolerated the vested interests of parties unequivocally loyal to the Crown. 
 
    Back in the mists of history, in the wake of the ‘Tea Party Rebellion’ nineteenth century British Whig politicians had called it the ‘Tory Settlement of the Americas’, the unwritten understanding with the dominant planter and merchant factions within the First Thirteen and their subsequent partners in Maine and Vermont which had, by the time of the Great War, cemented the New World into the growing family of the British Empire. 
 
    “Actually, officially, my father is just an interested spectator,” Leonora told her younger friend.  “Like many very rich men he did not get where he is today by sticking his head above the parapet.  His style is to weigh into an argument only when he knows which way the wind is blowing, which is not to say he has not encouraged certain influential proxies to stump up a rather large ‘fighting fund’ in the meantime.” 
 
    Connie filed this away for future reference. 
 
    “I have my own trust funds,” Leonora went on, emphasising that she and her father were not chained together financially because she knew that would be information the Governor might find useful.  “To be honest, I have no idea how much I am worth.  Not in pounds, shillings, and pence and between you and me, I don’t care.  Alex and I live on his Navy salary and service allowances, that way we will never argue about money which would be the only thing we would ever argue about.  Mummy and daddy try to give us things, we accepted the furniture they cleared out of one of their New York apartments to furnish this place, Alex was okay with that because he didn’t want me ‘galivanting around town’ manhandling chairs and suchlike in my ‘condition’.” 
 
    The two women laughed. 
 
    “The Fieldings have maintained a respectful distance from the Lee family’s civil war,” Leonora concluded. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    “Connie, dear,” her friend assured her, “your father is the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England, that means that your daddy is almost as powerful as mine.  We are all in this together.” 
 
    Connie dissolved into giggles. 
 
    It was only as she was bicycling back to the annexe she worked from in the cramped, temporary Government House compound that she thought again about what her friend had said, only she realised, half in jest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Friday 1st November 1980 
 
    Edo Castle 
 
    Tokyo 
 
    Honshu, Japan 
 
      
 
    Prince Yonai Hatoyama had entered the Imperial residence in the gardens of the Palace shortly after Empress Akiko’s husband had departed. 
 
    The Empress had known something was wrong. 
 
    “I have taken steps to ensure your safety, my love,” Hiroaki had said to her in parting as they exchanged the kisses that signified their every separation.  “You must not be concerned.  I know that our son will be safe in your arms.  Tonight, we will talk of what the future may bring.” 
 
    Then her Hiro had been gone, mounting his horse… 
 
    Outside in the grounds Akiko heard the soft clanking of steel against steel and the tread of many, many booted feet. 
 
    “My Lady,” her husband’s nephew and adopted son explained apologetically.  “I am commanded to escort you to the castle bunker.” 
 
    Akiko took her infant son from the arms of his wet nurse, then swaddling him in a shawl, she, and her coterie of ladies in waiting followed Yonai outside, where they found the gardens swarming with heavily armed Imperial Navy Marines and Palace Guards – absent their traditional costumes - in full infantry battledress, webbing festooned with ammunition pouches and grenades, with bayonets affixed to their assault rifles. 
 
    Thereafter, the women were escorted through the gardens shielded by a solid wall of armed men.  At the entrance to the tunnel leading down into the recently completed underground complex beneath the old castle dungeons and storerooms, the grey-haired Imperial Chamberlain, Prince Matsukata Masayoshi, bowed low to the Empress. 
 
    “What is happening, uncle?” Akiko asked, trying not to panic.  For her ladies in waiting’s sake, she must remain calm. 
 
    The Imperial Chamberlain smiled sternly. 
 
    “In his absence His Majesty requested that emergency measures in respect of the safety of your royal person be tested, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Akiko frowned at the man who had been, along with her late father, her devoted protector at Court for most of her young life; a man she trusted almost as much as she trusted her beloved husband. 
 
    She said nothing, her lips a tight, thin white line as she was escorted down into the clammy gloom of the as yet, unpainted and very sparsely-equipped bomb shelter. 
 
    “If I may crave your indulgence, Your Majesty,” the Imperial Chamberlain, requested with the formal respect he was always at pains to demonstrate in public. 
 
    Akiko managed to contain herself until she and her uncle were alone, accompanied only by Prince Yonai, in a starkly illuminated side-room some thirty feet below the inner courtyard of the Palace. 
 
    “My indulgence!”  She cried. 
 
    Prince Matsukata Masayoshi bowed his head in a moment of mute submission.  Regardless of his familial connection to Akiko – he was her late mother’s brother – she was the Empress Consort.  He cleared his throat, unable to completely hide his near-volcanic inner angst. 
 
    “It has been decided to act against traitors who plan to overthrow our Heavenly Sovereign’s dynasty, Your Majesty.” Yonai blurted, bouncing about on his feet, unable to contain his own anxiety a moment longer. 
 
    “There is a plot?” Akiko asked, stunned. 
 
    The Imperial Chamberlain waved for Yonai to be silent. 
 
    “We have reliable intelligence that the Imperial Army,” he explained, “or rather, that certain despicable factions within Imperial General Headquarters plan to act against the House of Fushima-no-miya.  We do not know when this will happen, merely that the conspiracy is well-advanced, Your Majesty.  Please be assured that the High Command of the Imperial Navy remains steadfast, loyal,” he went on, his emotions again under control, coolly, as if he was discussing the place settings at a banquet, “to the death, Your Majesty.” 
 
    Akiko did not ask any more questions. 
 
    She was a child of the Imperial Court; she knew that men would die that day and understood exactly why her husband had not burdened her with the decisions he must have taken.  If he lived, she knew he would apologise to her soon enough for his kind subterfuge. 
 
    Duty is heavier than a mountain; death is lighter than a feather… 
 
    “Bring my son to me,” she commanded, “my ladies in waiting must be worried.  They may stay with me until my Lord, His Majesty the Emperor prevails.” 
 
    She felt a little faint. 
 
    She shuffled to a nearby chair and sat down. 
 
    Dignity demanded that she did not swoon in the face of danger; her husband was walking in death’s company, and she would never forgive herself if she disgraced him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Friday 1st November 1980 
 
    Colonial War Grave Estate 
 
    The Presidio, San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    Twenty-four-year-old Lieutenant Kobayashi Mitsumasa, IJN, stood a little apart from his two escorts, head bowed over the small interment pit where he had been allowed to place the unadorned white porcelain urn containing Captain Yoshirō Mori’s cremated remains, for several minutes. 
 
    Nobody hurried him. 
 
    Nobody begrudged him his last opportunity to bid his former commanding officer’s spirit farewell as it embarked upon its eternal journey. 
 
    Mori had not been a religious man, he had paid lip-service to the Shinto tradition but would have understood that in this place far from home, it was impossible for the traditional twenty rites of passing to be observed.  Mitsumasa had done his best, ever more astonished by the respect and consideration shown to him by his captors. 
 
    He owed Captain Mori more than he could ever repay him, in life, or now in death.  In ordering the surviving crew members of the Okinami to surrender, as he had done with every other Japanese airman and seaman in British custody, he had commanded them in the name of the Emperor to desist in the fight; for all of them the war had been over from that moment and after the first few days of captivity when, understandably, Mitsumasa and several of the others had been roughly handled, the enemy had treated the two-hundred-and-seventeen men still in custody with decency and no little sympathy.  Sadly, Mitsumasa’s captain and mentor had never come to terms with besmirching his honour for the good of his men; in the end it had been too much: he had opened his veins three days ago, and had been found dead in his quarters the following day. 
 
    “Rest at peace, sir…” 
 
    Mitsumasa blinked back tears, paused to clean his spectacles, new steel-rimmed varifocals, marvellous lenses that meant he did not constantly have to take off one pair of glasses and put on another depending on whether he was out and about, or needed to see close up, to read. 
 
    The Japanese plot of the cemetery consecrated in the month after the Empire Day attack last year was the last resting place of the remains of three-hundred-and-fifty-six soldiers, sailors and airmen of the Empire of Japan.  It was likely that many of the dead of the five sunken ships of Destroyer Division 23 either still lay trapped in the three wrecks fully submerged beneath the cold waters of San Francisco Bay, or had been swept out to sea by the fierce rip tides that flooded through the Golden Gate.  That the enemy had gone to such pains to individually cremate and inter every man with full military honours such as had been accorded to Mitsumasa’s own commanding officer, had made a deep impression on all his fellow prisoners of war.  Likewise, that the British rigorously adhered to a code of conduct towards them all, as specified by the Paris Protocols – to which the Japanese Empire was not a signatory – promulgated in the aftermath of the great War. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen,” Mitsumasa said, forcing a tight-lipped smile at his two guardians. 
 
    They were there as much for his protection as to guard him.  The camp where he and his fellows were detained was located in the hills beyond Oakland, hutments laid out in a compound delineated by a single wire fence staffed by a platoon of middle-aged ‘Territorials’; reservists not adjudged fit for front line combat duties who never carried firearms inside the compound. 
 
    The Paris Protocols to which the European protagonists – Russia excepted - in the Great War had all signed up to in the 1870s, mandated that prisoners of war should be fed according to the daily ration allowance of the ‘responsible’ power’s own infantry, to have access to and be treated without fear or favour by that power’s medical establishment, housed in ‘decent’ conditions and not ‘subjected to degrading or deleterious physical treatment by their captors’. Further, under the protocols prisoners of war could not be tried or sentenced for any actions judged, ‘during hostilities’ to be ‘war crimes’ and the suspicion a given individual may have committed such crimes should have no bearing on his general treatment.  Listed punishments for misdemeanours included up to seven days in solitary confinement for assaults on guards, or other prisoners.  In any dispute between the ‘holding power’ and the spokesman of the ’prisoner community’, usually the senior officer of that ‘community’, that officer had an absolute right to communicate his side of the story to his British counterpart, and so on.  It had all been a little bewildering at the beginning.  Mitsumasa, like the others, had anticipated being tortured, interrogated to within an inch of their lives and then executed. 
 
    Needless, the Empire of Japan, while a signatory to the main Paris Treaty – under which it gained many of its Pacific island ‘mandates’ which had since become ‘colonies’ – was not a signatory to the later ‘Protocols’ concerning themselves with the ‘rules of war’ to be adhered to in all future conflicts between the parties.  This was significant because just as it left the hands of the Imperial Army and Navy unfettered; it also meant that there was no protection either for the Japanese population from blockade, starvation, and any kind of weapon the empire’s enemies wanted to deploy against its infrastructure, industry, or civilian population.  For example, even had the British accepted the accusation that Emperor Yoshihito had been ‘assassinated’ by the aircraft attacking Tokyo during OPERATION PRESTIGE, it had been a legitimate act of war since Japan had by its refusal to sign the Paris Protocols, excluded itself from the protections therein.  In comparison, if the British and the German Empires ever went to war against each other, the deliberate killing of either side’s head of state would be a crime, for which the victor would have the right to seek judicial settlement after the war. 
 
    Mitsumasa had thought this bizarre when, shortly after his capture he was handed a booklet explaining his rights as a prisoner of war.  Initially, he had thought it was some kind of cruel joke… 
 
    Captain Yoshirō Mori had been the senior man at the camp; now this profoundly onerous position fell upon Captain Onomoto Tomomichi, whose seniority date had by chance, fallen ten days later. 
 
    Tomomichi had been badly injured when his Falcon had been shot down over Angel Island.  He had only recovered consciousness three days later in an emergency field hospital at San Pablo Bay.  He had lost his left leg below the knee, sustained internal injuries and he had subsequently learned that he had ‘died’ on the operating table, twice, and self-evidently, been resuscitated by his enemies.  The British had supplied him with a prosthetic lower leg with a mechanical ankle joint that allowed him to walk, stiffly but otherwise normally.  A few weeks ago, two CAF officers, seemingly the men who had flown the advanced scout which had downed Tomomichi and his wingman’s Falcons in a single pass, had visited him at the camp and taken him drinking in the nearby township, delivering him back to the camp in the middle of the night so drunk he had needed to be carried to his quarters. 
 
    Tomomichi was a strange fellow; people said he had met the Emperor, or less plausibly that he had advised the Heavenly Sovereign on the employment of carrier-borne air power ahead of OPERATION EAST WIND.  It was hard to know what to believe, all anybody knew for sure was that the man had been in command of the first raid on San Francisco.  His mood had brightened a little after his encounter with the two British airmen, then slumped anew.  Whether this was on account of the pain of his injuries or the triggering of a new wave of the guilt they had all experienced following their capture over a year ago, it was impossible to tell.  Or perhaps he was simply troubled that he had broken the warriors code, Bushido, allowed himself to become a prisoner and ceased to fight.  In any event, presently he was going through a moody, inflexible phase both with the camp authorities and his own men. 
 
    Members of the Okinami’s crew had asked permission to attend the funeral of their former captain but Tomomichi had refused point blank.  Mitsumasa had attended anyway; an officer had the privilege of making his own decisions about such matters of honour.  Personally, whatever unease he might have felt to have surrendered was behind him.  His ship had been sunk under his feet, he was five thousand miles from home and the British had pulled him, drowning from the water.  His war had been over that night. 
 
    Tomomichi had upbraided him for giving his parole to the British and submitting to technical interrogations – more like a series of relaxed, decidedly collegiate conversations over cups of tea – with CAF men who had introduced themselves as scientific officers. 
 
    Today, although both of his escorts carried sidearms; Mitsumasa would have been astonished if the guns were actually loaded.  The guns were just to discourage anybody who wanted to ventilate a grudge against a Japanese prisoner of war from going too far.  Not that this was likely since like all his comrades at the camp he wore a Royal Navy uniform, albeit with his IJN rank insignia on his cuffs and divisional badges and qualifications at his left breast and on his left, upper arm. 
 
    Mitsumasa had learned conversational English and German at university, where it had been essential if one was to study the latest New England and European research papers in his field, electrical engineering on an IJN scholarship prior to his call up and being awarded a commission three months before the outbreak of war.  In captivity he had become a fluent English speaker and an even more voracious reader of technical journals, histories, and novels in his captor’s somewhat idiosyncratic tongue.  In many ways, he was content with his lot; the only thing which he was still struggling to come to terms with was his separation from his family and friends at home.  Prisoners were allowed to write as often as they wished, with letters being passed to the German Consul for onward passage via diplomatic channels to Tokyo but thus far, he had received no acknowledgement of the receipt of any of his letters. 
 
    The British had asked him if he had any family members in New England, or elsewhere in the Empire he might like to communicate with.  Many Japanese middle-class families had relatives, mostly distant or estranged, abroad but he did not know of any in his own clan. However, several other men had successfully contacted long-lost uncles and aunts, or cousins so many times removed it would take a genealogist to sort out the actual familial relationships. 
 
    “I heard the Okinami was being salvaged,” he remarked as he and his minders walked back to the Army Rover in which they had travelled, taking the Oakland Ferry that morning, to the other side of the Bay. 
 
    “We could head on up the coast to have a look, if you like,” the senior of the two Territorials, a grey, moustachioed man who had been a solicitor’s clerk before his recall to the colours. 
 
    “It’s nowhere near the route back,” Mitsumasa pointed out. 
 
    “That’s okay.  We’ll take the ferry up to San Pablo Bay.  We’ll tell the adjutant that the queue for the Oakland boat was a mile long.” 
 
    “It probably will be at this time of day,” his companion, a younger man with a lance corporal’s stripe on his arm, and whose glasses had even thicker lenses than the IJN man’s chuckled. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon and until the new street plan had been fully surfaced and opened up, the roads of the upper San Francisco isthmus were going to continue to be log-jammed most of each day.  Across on the eastern side of the Bay the roads were clogged in the early morning and the mid-evenings, otherwise passable although because of the weight of traffic, minor accidents were frequent and delays a way of life which was why increasingly, ‘foot’ ferries were doing a roaring business and the bigger roll-on, roll-off vehicle-carrying vessels crossed the harbour with pedestrians crowding their rails. 
 
    A headline in a recent edition of the San Francisco Messenger had announced: ‘It was never like this even during the Gold Rush days!’ 
 
    Probably, Kobayashi Mitsumasa reflected, this was because in the years between the Great War and the turn of the century all those prospectors had been inefficiently wasting their time panning for gold in the hills, rather than clubbing together to establish a viable, self-sustaining colonial presence as a long-term investment for what passed for the Mexican state of that era. 
 
    He knew that one of the first things the British had done was bring in mining companies from the East Coast to re-open many of the old workings, applying modern industrial ore extraction technologies to optimise the profitability of their operations for investors and the colonial authorities.  That said, although it was likely those mining operations in the valleys and mountains were almost certainly taking more precious metal out of the ground in a week or a month than had been recovered in the best years of the original Gold Rush, it was a fringe industry in comparison with the great infrastructure projects in hand across California.  Huge new ports had been brought into operation not just at San Francisco but farther south, at San Pedro adjacent to the old settlement of Los Angeles, and at San Diego, each now connected with a new ‘autobahn’ motorway, soon to be expanded to a six-lane highway stretching from the Mexican border all the way north to Canada.  They said that railways were being blasted through the Sierra Madre and the Rockies, and laid down west coast, and were planned eventually to extend deep into Sonora, Chihuahua, Coahuila and Nuevo Leon, just one of a raft of joint projects with the Mexicans. 
 
    To Mitsumasa it all spoke to the creation of a giant launching pad for the campaign that he feared must inevitably sweep his beloved Imperial Navy aside and carry the war to the very shores of the Home Islands. 
 
    Moreover, from what he had gleaned from overheard conversations – and reading the San Francisco papers – California was just one of two ‘mobilisation hubs’ and was, to all intents, dwarfed by that in and around Puget Sound in the Sammamish Country below the border with British Columbia.  Vancouver, he knew, had previously been the main Royal Navy base on the West Coast, itself larger than most of the IJN’s fleet anchorages.  The energy and the ambition of the British was the really terrifying thing; even in a time of war the story was that development at San Pedro Bay was planned to be the largest ‘civil’ port in the Pacific utilising something called ‘containerisation’ by the time it was completed sometime in 1983… 
 
    The British were incredibly careless in what they told their civilian population about the war.  Their latest ‘grand project’ was for a canal crossing from the Atlantic to the Pacific across the isthmus of Panama! 
 
    The mind boggled… 
 
    “It looks like the fleet is in port!”  The younger guard, whose name was ‘Bob’, declared, lighting a cigarette as the San Pablo Ferry eased out of its moorings opposite Alcatraz Island. 
 
    Mitsumasa stared to the east where, slowly shouldering through the ebb tide, was a long line of…castles of steel following the pilot boat past the Golden Gate, thin wisps of grey smoke hazing the atmosphere above them as they cruised majestically into the Bay. 
 
    The big ships would anchor in the deep water between Almeida and Hunter’s Point where hundred-ton pontoon mooring buoys lay in the channel where it turned to the north and the south.  Big Admiralty tugs would soon be taking up station to nudge and if necessary, tow the approaching leviathans onto their appointed anchorages. 
 
    The older of Mitsumasa’s companions nudged a man in Navy bellbottoms, offering him a cigarette. 
 
    “Do you recognise those battlewagons, mate?” 
 
    The other man, wearing petty officer stripes and badges boasting that he was a gunner, glanced dubiously at the Japanese officer. 
 
    “Don’t worry about the lieutenant,” he was assured. 
 
    Mitsumasa grinned uncomfortably: “My war is over,” he shrugged apologetically. 
 
    “Lucky sod!”  The Navy man retorted, without malice. 
 
    He turned and squinted anew at the battle line. 
 
    “The two ships leading the line are the Invincible and the Revenge, I think the ship behind them is the Resolution, the big cruiser is the Sandringham, I’ve got no idea about the other two cruisers,” he hesitated, squinting harder, “from the odd look of them they must be a couple of the new Polyphemus type missile ships.” 
 
    On the ferry across the Bay from Oakland, Mitsumasa had noted that two of the new mercantile aircraft carrier conversions were moored alongside the quays at Alameda.  They were strange-looking vessels with squat, elongated island bridges and fire-room uptakes protruding from beneath what looked like wooden flight decks two-thirds of the way aft.  He had not recognised the aircraft on their decks, even from a distance with their wings folded they seemed very large for single-engine machines.  He had also noted the presence of between thirty and forty Goshawk scouts parked on the nearby RNAS station. 
 
    He stared at the oncoming ships. 
 
    These big gun capital ships were all well into their third decade in commission, the Revenge and the Resolution had been laid up, still rusting in the Reserve Fleet at the time of the attack on the Pearl Lagoon.  The Invincible too, had been nearing an appointment with the breakers.  However, one glance at their superstructures, sprouting ELDAR arrays, modern directors and all manner of whip and other communications aerials including a rotating dish antenna where, when they were first commissioned there would have been an armoured fighting top, told Mitsumasa that these old ships had not just been reactivated, crewed and sent out to the Pacific but had been radically modernised. 
 
    Invincible, he knew, was a relatively modestly armoured sister of the Indefatigable of Gulf of Spain fame, and the doomed Indomitable, forty-three thousand tons of grey steel greyhound with eight 15-inch 42-calibre rifles in four twin turrets capable of engaging an enemy at a range of over thirty thousand yards.  Revenge and Resolution were forty-thousand-ton Vanguard class battleships, marginally smaller, otherwise indistinguishable sisters of the newer, and as the IJN had discovered to its cost, formidable Lion class ships, except with a maximum sustainable speed of only around twenty-four or twenty-five knots.  Reputedly, there was five-and-a-half inches of armour on their main decks, up to fifteen on their flanks and in key areas of the hull their transverse and longitudinal bulkheads were strengthened by four to twelve inches of cemented steel. 
 
    As the Invincible imperiously came abreast of the ferry, her wake setting it rolling gently, the young Japanese officer saw that her old secondaries had been superseded by ‘long’ twin 4-7-inch 58-calibre automatic cannons, and her old nests of 1.8- and 0.8-inch manually operated anti-aircraft guns had been replaced by what he guessed were a mixture of single and multi-barrelled heavy – he assumed 1.8-inch – powered, so-called chain guns, presumably controlled by the same semi- or fully-automated high angle ELDAR controlled director or directors he had first noted from a distance. 
 
    He looked closely at the superstructure…and was in awe. 
 
    Three small ELDAR directors forward, and another triangle of compact arrays aft operable, logically in either ‘wall of fire’ or ‘point defence’ mode. 
 
    It was pure…science fiction! 
 
    Leastways, in comparison with anything installed on an IJN battlewagon but…judging from what he could see of the cruisers, following the Invincible into port, they had similar directors…so, what he was looking at was ships equipped with a standardised, probably fleet-wide advanced ELDAR-directed fire control system… 
 
    He must have been staring, mouth agape by then. 
 
    He almost swooned when the guided missile cruiser Helios slowly passed astern of the ferry. 
 
    One long, almost certainly fully automated 6-inch, likely 55-calibre gun in a turret forward, another amidships and what looked like twin missile rails fore and aft.  There was a big blocky structure behind the ship’s bizarrely shaped funnel in the shadow of a tall enclosed mast surrounded by what looked like angled aluminium shielding mounting a black, rectangular, flat, board-like revolving ELDAR array of a kind he had never seen, or imagined, distracting him from the other dish aerials on the bridge and adjacent to what he guessed was a helicopter hangar and landing pad near the stern.  It was at once the most peculiar and the most terrifying ship he had ever seen in his life. 
 
    “I want the same medication the bloke who designed that is being prescribed!”  Mitsumasa’s older guard scoffed. 
 
    The petty officer grunted his displeasure. 
 
    “I was on the Spartan last year, friend; after we hit Tokyo, we were taking out incoming hostiles at twenty miles with our Sea Leopards.  Like shelling peas, it was.  We couldn’t load the rails fast enough; the fire control computer was glowing red hot by the time we ran out of targets!” 
 
    Kobayashi Mitsumasa felt cold inside. 
 
    The Revenge’s silhouette lengthened as she came past Alcatraz Island.  Her superstructure bristled with the same upgraded anti-aircraft batteries as the Invincible.  Her secondary battery was heavier, of course, 6-inch 50-calibre rifles in what were also, clearly the new pattern automated turrets, like Invincible’s secondaries possibly capable of throwing at least twenty-five rounds into the air per minute. 
 
    Mitsumasa did not realise he had been gripping the rail for dear life until his hands and forearms suddenly cramped up. 
 
    “Are you all right, Lieutenant?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you…” 
 
    “You look as if you’ve just seen a ghost?” 
 
    Actually, it was more the case that he was afraid somebody was walking on his grave; but he refrained from sharing this insight into his psyche.  He tried to smile. 
 
    “These are most impressive ships, Petty Officer,” he nodded to the Navy man. 
 
    Not for the first time he asked what the great men of the Empire must have been thinking when they so recklessly jumped onto the back of the sleeping British tiger? 
 
    While any imbecile with enough saké in his belly can try to mount an apex predator; getting off is another matter altogether! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Friday 1st November 1980 
 
    Imperial General Headquarters 
 
    Hayabusachō Prefecture, Tokyo 
 
    Honshu, Japan 
 
      
 
      
 
    The room filled with Imperial Marines, each with a twelve-inch bayonet affixed to their Yokosuka Arsenal .303 Naval-issue carbines.  The two leading Marines skewered – at the run - Major Kōzaburō Tachibana, Field Marshal Hideki Sugiyama’s thirty-five-year-old nephew and personal adjutant as, flashing katana unsheathed and raised he advanced on the Emperor. 
 
    The second Marine fired three rounds into the writhing man on the floor before he withdrew his blade from his stomach.  In the chaos, more shots rang out, one taking the Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army in the left shoulder before it blew away half the face of the wide-eyed aide standing a pace behind him. 
 
    Army men who failed to throw their hands into the air, and several who did, were cut down, either by steel or by a fusillade of bullets to the torso or head as, simultaneously, the nearest men to Hiroaki – by design, Navy men - unceremoniously bundled him to the floor and shielded him beneath a pile of bodies between two and three men deep until the room around them fell silent. 
 
    One of the protective bodies turned out to be that of Shimada Nagano, the Head of the Imperial Navy. 
 
    “Forgive me, Your Majesty,” he grimaced as winded, he was hauled off his Heavenly Sovereign. 
 
    Hiroaki also, was unable to speak for a moment, every breath of air forced out of his lungs by the crush of as many as a dozen bodies. 
 
    His protectors rolled off him and picked themselves up, one man staggered, fell and comrades went to his aid, realising he had been shot in the melee. 
 
    Hiroaki and Nagano looked to each other as Isoroku Yamato, after barking several angry commands, fell to his knees beside the two men, both still recovering their breath and contemplating their variously sore bones on the cold tiles next to the conference table. 
 
    “Are you harmed?”  Yamamoto asked anxiously of his Emperor. 
 
    “I am uninjured, Admiral,” Hiroaki gasped.  “But I fear our friend,” nodding to Nagano, ‘may have had the worst of our…fall.” 
 
    The Chief of Staff of the Imperial Navy’s brow was dripping blood and his left arm was visibly not as straight as it ought to be beneath the elbow. 
 
    Hiroaki moved to him, preventing him trying to stand. 
 
    “Stay down, old friend.” 
 
    Outside the rattle of automatic gunfire had subsided; now only occasional shots rang out. 
 
    Yamamoto was back on his feet, in command. 
 
    Running boots prefaced a new report. 
 
    Through the open doors Hiroaki heard the sound of massed aircraft over the city. 
 
    “Those scouts and bombers are off the Zuikaku, Your Majesty,” Nagano confirmed.  “She accompanied the Yamagata into Tokyo Bay this morning.  At your command the fleet will commence a bombardment of the Barracks at Edogawa and Setagaya, and Field Marshal Sugiyama’s family estate at Shinjuku.” 
 
    “No!”  Came an impassioned, despairing cry from across the other side of the room. 
 
    Hiroaki staggered to his feet, aided by two wide-eyed Marines. 
 
    Other Marines and Palace Guards formed a shield of bodies at his back. 
 
    Burned cordite hung in the air. 
 
    Hideki Sugiyama’s arms were held by members of the Palace Guard clearly aching to use their bloodied Katanas on the traitor.  The Chief of Staff of the Imperial Army’s uniform was blood-spattered, and his face was ashen with shock, and loss of blood from his shoulder wound, and the dawning awareness that his life would soon be over. 
 
    Hiroaki the man hesitated, searching for a reason to be merciful; however, Hiroaki the Emperor was merciless. 
 
    He drew himself to his full height. 
 
    “Take the traitor to the Inner Precinct.  Hold him there in chains.  I will witness his execution shortly.” 
 
    Hiroaki looked around at the bodies on the floor, eyed the two men moaning in pools of blood nearby and for the first time in his life, was utterly devoid of pity.  Until that was, he saw that among the dead was one of Yamamoto’s aides-de-camp, cut down in the confusion. 
 
    Only three Army men were still standing, pinned rigid against the wall with the tips of razor-sharp bayonets pricking at their throats.  Hideki Sugiyama was being hauled away, struggling, casting vile aspersions about his Heavenly Sovereign’s ancestry. 
 
    Hiroaki nodded at the three prisoners. 
 
    “Give them to the Kenpeitai; inform the Chief of My Secret Police that I expect him to furnish me with full details of their confessions before they die.” 
 
    There was blood on Hiroaki’s tunic. 
 
    He scowled. 
 
    He would have to change into a clean uniform before he visited the command bunker to assure himself that his wife and son were unharmed, safe for the moment, before he returned above ground to oversee Hideki Sugiyama’s beheading. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Thursday 7th November 1980 
 
    Aldershot Road 
 
    William Howe Estate 
 
    Bronxwood, New York 
 
    Crown Colony of New York 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re angry, aren’t you?”  Melody asked, knowing her question was wholly rhetorical. 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    I’m doing it again! 
 
    I always do this! 
 
    Just when everything is perfect, I always fuck it up! 
 
    Her husband was looking a little like he had just had a really bad day at the office, not that anybody but her would have guessed as much.  She was pretty sure it was all because of her.  He opened his mouth to speak, thought better of it and shook his head as if trying to shake away the cobwebs. 
 
    “Would a nice cup of tea help?”  She inquired, sweetly. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    Their daughter, Henrietta stirred in her wicker basket on the table between them.  It was an act of pure moral cowardice positioning an eight-month-old baby like an infant shield in front of her but Melody suddenly was not thinking very rationally. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” she muttered. 
 
    “Yes,” her husband breathed distractedly, running his hands through his near-cropped hair.  And confessed: “I’m angry.” 
 
    Melody’s heart sank even further. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she murmured. 
 
    That’s the trouble; I’m always sorry when I screw up a relationship…  Okay, in the past it was because I always picked the wrong guy but nevertheless, this is my fault... 
 
    “What?” Paul Nash inquired, clearly a little perplexed as he snapped out of the brooding mood he had brought home with him from Camp 200. 
 
    “It was that TV interview, wasn’t it?”  Melody prompted. 
 
    Albert Stanton, bless him, and Maud, had asked her if she really wanted to go ahead with it.  The feature article-cum interview in The Manhattan Globe had stirred up a huge amount of interest and it had seemed to her that Sam and Amelia’s case could only benefit from a further injection of the oxygen of publicity.  Except, now that she had stopped to think about it and given her brain a chance to catch up… 
 
    Yes, she had her own professional role and that was important, very, and all that but Paul had just started a new job in the Army, and she was about to draw down a veritable ‘shit storm’ of attention on herself and by implication, him also. 
 
    “Yes,” her husband agreed.  “But no…” 
 
    Melody was beginning to think a nice cup of tea was not going to cut it even though this conversation was not going at all like she had imagined it would. 
 
    Nobody was shouting at anybody else. 
 
    Yet… 
 
    “No?”  She checked; not sure she had heard him right. 
 
    “I am not angry with you!”  Paul snapped, with more than a suggestion of…anger. 
 
    “You’re not?” 
 
    “No.  I am absolutely fucking livid with those arseholes at ISS Central in Philadelphia!”  This said he halted in mid-stride, realising, very belatedly, that he might have missed something important.  He inquired, as an afterthought: “What TV interview, sweetheart?” 
 
    “The one that will be going out tonight on the Empire Broadcasting Service throughout the First Thirteen, and” Melody smiled weakly, “practically everywhere else in the Commonwealth about the Lee scandal.” 
 
    Her husband was blinking at her. 
 
    Mainly in bewilderment. 
 
    “Why would I be angry about that?”  He asked, not concealing his bafflement. 
 
    Not angry… 
 
    “Because I probably ought to have discussed it with you?”  She put to him tentatively. 
 
    “I don’t ask you every time I smite His Majesty’s foes, my love,” he pointed out, half seriously. 
 
    “No,” she concurred ruefully, “you do what you do and then we fight about it afterwards.” 
 
    “We never fight,” he objected.  “Well, not since Spain and we wouldn’t have then if I wasn’t so pissed off with you and Hen about your mutual infatuation with that bastard Alonso!” 
 
    “I still feel guilty about that,” Melody confessed, her mind frantically adjusting to this unexpected turn of events.  “Why aren’t you angry about the TV thing?” 
 
    “I’m back in the Army, which means I’m back in the ISS,” he groaned.  “Which you’ll have worked out because you’re always the smartest person in the room.” 
 
    True.  Not necessarily the bit about her being the smartest person in the room but certainly, the ISS number. 
 
    Melody did not know what to say next. 
 
    “You being who you are is the best possible cover I could have,” Paul explained patiently.  “I can’t hide in plain sight so having a smart, clever, sexy wife front and centre in the public eye is the one strategy that actually allows me to get on with my job, whatever it is, no names, no pack drill, and I know you’re not going to expect me to give you a blow by blow account of my day at the office…” 
 
    Melody frowned: “Because I’m smart, clever and sexy?” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    “You’re really not angry with me?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “Not even a little bit?”  She checked.  Self-knowledge was a tricky thing; Melody felt in need of a little bit of reassurance right then. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s all right then.” 
 
    “Yes, what is for dinner?” 
 
    The kitchen was redolent of the meaty scent of the lamb hotpot that Daisy May had put in the oven before she went out to resolve some kind of man-trouble issue that one of her daughters had made the mistake of mentioning to her in a telephone conversation that afternoon. 
 
    “Lamb, I think.  Hey, I’m smart, clever, and sexy, I never claimed to be a kitchen goddess too.” 
 
    Her husband was grinning broadly, the black dog well and truly shrugged off his broad shoulders. 
 
    The kitchen speaker relayed a plaintive cry from Lizzie in her playpen in the next room, and the exuberant call of their son, Pedro going to investigate.  Inevitably, Henrietta began to grizzle, demanding attention and probably her next feed. 
 
    “And I was just about to tear off my clothes and comfort you to within an inch of your life!”  Melody threatened as she rose to her feet to start dealing with the developing mini childcare crisis. 
 
    “Later,” Paul chuckled, likewise jumping up.  “You look after Hen, I’ll see what the other little devils are up to!” 
 
    There were two phone calls before the couple finally settled down, around eight o’clock to enjoy their evening meal together, the infants and Pedro – eventually – having been persuaded to go to sleep, or something quiet that was close to it. 
 
    One call was from Daisy May: ‘Can you do without me until tomorrow morning?’ 
 
    The poor woman had ‘daughter’ problems to go with the previously advertised ‘man troubles’ and Melody, after effusively and with complete sincerity thanking her for ‘sorting out the evening meal’ before she left, had to assure the older woman – three times – that she was perfectly capable of spooning lamb hotpot onto warm plates and looking after the little ones for a few hours and that she, Daisy May, needed to do what she needed to do. 
 
    The second call was from Vera Anderson, calling from Virginia. 
 
    ‘Yeah, you were right,’ the other woman said, ‘the creeps had me followed every time I stepped out onto the street.  Joe,’ the private eye ex-ISS man Melody and her backers had hired to watch the detective’s back while she was on ‘foreign territory’, had ‘got pictures of them and the plates on their cars.’ 
 
    Roger Lee’s ‘friends’ had almost certainly inveigled members of the Richmond constabulary to mount – almost certainly off the books, and illegally even in Virginia – a surveillance operation on Vera’s deliberately well-publicised visit to the Crown Records Archive and the Colonial Land Registry Office in the Virginian colonial capital. 
 
    ‘The people at the records offices were not very helpful.  One man angled to get a ‘bonus’ for fetching files from the cellar at the LRO,’ Vera reported, a little amused.  ‘They really are a bunch of ‘hicks’ down there; they certainly don’t like a woman talking back to them and it probably never occurred to them that I was recording every second of every conversation.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me about it,’ Melody empathised.  ‘Once you’ve been down there and had to deal with those people it makes one appreciate just what Sam and Amelia have achieved in the last few years.’ 
 
    ‘It does that.  Anyway, in case you wondered, I’m calling you from a public phone box.  The phone at my hotel is probably bugged, I wouldn’t put anything past these comedians.  I’ll be back tomorrow night, so if you want to go through the copies of the documents – and there’s a lot of them – I’ll be bringing with me, maybe if we meet on Saturday?  Does that work for you?’ 
 
    Melody scrawled the event onto her wall diary, a big white board she had had installed next to the kitchen door.  Life with three young children and a peripatetic husband was complicated enough, without trying to keep track of one’s own appointments! 
 
    “Why would anybody tail Vera?” Paul asked when they eventually sat down to eat. 
 
    “Paranoia,” Melody offered.  “And because they think they can get away with it in the First Colony.” 
 
    “You didn’t need to send somebody down there to dig out those records, a court order would have got them sooner or later,” Melody’s husband remarked, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    He had been too busy at Camp 200, pulling a succession of sixteen-hour days, and every few nights staying over, sleeping in one of the vacant cells, to closely follow his wife’s latest…escapade. 
 
    That had clearly been an ill-advised oversight on his part. 
 
    “Salting the battlefield,” Melody declared, smiling. 
 
    The slow-cooked spicy lamb hotpot was very nice. 
 
    Absent the children they had planted the pot between them and helped themselves, as if they were camping out rather than properly ‘dining’ together.  They often ate this way; proper chances to catch up one with the other had been few and far between in the last few weeks. 
 
    “Oh,” he murmured. 
 
    The first hearing of Roger Lee’s petition was scheduled for later that month; a purely administrative session where a magistrate would decide whether the plaintiff had grounds for ‘complaint’.  If he did so decide, the next step would be a preliminary hearing in a Crown Court, likely the Third Circuit in Alexandria, the nearest geographically located ‘tribunal’ to the ‘disputed property’ in question.  Thereafter, the Virginian system of colonial jurisprudence ceased to be rooted in the twentieth century; subsequent proceedings could be held anywhere in the colony and because it was a civil, not a criminal case, by any one of a standing panel of three Crown Recorders, not necessarily the same one at consecutive daily sittings of a given court.  Moreover, in Virginia, ‘out of colony’ attorneys at law, other than with special dispensation, could not attend, or address the bench – a judge – in his court room; both plaintiff and defendant being required to employ and retain members of the Virginia Bar Society in all matters of ‘civil litigation’.  Invariably, ‘out of colony defendants’ got robbed blind by the First Colony’s legal eagles, few of whom would pass the bar exam in any of the other middle and upper First Thirteen Colonies. 
 
    The ‘nonsense’ was a hangover from Virginia being the first colony in the Americas to receive its Royal Charter in 1624.  Hubris ran in the veins of the old, landed classes of the ‘First Colony’, and arcane two- and three-hundred year old statutes still survived in its legislative archives.  For example, notwithstanding the British Empire had deemed the African slave trade ‘foul, anti-Christian and illegal’ in an Act of Parliament as long ago as 1829, Virginians, along with their allies in the Carolinas and Georgia, had simply replaced that despicable institution with a contractual form of indentured serfdom that would have been wholly familiar to the Russian aristocracy until the middle years of the current century.  Its ‘Southern’ neighbours had since seen the error of their ways, albeit belatedly mainly because of the predominance of the Wesleyan tradition at the end of the last century.  Virginia, on the other hand had gone on to claim exemption from ‘separate development’ and ‘racial inter-marriage’ laws, outlawing the same in the 1880s and had only, partially abandoned such ante-diluvian blatantly ‘racial’ discriminatory ‘regulations’ in the 1950s but tellingly, there were still recognisable and clearly signposted white and black neighbourhoods in all Virginian cities and children born of ‘mixed intercourse’ were still officially registered as ‘coloured’ on colonial documentation from birth to the grave. 
 
    There were, therefore, no black lawyers in the Virginian judicial system, and only a handful of ‘coloured’ attorneys.  People of colour in the colony had to go ‘out of colony’ to receive college tuition and their diplomas and degrees were not customarily recognised in their ‘home’ colony. 
 
    Melody explained this to people and they looked at her as if she was mad; but then the reason the Dutch Reform Church and its pernicious offshoot, the Getrennte Entwicklung movement had been allowed to spread its poison largely unchallenged in the years before the Mexican and now, Pacific wars, was that most decent citizens of the middle and upper First Thirteen simply did not comprehend the scale of the deep-seated malignant racial segregation and institutionalised discrimination against non-whites endemic in Virginia and to some extent, still prevalent in the Carolinas and Georgia.  In the latter, the Planters Association – that colony’s dominant political faction – had been horrified when Government Office had insisted on the abolition of pre-Great War statutes restricting the civil rights and freedom of movement of ‘indentured blacks and coloureds’ before a single pound sterling of war compensation was paid in respect of the damage, devastation in the southern part of the colony, caused by the Mexican-led invasion force of the Triple Alliance in 1978.  Ignorance was, as they say, bliss. 
 
    Melody planned to do something about that! 
 
    “Forgive me,” her husband grimaced, finally managing to get a word in edgewise.  “I got it that you needed a cause, a new challenge,” he continued, “but I didn’t guess for a minute that you’d go after the biggest, dirtiest stain on the conscience of the whole of New England quite so soon, my love.” 
 
    Melody had not, and still elected not to look at it that way. 
 
    She shrugged. 
 
    “It’s just a land claim, darling.” 
 
    Her husband gave her a knowing look. 
 
    Melody was not about to play hard to get. 
 
    “Yes,” she admitted grudgingly, “it’s political, too.” 
 
    “Just a bit,” he agreed. 
 
    Now Melody stopped trying to be coy.  Being coy was not her style.  She shrugged again. 
 
    “Hey, you’ve met me.  I’m a troublemaker, it’s what I do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 20th November 1980 
 
    Barber’s Field 
 
    Oahu 
 
    Crown Protectorate of the Sandwich Islands 
 
      
 
    Kay Phelps had hitched a lift to the southwestern corner of the island that morning.  She was not surprised that there were other women, native women, and New Englanders like herself, one of them another nurse, who had made the trip.  The women stood on the apron in front of the control tower, sisters waving off their husbands, boyfriends, and lovers, each and every one of them wondering if they would ever see their man again. 
 
    Kay had asked herself if she had met up with Abe Lincoln again under any other circumstances would she have thrown herself at him as she had? 
 
    Not that it was a question that had troubled her overmuch until now when he was flying away, literally into an unknown and unknowable future.  In hindsight, she had wanted him from the day she first attended one of those teaching sessions on board the ill-fated Linnaeus.  Then…that day she had found him half-drowned, bloodied and spattered with bunker oil coughing, barely conscious on the deck of the Culloden in the middle of…Hell. It might have been meant to be, fate, whatever.  To have lived through that terrible day and night, to have saved so many lives together and then shared the quietness of the aftermath, to have held him as something inside him broke and he had needed so desperately to be shielded from the awfulness of what they had gone through and somehow, survived; if that was not fate then she did not know what was. 
 
    Of course, afterwards, he had gone back to his wife.  Kay had met Kate several times, in passing when she had been with her little ones, even been introduced to the Lincoln family’s small circle, including the handsome, greying newspaper man who claimed to be related to Albert Stanton. 
 
    For all that, everything which had happened back in California was hardly ancient history; it was blurred now.  San Francisco might have been on another planet.  Most people on Oahu felt the same way, as if their past lives belonged to somebody else.  So, no, she had had no shame making an outrageous, wholly out of character, pass at the tall, moody aviator-surgeon who had probably come to the Pearl Lagoon to die. 
 
    No regrets, it was too late for that. 
 
    No regrets and no guilt. 
 
    He had his wife and kids waiting for him back in San Francisco.  He and Kate were soulmates, Kay knew she could not compete.  She had not tried; she had known that he needed her and she had been as sure as sure can be that she had needed him…ever since Empire Day last year. 
 
    And she had had him, a score of times in hotel rooms, a couple of times on the sand between rocks on lonely beaches up the coast from Diamond Head…and then there was that weekend they had gone down to Maui. 
 
    That first time in Honolulu had not been making love; more like rape and the raw passion of it had taken her breath away and left her quivering, shocked.  The insatiable hunger of it had devoured them, then and the second and third times they had fucked that day; he had needed to burn that out of himself and she, well, she had needed a reality check because whatever she had imagined it would be like, that had not been it.  Abe had felt bad about that, treating her like a piece of meat and he had never done it again…except when she provoked him. 
 
    It was the best sex she had had in her whole life.  She had been sore and almost, but not quite limping the next day she reported for duty at RNH Queen Iolani. 
 
    And then as now, wholly unrepentant… 
 
    Perhaps, the frantic and later, slower-burning passion, the intensity of their lovemaking had to do with knowing that their time together was short, and soon they would be parted.  They were both living life fast, not looking over their shoulders.  Other nurses, and the many friends she had made since coming out to the Pearl Lagoon late last year said you could always tell the ones who probably were not coming back. 
 
    They were the ones thinking about home, normality, a life in which it was not kill or be killed that might end in an instant death, or trapped in a burning, or a sinking aircraft, or in a compartment far beneath the surface filling with oily water as the ship began to sink… 
 
    The boys off the Kandahar and the Cairo had come back from OPERATION MUDLARK and celebrated as if they had just lost their virginity.  They were blooded, they had lashed out at the Japs, felt at last that they were in the war. 
 
    Once we were warriors; and now we are again… 
 
    That was something a native woman had said to her, wistfully, one day when she was on the beach, relaxing one evening after a day shift, staring out to sea as a pair of destroyers made for the channel into the Pearl Lagoon, the setting sun painting their upperworks and nests of guns livid black against the still pale horizon. 
 
    Abe had not even known she was there, in the crowd watching the jostling Goshawk Vs – near five-ton brutes with the barrels of four 0.8-inch autocannons sticking out of their gull wings – as he led Naval Air Squadron 844 off to war. 
 
    Somewhere over the western rim of the earth where sky and sea met lay her lover’s new seaborne home. 
 
    Kay and the others had no idea if Abe’s aircraft were landing on a carrier coming out to the Sandwich islands or the Valletta, which had departed only last night, supposedly to return to Vancouver or Puget Sound for a swift ‘pit stop’ refit, or to have her obsolete manual light anti-aircraft guns replaced by the latest, ELDAR-directed vicious chain guns that were increasingly populating the superstructures of the ships in the Pearl Lagoon. 
 
    Security, stupid, soul-destroying security for secrecy’s sake. 
 
    For all she knew Abe would be back on Oahu tomorrow, or in a week, a month or not again this year if his ship was bound for Sydney or Brisbane, New Caledonia or anywhere else in the Empire.  Abe would not write, not to her.  That was not what they or their affair, tryst, whatever was about.  She had never had a relationship with anybody in her life that was so ‘in the moment’, as if it had no past and no future.  She was thirty-seven, with premature crow’s feet gathering about the corners of her eyes, threatening cellulite on the backs of her thighs, for the moment still, and in some lights, slim and attractive, she had always been that for as long as she could remember and the straw-coloured, sun-bleached blond hair helped with the illusion.  Time was catching up with her.  She was no sex bomb, she did not have the bust for it and someday soon she was going to be an anonymous, rather scrawny middle-aged woman, unmarried, no kids, a career going precisely nowhere; and Abe was…God in Heaven he was a good-looking man, and a gold-braided hero.  Goodness, people recognised him in the street: what must they have made of him hanging around with me… 
 
    Anyway, that was the big picture.  Out of uniform people probably took her for one of the ‘escorts’ who came out onto the streets of Honolulu and the other fast-growing Navy towns on the island.  Women came in on every shuttle from the West Coast to staff the offices, and backfill the multiplicity of administrative and logistical jobs now that every able-bodied man was needed for active service.  They arrived, disappeared into the chaotic whirl of Pearl Town, Barbersville, and the camps around Honolulu and along the coast which had instantly turned into new boom towns, the tented encampments swiftly transforming into shanties and as fast, into rows of wood-framed imported pre-fabricated houses and hey, voila, a new place name appeared on the latest maps, road signs changed, were augmented and the crazy whirl carried on picking up speed.  Civilisation arrived; bars, good time girls, tarts, local boys and girls, something for every taste.  The Navy tried to keep a lid on the worst excesses but actually, all it was really interested in was controlling the spread of sexually transmitted diseases. 
 
    She and Abe had had that covered. 
 
    They only fucked each other, and that made things so much simpler.  She knew there was nobody else, nobody other than his wife back on the West Coast, leastways, and Kay had not so much as contemplated opening her legs for another man since she had met…him. 
 
    Abe had mentioned that Barber’s Point was where Alex Fielding and Don Nash had conducted experiments to establish if the Albatross bomber was capable of surviving the stresses and strains of flying off, and possibly landing on an aircraft carrier in the lead-up to OPERATION PRESTIGE eighteen months ago.  They had established that the wooden wonder’s tail, with a little strengthening would not detach when its arrestor hook snagged a ‘trap’, and that ‘with every single tap pulled out’ the aircraft could literally, bound into the air after a take-off run so short it ‘boggled the credulity’ of observers. 
 
    A few weeks later those aircraft had participated in burning down a quarter of Tokyo and destroyed the biggest battleship in the world, then nearing completion in a graving dock at Yokosuka.  Abe’s brother was still one of only a dozen men who had successfully landed an Albatross on the deck of an aircraft carrier at sea. 
 
    It was hard to tell if Abe was prouder of his famous eldest brother, or Bill, his middle half-sibling. 
 
    ‘Before the war, Bill messed up pretty badly, he got so he didn’t think his life was worth living; now he’s a senior warrant officer assigned to one of those top-secret programs in the California deserts.  He figured out who he is, what he wants to be; I hope he’s okay with it.’ 
 
    Apparently, Bill and Kate corresponded regularly. 
 
    When they were all a lot younger Bill had more than once got into fights because somebody in a bar mentioned the word ‘squaw’ in the same sentence as Abe’s future wife’s name.  Bizarrely, even when he had been involved with Getrennte Entwicklung he had never, ever, disrespected Kate or her people in Abe’s hearing. 
 
    Abe had recounted to her that Melody, Danson as she was then, now Nash, had once remarked to him: ‘People who you know well, like or love each other become colour neutral, ethnocentrically blind to the people they are close to.  It’s an object lesson in how easy it is for people to look past what is different about somebody, and to see the real, underlying human being underneath.’ 
 
    Melody sounded like a smart lady, Kay wished she had met her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Thursday 21st November 1980 
 
    Office of the California Messenger 
 
    Market Street 
 
    San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    If one was looking at a street plan of the new city one could be forgiven for not realising until one stepped ashore that San Francisco was built almost entirely on the slopes of several hills.  Needless to say, the flat ground was along the northern and eastern coasts and that was where the early construction had begun, gobbling up every prime site meaning that most of the places where people were going to live, were halfway up the side of this, or that long, lung-straining slope. 
 
    The Editor of The Messenger had his name down for a small apartment in a development farther south along Market Street, at the point just before the road began to ascend the rising ground.  Like most settlers on the ‘business side of the Bay’ he had lived in barrack cabins and tents most of the last year, before deciding it would be much easier if he just lived in the attic of his struggling paper’s latest editorial office.  Although how long that was going to last was anybody’s guess. 
 
    The articles his nephew had contributed to the cause had briefly boosted circulation, if not advertising revenues because most of the industry in Alto California was earning so much treasure from government contracts that it was not interested in pandering to the mores of the man in the street, or at least certainly not to the ones he was trying to persuade to read his paper. 
 
    “Hello, Uncle Tom.” 
 
    The man standing at his desk was lean, bespectacled, a little dusty in naval fatigues and wearing a big badge on his chest that said ‘PRESS’.  He peered down at him through oval lenses, smiling broadly. 
 
    Tom struggled to his feet and stuck out his hand, forgetting both his arms were covered in newsprint all the way up to the biceps. 
 
    He opened his mouth; uncharacteristically, no words emerged because for once, he was genuinely speechless. 
 
    “I should have warned you I was coming out,” his nephew apologised.  “I only got in this morning on the shuttle from Tacoma.  I’ve been wandering around the waterfront of this proto-city counting the big grey warships in the harbour.  If I didn’t know otherwise, I’d think there was a war on, or something!” 
 
    The Editor of The Messenger finally found his voice. 
 
    “Albert,” he gasped, “Albert Stanton, as I live and breathe, you’ve changed a bit since the last time your parents allowed you anywhere near me, the black sheep of the family, and all that!” 
 
    “Kate says you’re a reformed character,” his nephew retorted, shrugging. 
 
    “I can be very plausible,” the older man retorted, self-deprecating to a fault because these days he knew he had a lot to be humble about, not least the kindness of strangers. 
 
    “I had trouble finding this place,” the newcomer confessed. 
 
    Tom Paine grimaced: “Everything changes so fast around here the signage doesn’t have a chance to catch up, I’m afraid.”  He remembered he was still gripping his nephew’s hand, released it, feeling stupid. 
 
    Albert Stanton did not seem to notice. 
 
    He was gazing around at the cluttered, noisy room he had just walked through with a faraway look in his green-brown eyes.  He grinned, re-fixing his uncle in his sights. 
 
    “This reminds me of the old office of the Manhattan Globe where all the stringers used to turn up at the crack of dawn to find out if there was any trade that day,” he reminisced. 
 
    Those days when he was paid by the column inch for any story he could sell to a harassed sub-editor were of course, long gone.  He had been the paper’s star investigative reporter by the time he met Melody, as she was then, Danson, making a priceless connection to the real story of the 1976 Empire Day atrocities, and the scandal of the New York-Long Island Constabulary’s botched investigation which had, in persecuting the innocent and ignoring the guilty, incarcerated the entirely blameless Fielding-Lincoln brothers on death row. 
 
    “Anyway,” New England’s most in demand reporter and author dragged his attention back to the present.  “Maud finally gave me leave to get back into the field; so, I thought I come out here and discover what is really going on in the war with the Japs.” 
 
    “Good luck with that,” his uncle guffawed, ruefully.  The last time he had met his nephew face to face was over twenty years ago, just before his final, seemingly at the time, irrevocable breach with Albert’s father.  “Well, nothing ventured, nothing gained.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Albert agreed.  “I think I’m just about through with scribbling about Dominican fanatics and the Triple Alliance, the imbecility of the Constabulary and the mendacity of the ISS in the First Thirteen and all that!  This is where history is being made in our not so little Commonwealth, what!” 
 
    “Here and over there,” Tom retorted, waving to the west and the Golden Gate. 
 
    He was beginning to collect his wits.  He very much doubted his nephew, welcome as he was, had suddenly turned up on his doorstep without a by your leave by chance.  They had swapped letters in recent months, spoken several times over long-distance telephone lines; the articles about Philadelphia’s recovery from the outrage, the second anniversary of which was fast approaching, the Washington regime at Government House and some of its characters.  And his latest offering had been that fire-cracker syndicated piece about Melody Nash taking on those grasping corporate stick-in-the-muds in Virginia and their front man, Roger Lee… 
 
    The Editor of The Messenger decided that if he and his nephew were to have a man-to-man talk, or some such, this was not the place to have it. 
 
    He grabbed for his coat. 
 
    “Let me buy you a drink,” he suggested, the moment before he had a second thought.  “Oh, God, sorry.  I have no idea if you’ve inherited the teetotaller gene from your late father…” 
 
    This hugely amused the younger man. 
 
    “No, but I’m a believer in all good things in moderation.” 
 
    “Wise man, wise man.” 
 
    Uncle and nephew emerged onto the throng of lower Market Street, soon ducking into an alley pointing north between two construction sites. 
 
    Albert, having braced himself for a drinking den that was a cross between a low-class bordello and a shanty with sawdust on the floor, and strategically placed spittoons and bodies to be stepped over to get to the bar, was pleasantly surprised to find a barn-like warehouse overlooking two empty wharves with familiar-looking commercial units facing out onto a dockside where people, including mothers with young children in push-chairs were sitting down, drinking tea or the local Mexican beverage, coffee in front of a grocery, an iron-monger, tea rooms and that most English of institutions, a fish and chip shop, each with colourful awnings to keep the autumn sun from broiling or dazzling those within. 
 
    “I’m off the fire water,” Tom Paine explained, a little sheepishly as he led his nephew to a free table next to the dock.  “I have been for a while now.” 
 
    Albert Stanton raised an eyebrow. 
 
    His uncle looked well, healthily tanned although still as rake thin as he was in the few old, now fading family photographs he had found clearing out his mother’s house, having been left to sort out her estate – despite being the youngest by a decade - by his elder siblings.  His brother and sister had both emigrated, the senior, Daniel, to New Zealand and Glenda had married a Navy man and moved to Devon in England.  The family’s money, what was left after the settlement of death duties, had been split equally between he, his brother and sister, and he had used his share of the proceeds to pay off the mortgage on his old apartment in Manhattan, which he rented out these days.  That said, with the success of his books and the burgeoning of his journalistic career in the last three years, living with Maud in the apartment her parents had signed over to her as a wedding present, he had no reason to feel like a kept man wedding a minor, but extraordinarily sparky and beautiful heiress. 
 
    His thoughts were mixed, wandering as the reality of this somewhat contrived reunion sank in.  His uncle did not look his years, there was a younger man’s spriteliness in his step and everything he had heard was that only a real ball of fire could have got The California Messenger off the ground in the boom town chaos of the last year. 
 
    “You really do look well,” he said before he knew it. 
 
    “Like I said, I’m a fully paid-up abstainer.” 
 
    Tom did not explain that he had not touched a drop of hard liquor since he and Kate Lincoln walked out of the woods with her two little ones the second week after the Japanese attack last year.  He could not put his finger on it, but he had emerged back into the glare of civilisation a changed man.  It was the oddest thing, turning abstemious had been on his mind for a while: it was just that well, he liked being drunk, except after the Japanese attack that simply did not work for him anymore.  Was it Kate Lincoln’s influence?  He had no idea.  Even stranger, living life ‘dry’ had been a lot less painful than it had any right to be.  Whether that was because he had finally stumbled upon an all-consuming project into which he could pour the frustration and the humiliations of a life almost completely misspent up until that point – getting The Messenger off the ground - was a question he might ponder if and when he ever had the time to stop running to keep up with his new self. 
 
    Meeting Abe had been every bit as cathartic – there was no other word – as living those days and nights on the run, hiding in the hills with Kate and the little ones.  Abe was less than half his age but somehow, he too was struggling to live with his demons.  Abe was the man he had decided to be and there was a profound lesson, example, whatever in that, and in having got to know him a little.  Not that he reckoned Abe Lincoln was the sort of man one could ever really know. 
 
    “I screwed up my life ten times over, Albert,” he said suddenly as a plump woman in dungarees wielding a pencil and an order pad like a dagger approached.  “You blame everybody else, everybody but yourself.  I don’t blame your Ma and Pa for cutting me out of your, or your brother and sister’s lives.  They did what they had to,” he shrugged, “to protect you.” 
 
    Albert ordered a pint of India Pale Ale – California Red – because he had decided by then that he was going to need a moderate infusion of alcohol to navigate this long overdue reconciliation. 
 
    His uncle asked for coffee: ‘strong enough to stand a spoon in, Mexicali fashion, please.’ 
 
    The two men sipped their drinks, letting the sun play on their faces as they collected their thoughts and reset their preconceptions, one about the other. 
 
    “You’re not really going off to the war?”  The older man asked. 
 
    Albert shook his head. 
 
    “No, not this time.  We found out Maud was expecting again a fortnight ago,” he grinned.  “I’ve got book and features contracts that will keep me busy the next eighteen months.”  Another grin, self-deprecatory: “Frankly, I don’t have the constitution for galivanting around war zones.  I ought to have learned my lesson in Spain.  Then I went off with the fleet to the Gulf and travelled with the 79th Armoured across West Texas to Laredo, by the time I got home I was half dead from dysentery, a touch of malaria and God alone knows what else.  Apparently, I wouldn’t pass an Army medical board even now.  Insufficient lung capacity for my body weight, or something like that.  So, no, my war correspondent days are over.  Honestly and truly, I just had a hankering to come out to the West and The Globe offered to pick up the tab.” 
 
    Tom did not think this rang wholly true; however, he let it pass, confident his nephew would come clean soon enough. 
 
    “Obviously,” Albert continued, “I’ve missed Abe, and Ted Forest this time around but it’ll be good to catch up with Kate, not to mention a number of the officers and men I met when I was in the Gulf of Spain.  And, of course, I wanted to meet you again face-to-face after all these years.  That’s been on my to-do lists a while, actually.” 
 
    Tom Paine chortled softly, mostly to himself. 
 
    Maud was the daughter of Stephen and Vanessa Daventry-Jones, children of old Long Island wealth who, he had heard, had managed – he knew not how given that they had been complete air-heads when he knew them as a young man – to put aside a not so small fortune in trust for their only daughter, a small part of which she had inherited on the occasion of her marriage.  Stephen and Vanessa were still alive, he, a lonely libertarian voice in the Twin-Colony’s Legislative Council and she a similarly ineffectual perennial advocate of women’s causes small and large.  According to Kate, who was in touch with Melody Nash, Vanessa had attempted to enlist her son-in-law’s friend, without success in any number of lost causes since she moved back to New York. 
 
    Unlike Maud’s mother, Melody was a very, very busy lady. 
 
    “It’s a very small world sometimes.  I knew your wife’s parents in the old days.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought they’d have changed,” Albert smiled.  “They’re good old sticks, they mean well.”  He shrugged.  “But…” 
 
    “Nobody’s ever going to write that on my tombstone!” 
 
    Both men laughed. 
 
    “Anyway,” the younger man went on.  “I’m out here for a couple of weeks.  After that, I have to get back to the First Thirteen.” 
 
    “I heard you were an associate editor of the Globe?” 
 
    Albert nodded. 
 
    “All being well, I hope to slip into the Deputy Editor’s chair sometime in the next two or three years.  The incumbent keeps saying he’s looking forward to retiring and spending more time with his grandchildren.  So, we shall see.” 
 
    The uncle absorbed this. 
 
    Okay, this reunion was not just a family matter; his nephew had come to San Francisco to talk business. 
 
    “Tell me about The Messenger, Tom,” Albert suggested, concluding that the penny had dropped. 
 
    “We stole a march on the competition, but the consumer advertising model back East doesn’t work over here.  Well, not yet.  Everything turns on circulation numbers, direct sales and daily income,” the Editor, and until his bankers turned nasty, the sole proprietor of The California Messenger explained, hardly believing that he could be so shamelessly honest about it.  “We’re on the edge.  And I mean hand to mouth.” 
 
    “What is your circulation, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 
    “When we can get the newsprint – we’re talking payment on the consignment as its unloaded from the boats from the Oregon Country or Vancouver – most weeks we average daily sales of eighty or ninety thousand copies.  Over the Empire Day weekend and when we had your articles to promote, we hit a three-day average of one-hundred-and fourteen-thousand.  Lately, the newsprint situation has pulled us back down to fifty thousand, give or take, some days.” 
 
    Albert Stanton thought about this. 
 
    The Manhattan Globe’s sales across the First Thirteen averaged 2.2 million on weekdays, 2.4 on Saturdays, and the Sunday Edition 2.5, breaking even most months on production and distribution costs alone, while making handsome profits from advertising revenues which had been on a steady upward year-on-year trend for the last decade.  Moreover, The Globe was only one part of a much larger, diversified conglomerate that included New England’s most prestigious publishing house, the Philadelphia Press, paper mills and controlling shares in among other enterprises, local television and radio stations, shipping lines and road hauliers which meant it had meaningful control over its production costs and the networks by which its products were distributed to wholesalers, newsagents and street vendors in all the big East Coast cities.  It was a big beast of the East Coast media and corporate world with very, very deep pockets when it came to buying into or paying off smaller competitors. 
 
    Tom Paine saw no reason to beat about the bush. 
 
    “Are you here to give me good, or bad news, son?” 
 
    Albert gave him a frowning look. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have contributed articles to The Messenger if I thought it was dead on its feet, Uncle,” he said, shaking his head.  “My, er, colleagues, in New York have been watching the paper’s progress with interest for some months.  For what it’s worth, they’re impressed by what you’ve achieved.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “No buts,” Albert retorted.  “Right now, you’re in a hole. I’m here to tell you that the Philadelphia Press would like to explore a mutually satisfactory way to bail you out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Friday 22nd November 1980 
 
    HMS Pegasus 
 
    Task Force 80.8 
 
    105 Nautical Miles WSW of French Frigate Shoals 
 
    Central Pacific 
 
      
 
    Commander Abraham Lincoln had sat out that day’s exercise, a mock attack on the largest atoll in the northwestern Sandwich Islands where wooden pontoon targets simulated enemy warships and artillerymen of 51 Commando Royal Marines had enthusiastically thrown up an anti-aircraft barrage – ceasing fire when the first Reapers overflew the main lagoon – just to give the ‘operational virgins’ among the participating pilots a ‘feel’ for the real thing. 
 
    Abe was the flagship’s SCAW – Scout (force) Combat Air Wing Commander – 38 Goshawk Vs of Naval Air Squadrons 844 and 864, and had sat out today’s mission to give his counterpart, an older, former RAF man turned naval aviator with less than a third of his ‘flight deck hours’ under his belt, an opportunity to hone his ‘master of ceremonies’ skills. 
 
    Some squadron commanders fretted and sweated like caged tigers when their birds were away, chewing their fingernails down to the quick as each aircraft returned, thumping down onto the unyielding steel deck of the carrier.  Not Abe, he observed, watched with a cool, calculating eye noting weaknesses, and defects to be addressed. 
 
    “The Number Four bird can’t have been watching the LDSO’s paddles,” he remarked to the yeoman at his shoulder taking notes.  “Put him on the list.” 
 
    Abe did not go in for shouting matches and had nothing short of contempt for officers who bawled out their people.  However, that was not to say that a pilot who found himself ‘on the list’ shortly after he returned to the claustrophobic flight room, would look forward to, or enjoy his ‘personal quality time’ with his squadron commander.  Abe did not mix his words, he did not ‘soft soap’ a man; on the other hand, if he thought a pilot had ‘the right stuff’, he did everything he could to make sure he did not kill himself learning how to survive.  Flying off a carrier at sea was a school of very, very hard knocks.  As in combat, a scout pilot only had to be off his game by a degree or so, or to have a single bad day, and he was gone, dead or binned, scratched from flying operations or just another statistic, a letter home to his next of kin. 
 
    Abe had gone down to the CIC to observe the ‘battle’ as it developed.  The war game plan assumed that the enemy had substantial naval and air forces defending the target and that the anchorage itself was deep enough to allow individual ships to manoeuvre when the attack began. 
 
    It had been the first time that the whole fighting strength of Task Force 80.8 had operated in unison under a single guiding hand: the Ulysses class supercarrier Pegasus, two light fleet carriers, the Lion class battleship Queen Mary, seven cruisers - five 6-inch gunned and two Polyphemus class guided missile cruisers - and fourteen destroyers with the nuclear-powered Swordsman, and two smaller submersibles, the S-12 and S-19, lurking beneath the surface fleet listening, watching for enemy submarine activity. 
 
    It was only a training exercise, but everybody knew that if the High Command gave the word sometime in the next month TF 80.8 could be carrying out a similar attack – for real – some three thousand miles away to the southwest against the Imperial Japanese Navy’s very own ‘Pearl Lagoon’ in Micronesia, Truk Atoll.  Of course, Truk was a much larger, viable anchorage for big ships, ringed with coral reefs with several large islands - two of which boasted hills over a thousand feet high - within which there were a hundred places, secluded coves, and bays where even a battleship could hide away.  But for today, French Frigate Shoals, nearly five hundred miles northwest of Oahu, was a more than adequate analogue for distant Truk.  Although only partially ringed by a dozen low reefs, it too had high points, real land, over a hundred feet above sea level, and like Truk, the remnants of a vast collapsed peak of an extinct volcano, was surrounded by abyssal depths which might have been custom-made hunting grounds for submarines. 
 
    Swordsman was only recently recommissioned, still working up to full operational readiness; likewise her two dual power plant much smaller, fifteen-hundred-ton companions, powered under water by an experimental hydrogen peroxide-electric closed system backed up by electric batteries which needed to be re-charged every hundred hours, for safety, on the surface, were also newly arrived in theatre and badly in need of time at sea before they were pitched into the war against the Japanese. 
 
    It was anticipated that the ‘attack’ on French Frigate Shoals would shake out a few cobwebs, and expose more than a few operational shortcomings.  Cruel experience had taught the Royal Navy that such things were better discovered before, rather than during or after combat. 
 
    A few minutes later an 864 Squadron Goshawk flew into the stern of the Pegasus.  There was an explosion, with most of the blast and debris directed to port and downward into the wake of the ship. 
 
    The scout had struck the transom edge of the flight deck and no debris, or flashover had got past the outer armoured transverse aft bulkhead sealing off the hangar decks.  Damage control teams had put out the small fire on the open quarterdeck space below the overhanging aft fight deck within about ninety seconds. 
 
    The pilot of the scout was probably killed instantly. 
 
    As were nine other men, including the carrier’s Landing Deck Safety Officer and his deputy, who had been standing in the open sponson on the port side of the flight deck when the accident happened. 
 
    There were still eleven aircraft in the circuit; three Reapers, a Sea Eagle and seven Goshawks, all starting to eat into their twenty percent fuel reserves. 
 
    The Pegasus’s CAW, an older, somewhat more demonstrative man than Abe swore violently as the fireball briefly enveloped the carrier’s stern. 
 
    “Abe, you run LDSO ops for me, please,” he decided once he had got five seconds’ worth of vexation out of his system. 
 
    Abe was gone almost before he finished speaking. 
 
    He went down the ladder and out onto the deck at a sprint, yelling at stunned deck crew chiefs to follow him.  He headed straight to the Mirror Landing Stack on the starboard side of the stern, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the MLS system was still functioning, albeit the nearby deck was already becoming an impromptu casualty clearing station. 
 
    He demanded to know the status of the traps, specifically the operability of the first two, nearest to the stern, hydraulically-damped hawsers. 
 
    “Undamaged, sir!” 
 
    He ordered the deck cleared. 
 
    Injured men were to be taken below whether it was safe to move them or not.  The other carriers of TF 80.8, the Cairo and the Singapore were operating over a hundred miles away and he needed to start landing the Pegasus’s last eleven birds in the next five minutes.  Either that or he would be advising the CAW to organise them to ditch in the sea next to the nearest destroyer.  Presently, the sea state was not ideal for that, a five-foot swell and it was already getting dark. 
 
    Abe stepped down into the MLS pit. 
 
    He gestured for a headset. 
 
    “Plug me into the air-ship circuit,” he ordered. 
 
    He got the thumbs up sign. 
 
    “This is SCAW at LDSO Control.  We’re clearing the flight deck.  Landing operations will re-commence in five, I repeat, five minutes.  Fly the mirrors, I will talk you down if you are low or high.” 
 
    He began to check around the call-signs of the birds circling three miles astern; checking the fuel status of each aircraft. 
 
    His message was the same to every pilot. 
 
    “I’ll be calling you down in order according to how much juice you’ve got left in your tanks.” 
 
    A deck chief was talking to CIC. 
 
    Both of the carrier’s air guard destroyers, the Ventura and the Scimitar had closed to within a cable’s length, about two hundred yards off the Pegasus, the one off her stern starboard quarter to the other to port. 
 
    “Crossbow is on her way, too,” Abe was informed. 
 
    He echoed this in confirmation, and in acknowledging the report that the aft deck was clear of men and debris, he began again to call around the circling pilots, re-checking fuel reserves. 
 
    “GREEN ZERO-THREE, COME ON HOME TO MOTHER.” 
 
    “I copy that, Mother.  Green zero-three turning…now.” 
 
    Abe called the next aircraft. 
 
    “RED TEN, INTERVAL TWO, ON MY MARK, FOLLOW GREEN ZERO-THREE.” 
 
    Switching channels, he reported to Flight Control in the island bridge and then re-focused on watching and talking down the incoming pilots.  Naval aviators had few illusions, even the ‘newbies’ understood that flying off a carrier at sea was living on the ragged edge and that one in five, or possibly, one in four of them was likely to be killed or seriously injured in non-operational, ‘normal’ training evolutions and that as aircraft got faster and heavier, those numbers were not going to move in their favour.  But that did not mean anybody in the Navy was ever going to accept that wastage level was immutable, or that they were not going to do everything in their power to tilt the odds in its flyers’ favour. 
 
    Bad things happened at sea. 
 
    They all trained for this sort of thing; for aircraft crashing into the sea, or the ship, or crashed airframes catching fire on the deck and each and every one of the other countless things that they could think could, and often did go wrong.  An aircraft carrier was a massive accident waiting to happen: aircraft, high-octane fuel and munitions of every description mixed together in a horrifyingly incendiary cocktail on board a platform that pitched and rolled was a recipe for disaster and they all knew it.  So, today’s excitement was a thing to be taken in their stride.  Something bad had happened, comrades, friends had died and been badly injured but…there were still eleven aircraft and twelve naval aviators in the air who were about to be flying on fumes and they needed to be back in the nest soon, safe and sound. 
 
    The first Reaper caught the second trap. 
 
    The lone Sea Eagle came in a little high, but Abe let its pilot, a veteran, correct his apparent error without waving him off. 
 
    “TOO LOW!  TOO LOW!  WAVE OFF!  WAVE OFF!”  He snapped at one of his Goshawks. 
 
    Another Reaper, then four Goshawks thumped down on the deck.  They had soon worked out that the best way to land one of the new, heavier Mark Vs was to fly it onto the deck, literally dumping them onto the traps, otherwise that huge, upgraded Gloster-Royce engine would simply launch it back into the air. 
 
    The ’wave off’ pilot tried again. 
 
    This time, Abe talked to him from when he was still a mile out and he came down right along the centreline, catching the third trap. 
 
    “GOOD MAN!  GOOD MAN!”  He called, knowing from experience how hard it was to spot a second landing when one had so comprehensively messed up the first attempt. 
 
    Finally, all eleven birds were down. 
 
    The air guard destroyers sheared off to a safer distance from the leviathan, their bridge lamps winking in the gathering gloom.  In the distance the Queen Mary, turned and steered across the wake of the Pegasus, a great, dark castle of steel attended by her own escorting destroyers while the cruisers assumed their night cruising stations about the carrier. 
 
    The enemy had not fired a shot but there were dead and dying on board the flagship; it was the price of readiness for whatever lay ahead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 26th November 1980 
 
    Conference Room A 
 
    Alexandria District Hall 
 
    Crown Colony of Virginia 
 
      
 
    To everybody’s surprise – jaw-dropping in some cases – the judge, His Honour Sextus Carlyle Trevelyan, the son of a very old planter family, who had heard the preliminary hearing of Roger Lee’s complaint against the proprietors of the Bangor Woods Leisure Company Incorporated (jointly Mr Samuel Henry and Mrs Amelia Custis Henry née Lee of Belle Isle House, Spotsylvania), had refused to issue an interim opinion upon the veracity of the prospective action until such time as ‘the parties have explored a mutually acceptable resolution amongst themselves’. 
 
    Today’s meeting was an attempt to do just that. 
 
    Well, in theory if not in reality. 
 
    The expression which best summed up the mood around the table was: ‘Going through the motions’. 
 
    And of course, racking up the already astronomic legal bills which presumably was the object of Roger Lee’s backers working on the assumption that they could afford it, and Sam and Amelia Henry, could not. 
 
    Melody thought the judge’s ‘decision’ was proof positive that the First Colony’s judiciary was every bit as corrupt as she had always suspected, and many in the middle and upper First Thirteen had believed for a long time. 
 
    However, the parties had no option but to participate, with a modicum of good faith in the ‘process’ the judge had mandated, to do otherwise would have been to risk earning public opprobrium and to give him a surfeit of ‘cover’ for whatever judgement he passed down at the reconvened hearing of the merits of the suit at a later date. 
 
    Present on the prospective defendants’ side, the team was led by Sir James Patterson, KC, with Melody Nash acting as instructing solicitor and Vera Anderson, a police officer on sabbatical from the Long Island Constabulary acting as her clerk and messenger.  Solomon Wilberforce, whose father had been the Lee family solicitor for nearly half a century before handing the torch on to his son, and a man who had sided with Amelia many, many years ago when she was fighting her brother to get her hands on her rightful inheritance, sat serenely at Sir James’s left hand, acting in his capacity as the team’s senior legal officer ‘recognised’ by the Virginian courts. 
 
    Flanking Roger Lee on the other side of the table was a veritable scrum of sharp-suited corporate lawyers and flunkies, including two leggy blonds wearing impossibly high heels and jackets so outrageously padded they could have roosted three parrots on each wing.  In all, the plaintiff’s immediate ‘legal team’ numbered thirteen persons, seated in two-and-a-half rows. 
 
    Melody still could not quite get her head around the turn of events.  In any other scenario in the jurisdiction of the Third Circuit of the Crown Colony of Virginia, she and ‘Jim’ – she and the eminent King’s Council were on friendly first name terms now they had got past their first two or three awkward ‘sessions’ and Melody had freely admitted that she could sometimes be ‘hard work’ – would have been anything but mute witnesses in any legal proceedings on behalf of their clients.  But, and it was a big ‘but’, that sanction did not apply to ‘non-jurisprudential conferences and meetings out of court’. 
 
    So, here they were. 
 
    Sir James had instructed Sam and Amelia to say nothing unless, or until, specifically prompted by him other than the ‘normal civilities’ one might pass at any business meeting. 
 
    Roger Lee, florid of face, balding and prematurely jowly at the best of times – a consequence of a louche, sedentary lifestyle and an over-fondness for port wine and hard liquor - was obviously under a similar injunction. 
 
    He looked positively constipated. 
 
    In court, Amelia had made a very big point of clinging on to her husband’s hand…all the time.  That physical contact had only been possible across the barrier that separated ‘whites’ from ‘coloureds and blacks’ in the body of the courtroom, and had, contrarily, greatly helped her maintain the beatific smile which she knew so antagonised her brother. 
 
    “I speak for the proprietors and sole owners of the Bangor Wood Estate, and its associated corporate identities,” Sir James announced in his marvellously mellifluous, fruity baritone. 
 
    “For the record, I would be Edward Duckworth, KC, a native of Petersburg, Sir James,” the head of the plaintiff’s phalanx of lawyers replied ostentatiously.  “I am delighted to make your acquaintance, sir.” 
 
    “And I yours, sir.” 
 
    Duckworth was the younger man by a decade, his face was all angles and shadows with dark, piercing eyes and a manner that Melody suspected was preternaturally interrogative; a man who liked arguing for the sake of it and really did not care one iota about the rights and the wrongs of anything in particular, providing his fees were fully and promptly paid.  They said he had political ambitions; a long, messy case that attracted the ire of libertarians and racists alike, and the scurrilous attention of the First Thirteen’s gutter press would do nicely, thank you. 
 
    “I think you and I are both a little surprised to find ourselves here, sir?” He put to his counterpart. 
 
    “The law is a capricious mistress,” Sir James agreed pleasantly. 
 
    “Might I be so bold as to cut to the chase?” 
 
    “Is there any chance of getting a decent cup of tea in this place?”  The older man inquired by way of a riposte, in no hurry.  He thought this meeting was a farrago and he certainly was not going to accept any agenda proposed by the other side. 
 
    The venue had been organised by the plaintiff’s representatives; they were the instigating firm, therefore the arrangements and the costs of the same fell upon them at this early stage of the case.  They had ignored a request that the conference take place on neutral ground, necessitating Melody and Sir James having to travel down to Virginia yesterday.  Neither anticipated being able to return home until Thursday at the earliest. 
 
    Melody had been dreading the visit to Alexandria for weeks; she might not be a natural housewife, but she was missing her husband and her little ones desperately.  And as for the guilt, that was threatening to drown her! 
 
    It was not very professional but actually, she did not really like the smug bastards sitting across the table from her.  They had done their best to take her away from her family for two to three days when if this conference had been somewhere in, say, Philadelphia, she might have got away with being away for just a single, long day, top and tailed by kissing her husband and kids goodbye, and looking in on them again late at night before she collapsed into bed in the small hours of the next morning.  But, no, the smug corporate leeches on the other side of the room had taken her away from her home for two, likely three nights. 
 
    She was not going to forgive, or forget that. 
 
    “Yes, that would be great!”  Melody agreed enthusiastically.  She would much rather be sipping tea than spending time listening to Roger Lee’s apologists and co-conspirators. 
 
    There was a break in proceedings while the two women on Duckworth’s team, transparently only present for cosmetic purposes – lest it be forgotten that this was Virginia – and to massage the egos of the men around them, meekly rose to organise the drinks. 
 
    “Biscuits would be nice,” Melody had smiled as the two blonds had got to their feet.  Both of the other women had scowled at her; that was their problem, they were the doormats in this room.  They were adults, they could always stand up for themselves if they had the stomach, rather than just the hair, the tits and the legs for it! 
 
    That’s what she hated about the South. 
 
    It always brought the worst out of her! 
 
    With cups clinking and a rich tea biscuit in his hand Sir James asked of his counterpart: “Can you recommend a decent local restaurant, somewhere one can order a passable bottle of Chablis off the wine list and not be disappointed?” 
 
    To his credit, Edward Duckworth maintained his cool, correct, courteous façade as he struggled to get the show back on the road.  Eventually, he succeeded. 
 
    “It seems to me that the nub of my client’s complaint relates to, I regret having to say it so crudely, his sister’s pattern of lewd and unbecoming conduct over a number of years…” 
 
    It was a good thing Sam had a firm grip of his wife’s hand or violence would almost certainly have been done. 
 
    “Please be specific Mister Duckworth,” Sir James said abruptly.  “It may be the custom of Virginian legal practitioners to carelessly slander a defendant; it is not practice anywhere else in the First Thirteen, or I might add, in any of the other civilised corners of the Empire.” 
 
    “As I say, there really is no ‘kind’ way of saying this.” 
 
    Sir James was having none of this: “Then, I suggest that you try harder, sir.” 
 
    Duckworth nodded, and went straight on with what he had planned to say in the first place. 
 
    “First there was Mrs Henry’s association with a certain crowd at university in Cambridge, then her ‘carrying on’ with the coloured staff at Belle Isle despite my client’s wife going out of her way to ensure she behaved with due decorum appropriate to her class and position in society…” 
 
    “Specifics if you please, sir!” 
 
    “All in good time, Sir James.  I was hoping that good sense would prevail before it became necessary to, er, wash your clients’ dirty linen in public.” 
 
    Melody was giving Edward Duckworth the unblinking stare she used to give suspected murderers, and people who talked in the theatre…  He was oblivious to it, but it was the thought that counted. 
 
    “In 1975 there was the scandal with the Spanish Ambassador, the Duke of Medina Sidonia,” Duckworth continued, ever more the fire and brimstone preacher.  “A scandal that brought shame and derision to the good name of the Lee family and frankly, you must agree, speaks very poorly of the moral character of my client’s sister.” 
 
    Melody stiffened. 
 
    The snake had been looking at her when he said that! 
 
    Okay, I had an affair – a middlingly sordid one at that – with Alonso.  Goodness, who didn’t?  The man was a magnet for every woman of a certain age who crossed his path.  Granted, she had not even played hard to get; but that did not make her a slut! 
 
    “And then of course, there were the persistent rumours about your client’s secret affair with Mister Henry…a negro in the employ of the family estate.” 
 
    Sam Henry had had enough. 
 
    “That’s what all this is about, isn’t it?”  He had risen to his feet and was looking down at Roger Lee.  “If you were half the man you pretend to be when you’re spouting all that racist, bigoted Getrennte Entwicklung poison your friends pay you to say, you’d admit it.  You can’t get used to the idea that your sister fell in love with and married a black man.  God in heaven, we’re all the same under the skin.  You people make me sick!” 
 
    Amelia managed to stop him hurdling the table and probably, ripping off her brother’s head.  Sam was quivering with rage as he retook his seat. 
 
    Sir James sighed. 
 
    “Yes, I think that’s about the size of it, wouldn’t you agree, Mister Duckworth?” 
 
    The other man had not expected the encounter to be quite so fraught, or for the threat of spontaneous violence to hang in the air so soon.  He was visibly shaken for some moments. 
 
    “No, of course not...” 
 
    “Well,” Sir James shrugged.  “Had this been a serious conference at which an amicable settlement might have been proposed, discussed, amended and written up for consideration by both parties to the dispute, I would not have expected such an amateurish approach by a fellow practitioner of the art of jurisprudence.”  He grimaced melodramatically.  “Even in Virginia.” 
 
    This stung Edward Duckworth whose lips became a thin white line. 
 
    “I am disappointed,” Sir James sighed.  “However, now that we know that your tactics will be to fling concocted gossip and rumour from the gutter, I must warn you that I shall have no hesitation dissecting your client’s life of dissipation, philandering and financial negligence, elements of which will certainly not bear scrutiny by those institutions charged with the investigation of criminal misrepresentation and arrant, somewhat artless fraud, not least his habit of repeatedly failing to discharge his duties as a director under the Companies Acts to ensure that a company ceases to trade when it becomes insolvent.  You may wish to discuss your client’s options with him before proceeding further with this vexatious action.” 
 
    He sat back, and began to tidy away his papers. 
 
    “I have brought a draft proposal for your attention,” Edward Duckworth said tersely. 
 
    “Where is it?”  Sir James inquired. 
 
    “Perhaps, if we went through it article by article…” 
 
    “No, we’re not doing that.  Show me the document now or this farce is over.  You know full well that under the Colonial Land Registry Act of 1971, Section Three, the plaintiff in any dispute who wishes to seek a pre-trial resolution must present the party against which he, or she is bringing his, or her complaint, with written particulars not less than seven days prior to the aforesaid proceedings commence.  This, you have failed to do.  This is not only regrettable, it is discourteous and frankly, amateurish, Mister Duckworth.  Given your demonstrable bad faith should you wish to convene a second pre-trial conference, I must demand that it takes place at a time and a place of my clients’ choosing.” 
 
    He pushed away his cup and saucer. 
 
    “Don’t you have Daarjeeling in this damned colony?”  He asked rhetorically as he rose, ponderously from his chair. 
 
    Melody got to her feet in sympathy. 
 
    “We haven’t discussed anything!”  Edward Duckworth protested. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Sir James growled, “I have established to my satisfaction that your case is vexatious, and that Mister Lee would be well-advised to seek competent advice if he intends to proceed with this nonsense.” 
 
    Edward Duckworth was still spluttering indignation as Sir James Patterson held open the door for the ladies, and then led Sam Henry and Solomon Wilberforce out of the meeting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 27th November 1980 
 
    RNB Norfolk 
 
    Crown Colony of Virginia 
 
      
 
    The Governor of the Commonwealth of New England had been the guest of CINCFLTATL, Admiral Sir Jules de Cuverville at the recommissioning of the battlecruiser HMS Indefatigable, now fully repaired and extensively modernised after the mauling she had barely survived in the Gulf of Spain in 1978. 
 
    Because his wife was still recovering from the early-season winter influenza that was afflicting the East Coast, he had been accompanied by his daughter, flushed with her triumphal marshalling of the Washington family to celebrate its patriarch’s thirtieth wedding anniversary.  However, Connie and ‘her young man’ as George Washington’s wife was thoughtfully calling Lieutenant the Honourable Harry Keppel, RN, the Secretary of the Governor’s avuncular and frighteningly well-informed Royal Navy Liaison Officer, Captain Alexander Fielding, had been banished from the august company now assembled for a long-overdue council of war in the bowels of the Command Centre at what was these days, unquestionably the biggest naval base in the world. 
 
    Connie was helping Lady de Cuverville to organise a grand reception that evening at Admiralty House, the Portsmouth official residence of the C-in-C Atlantic, while Harry Keppel was ‘minding the office’ back in Philadelphia pining, Connie hoped, although not too much because that would be cruel, ahead of their next reunion at the weekend. 
 
    The Governor took his chair at the conference table and waited for his senior military advisors to settle.  Alex Fielding was one of several officers of post captain, Colonel and Group Captain or above ranks to pull up chairs in the shadows behind their principals.  At ‘the big table’ were CINCFTATL (Jules de Cuverville), CINCFLTPAC (Admiral Sir Cedric Blackwood who had flown in yesterday after a two-day journey from the Sandwich Islands with his Director of Intelligence, Captain Nigel Birch), CINCFLTWC (Vice Admiral Sir Andrew Patzig-Green, C-in-C West Coast Command), Field Marshal Lord William Abernathy (Chief of the Imperial General Staff) who had been in New England for the last week ‘consulting’ with the ‘interested parties’, General Sir Michael Priestly (Quartermaster General of the Army of the Commonwealth – and therefore C-in-C – of the Army of New England), Lieutenant General Sir Flinders Roberts (Vice-Commandant of the Royal Marines), Air Chief Marshal Lord Philip von Guretzky-Cornitz (Chief of the Air Staff, Royal Air Force, known by all and sundry as ‘GC’, a legendary figure in the history of early death-defying, record-setting long-distance and trans-oceanic flights), flanked by the Commander of the Colonial Air Force, Air Chief Marshall Harrison Fulbright, the man who had overseen the breakneck expansion of his service from a force of a few hundred string-bag museum pieces with a smattering of poorly maintained Goshawk I scouts, to an ever-expanding force of over five thousand predominantly modern aircraft of every conceivable type in less than three years. 
 
    Looking around the room, Alex Fielding decided that if the Japanese could just drop a single bomb on this building they would, at a stroke, wipe out the brains trust controlling the entire Empire war effort. 
 
    The military men were not alone. 
 
    Joining and presumably, looking over Lord Washington’s shoulder was the grim-faced ministerial contingent from London led by the Prime Minister, who had flown across the Atlantic last night under a security regime so stifling that not even his wife, or many of his closest Cabinet colleagues knew that he, his Minister of Defence and his Foreign Secretary had left England.  Also present, was the Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence Sir Courtney Gresham, a former Head of the Home Civil Service recalled to Chair the key war-policy forum of the fractious coalition government of Sir Stanley Harris.  Gresham and his Prime Minister sat to the left and the right of the Governor of the Commonwealth of New England as he opened proceedings. 
 
    Alex Fielding was slowly learning to be a better spectator; he had lived his whole life involved in the heart of the action, making his own calls, and reconciled to the consequences of his own mistakes.  He hated sitting on the side-lines.  He could never watch cricket, or even a football or a rugby match although he had loved all three sports in his long-ago school days.  He was a doer, a ‘get stuck in’ sort of fellow and even the priceless opportunity to witness such high theatre as the great men of the Empire in conclave to determine the course of the war in the Pacific was, well, frustrating. 
 
    For one, he did not know why the talking was still going on.  The thing was to hit the Japs, and to carry on hitting the beggars until they gave in.  He did not care which strategy emerged as long as it did the maximum damage to the enemy as soon as possible. 
 
    Which is why I have already surpassed my modest level of military competence, I suppose… 
 
    He felt a fraud wearing that fourth ring on his cuff. 
 
    He was so senior he could command a battleship or an aircraft carrier; in what sane world would the powers that be give a fifty-thousand-ton warship and the command of two to three thousand chaps to a fellow like me? 
 
    The Governor passed the baton to the Prime Minister. 
 
    “Gentlemen, thank you for travelling to this place to attend this extraordinary,” Sir Stanley Harris smiled faintly, a little whimsically, “colloquium on the future prosecution of the war in the Pacific in the context of the geopolitical context in which the Empire now finds itself.” 
 
    The Prime Minister stroked his moustache with a distracted forefinger. 
 
    “I confess that my appreciation of global issues was somewhat ‘patchy’ at the time His Majesty asked me to form a government in late May.  I have said to my colleagues in government, and to many of you previously, that to all intents, anything I said about the profession of arms, the previous conflict in the Gulf of Spain and the whys and wherefores of the Pacific War, should for the purpose of our future business, be struck from the record.  Frankly, I did not know what I was talking about, gentlemen.  One can debate whether that had something to do with the briefings I was receiving on Privy Council terms, or a fault of my own, it is irrelevant.  The past as they say, is done and dusted and there is nothing any of us can do about it.  Let me confirm at the outset that my Government’s position is that we are at war with the Japanese; and that we have no alternative but to prosecute it to a conclusion consistent with the vital strategic interests of the wider Empire.  That is, with the proviso that no Government that I am part of will authorise the first use of atomic, biological or chemical weapons.” 
 
    Sir Stanley sat back. 
 
    “My colleagues in government and I are cognisant that there is no general agreement around this table as to the best way to prosecute the war against the Japanese.  By the end of this conference, one way or another, we must resolve that question.” 
 
    Alex knew that there were two, barely compatible opposing strategies on the table. 
 
    One: the Army and the CAF (the RAF was agnostic about the Pacific War because it was only involved around the fringes in India and Australia) favoured retaking the Solomon Islands, ‘punching’ a broad breach in the Malay Barrier, invading Borneo and then the Philippines, and moving step by attritional step closer to an invasion of Japan. 
 
    Two: the Royal Navy wanted nothing to do with a series of meat-grinding mainly land-based campaigns, each of which might take many months or possibly, years, in which its role was mainly carrying war stores and feeding troops in what it believed – given the tropical terrain and weather conditions to be endured – would be an island by island replay of the carnage on the fronts during the Great War.  Moreover, unlike the Army and the CAF its High Command did not think the Japanese would surrender until the Union Jack flew over the smoking ruins of Edo Castle.  The Navy wanted to go for the jugular, decapitate the Japanese Empire at the earliest possible moment, albeit that was not likely to happen until sometime in 1982 or 1983. 
 
    “Let me put my cards on the table, gentlemen,” the Prime Minister averred, “my Government will not support a military policy which threatens Great War scale casualties just to recover serially mismanaged former Dutch, Portuguese and Spanish colonies in the Far East.  In recent weeks I have consulted widely to get a feel for the mood of the broader Empire.  India, Ceylon and Australasia must be defended, and there is some merit in developing an air bridge across the Himalayas from the sub-continent to prop up the Chinese; but there is little appetite for a long war in the Pacific if its only goal is to restore the former discredited colonial administrations.  One way or another, they are lost to their old European sponsors and the British Empire is not in this fight to restore their former failed rulers, or to expend the lives and the treasure of our far-flung peoples holding down large, populous territories whose inhabitants will, understandably, wish to assert their own rights of self-determination when the war is over.” 
 
    This prompted thoughtful looks around the table. 
 
    The implications of what the Prime Minister was saying might as easily apply to India or aspirant African colonies, and as for the proto-dominions of Canada, Australia and New Zealand it very nearly amounted to the unbolting of the stable door and throwing a firecracker under the horses’ hooves. 
 
    And…what then of New England? 
 
    “But first we must win the war,” Sir Stanley asserted abruptly, looking around the table at what was in effect, an enlarged sitting of the Committee for Imperial Defence with a weighty New England representation reflecting that the Commonwealth was now both the arsenal of the Empire, and the launching pad for the coming campaigns.  The Prime Minister would worry about the political ramifications of the rearranging of the imperial chairs around the world another day.  First things first.  “We are not leaving this room until we have reached a consensus about what to do next, when we do it and the quickest way to win this war.” 
 
    This prompted more than a little irritation among the admirals and generals, not least because it ignored the Elephant in the room.  Specifically, ongoing German espionage in New England and the blatant spying activities of the Abwehr and the Kaiserliche Marine in the Pacific. 
 
    “Sooner or later,” Cedric Blackwood grunted, “there is going to be an ‘incident’ with the Germans, sir.  Every time we go anywhere near one of their precious ‘possessions’ the beggars are straight on the radio to Tokyo.  We’re having to go to ludicrous lengths to divert ships and aircraft hundreds of miles away from them.  It was an absolute miracle the Japs didn’t get advanced warning of our raids on Tarawa and Makin Atolls; as it was, at the request of the Japs, it was the bloody Germans who went ashore to find out what had happened and to unload so-called ‘humanitarian aid’ to the survivors.  ‘Humanitarian Aid’ my foot!  You can bet your last silver sixpence the Japs now have modern ELDAR and modern short-wave communications equipment on those bloody islands courtesy of Telefunken and AEG!” 
 
    It was the Governor of New England who spoke to this. 
 
    “It seems to me, Prime Minister,” he observed sombrely, “that the time has come to apply the neutrality protocols of the Paris Treaty without fear or favour to all parties.” 
 
    “Blockade the Germans and search their ships, you mean?”  Sir Stanley Harris objected mildly. 
 
    George Washington was not a man to obfuscate: “Yes.  We are either at war or we are not, Prime Minister.  If we are at war, we have a right to enforce appropriate, internationally recognised shipping, communications and other protocols designed to prevent self-declared neutrals from aiding any of the combatants.  As to the Abwehr’s activities in New England, they are active in all major sectors of our war industries and have been for some years in the heart of many of our most secret advanced research programs.  The more we learn, the more remarkable it seems to the Colonial ISS establishment that it came as such a bombshell to the German leadership when we finally made a clean breast of things in 1978.  Be that as it may, unless it is the Government’s position that we go to the utmost lengths not to prosecute and in some cases, execute enemy aliens convicted of espionage in a time of war just because they are in the employ of another first rate power, I confidently expect death warrants to be coming across my desk in the next weeks and months.” 
 
    The Foreign Secretary leaned forward. 
 
    He was a big, jowly man in his fifties, one of the few Oxbridge-educated men in the present Cabinet whom some said had once worked for the ISS as a much younger man, before pursuing a middlingly distinguished career in the Diplomatic Corps before dabbling in politics. 
 
    Now he stirred: “The Kaiser would almost certainly retaliate.” 
 
    “I have consulted the First Sea Lord,” the Prime Minister confided, a little wearily.  “He shares Admiral Blackwood’s view.”  His tone was that of a man who considered that the end of the matter.  “Frankly, in travelling around the Empire, seeking the opinions, and more often than not hearing the reasonable fears, of senior political and military figures I have come away with two things.  One, everybody wants this war over and done with as soon as possible, preferably with the least loss of life among British and Empire servicemen and civilians.  Secondly, the one man who has actually outlined a modus operandi which might actually end this nightmare sometime in the next few years is sitting in the shadows behind me.” 
 
    He turned to Washington, and then to Jules de Cuverville. 
 
    “Gentlemen, with your permission I would like Captain Birch to address this conference.” 
 
    The C-in-C Atlantic Fleet motioned for the Pacific Fleet’s Director of Intelligence to step forward.  This the one-armed, bespectacled Nigel Birch, with two large charts rolled under his surviving elbow did, somewhat diffidently until he began to collect his thoughts.  While his own chief, Cedric Blackwood had warned him to be ready to address the council of war he had not actually expected to be called, he had brought along the charts anyway, simply as a wise contingency. 
 
    “It would be helpful if I could have a couple of boards to pin these maps up,” he apologised, prompting a scuffling rush which soon produced two mobile whiteboards.  In a minute, both the charts he had brought from Oahu were pinned by magnets, and visible to the VIPs around the table. 
 
    He was handed a high-intensity light pointer. 
 
    He stood aside. 
 
    “The smaller chart of the Theatre of Operations describes the Japanese conquests of late 1978 and early 1979 and indicates the general situation on the ground at this time; to all intents the boundary of the defended Japanese Imperial Co-Prosperity Zone.  The Japanese military was seriously unbalanced before the war and remains so now, primarily because of its long-term commitment of a substantial part of the Imperial Army in Manchuria and South East Asia.  An imponderable is what effect the recent purging of the hierarchy of the Imperial Army will have on the dispositions of the 32nd and 37th (Reserve) Armies, which together comprise the Kwantung Army, which has been based in China in one form or another for most of this century. The 32nd is the mobile, fighting element of the Kwantung Army and the 37th the garrison, supply and replacement echelon which is responsible for the Imperial Army’s industrial infrastructure ‘in country’ and for the ‘exploitation of Manchuria’s natural resources’, including its mainly peasant population.” 
 
    He paused, suspecting that this was news to the civilians around the table.  The Japanese had ruthlessly exploited Manchuria for half a century, creating a sprawling parallel economy in the occupied territories to that in the Home Islands, except fuelled by looted and plundered coal, iron and whatever else could be mined and blasted out of the ground, and sustained by slave labour.  Insofar as there had ever been a mid-century Japanese economic miracle, it had been bought at the cost of the misery of generations of millions of Chinese people trapped in Manchuria, effectively the largest open-air prison camp in the world.  In the past, German and Portuguese mandates on the coast had also profited from the globe’s last large-scale slave-economy and, so far as Nigel Birch knew the German colony on the Shandong Peninsula around the port city of Tsingtao, was still a thriving beneficiary of the Japanese occupation.  Cynically, one might assert that the main reason the half-million-strong 32nd Field Army was in Manchuria was to protect the Imperial Army’s investment in its vast economic empire on the Asian mainland, and of course, the wealth of its senior officer caste, many of whose members are millionaires many times over with, prior to the war, extensive holdings in pounds sterling, German Marks and any number of other transferrable assets overseas.  Ironically, many of those assets, invested on stock and money markets in Berlin, London and the First Thirteen, would have piled into such financial instruments as gilts and war bonds during the war in the Gulf of Spain and been appreciating ever since.  In any event, anything that threatened that ‘shadow economy’ did more than undermine the Japanese war effort, it hit a large number of the Army’s officers in the pocket.  Whether the enemy needed to keep hundreds of thousands of its best troops ‘in theatre’ to guard its mines and factories, or its thousands of square miles of rice paddies against a ramshackle guerrilla insurgency – there was no ‘Chinese’ Army worthy of the name until the last few years – mainly active hundreds of miles away, was a very moot point that spoke more to the greed and the paranoia of the Army Faction within Imperial General Headquarters than it did to the military realities of the Japanese Empire’s situation. 
 
    Nigel Birch’s explanation of the history and context of the ‘Manchurian scenario’ had been solely for the benefit of the politicians in the room.  Their reactions confirmed they were almost as ignorant as he had thought them to be.  His words met with frowns and prompted an angry: “You’re telling us that the bloody Japs are making money on our stock markets?” 
 
    This from the Foreign and Colonial Secretary, who could not have been paying attention in the six months he had been in post because nothing he was being told was any kind of closely guarded state secret in Whitehall. 
 
    “Quite so, sir,” Birch confirmed ruefully, refraining from observing that a less laissez-faire approach to financial regulation in the City of London would have, by now, seen the freezing or even better, the expropriation of such funds long ago. 
 
    Content that he had planted a seed that would bear fruit in the weeks and months to come, from the Government’s point of view before the news got into the hands of the media, he moved on. 
 
    “A significant additional investment in the air bridge from northern India to China over the Himalayas will tend to make it even more difficult for the enemy to withdraw forces from the Manchurian Front, notwithstanding troops will increasingly be badly needed elsewhere.” 
 
    He moved his light pointer. 
 
    “You will see that large areas of New Guinea are still in our hands and that the Japanese hold over much of the eastern Malay Barrier is tenuous.  Moreover, the enemy’s southeastern island defence line is as strategically porous as it looks on the map.  Our raids on the fortified atolls in the Gilbert Islands confirmed this.  What is not so readily appreciated is that the German presence on important but strategically marginal islands, particularly on atolls in the Caroline Islands, is actually almost as big a problem for the Imperial Navy as it is for us.  Given that the IJN’s major oceanic base is Truk Lagoon, by far and away the best natural fleet anchorage west of the Pearl Lagoon and east of Singapore, German control of much of the Caroline Islands potentially leaves its northern approaches undefended.”  
 
    The CIGS, Lord Abernathy stirred. 
 
    “This is all well and good, Captain,” he conceded, “but what’s to stop the enemy forces as yet unemployed on the western half of the Malay Barrier invading northern Australia across the Indian Ocean or the Arafura Sea?” 
 
    “They don’t have any spare troops, sir,” Birch told him, telling him something he knew the other man knew better than he did.  The CIGS was playing Devil’s Advocate and the younger man knew it.  “Or the necessary shipping and their forces of occupation are fully engaged raping the East Indies of their natural resources and whatever other loot they can lay their hands on.” 
 
    “Then why don’t we attack the Co-Prosperity Zone through the Malay Barrier?” 
 
    “We’d get bogged down in the jungles like the Japs are, sir.  We’d also lose a lot of ships and materiel to enemy aircraft based on the shores around the Java Sea.  In fact, we’d soon get bogged down in exactly the sort of fighting on land and at sea under conditions which if not wholly, then partially negate our technological advantages.  To put it crudely, some of our most advanced equipment doesn’t work in the conditions prevailing in that part of the world.  Pursuant to that, the Java Sea and the China Sea are operationally sub-optimal combat zones for our nuclear submarines and their submersible brethren.  Too damned shallow, basically.” 
 
    Nigel Birch knew that whatever they said about wanting the biggest possible piece of the action – if only to ensure that their bailiwicks continued to be adequately resourced and their supply chains prioritised – the last thing the generals in the room wanted was to have to slog through the tropical rainforests, razor-ridged ravines and mountains of the Dutch East Indies, fighting from rock to rock, and tree to tree in mud and monsoon rains, watching battalions, regiments, brigades and divisions consumed, one by one in the impenetrable jungles for the next five years.  Nonetheless, he also understood that it must irk them that in the coming campaign they were going to have to rely on the Navy to do the death and glory fighting to transport their troops into each new battle. 
 
    Predictably, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff wanted his pound of flesh.  He jabbed a forefinger at the coloured arrows on the big chart. 
 
    “So, what?”  He prefaced, affably.  “What’s the plan, to ‘island hop’ all the way from Guadalcanal to Tokyo leaving a bloody great big open flank on our left?  Because that’s what we’ll be doing if we don’t clear the Japanese out of the Solomons, New Guinea and the Philippines.  The enemy aren’t just going to sit on their hands and let us waltz into the Gilberts, the Marshall Islands, and the Marianas?  Dash it all, they’ll see what we’re up to and consequently, see us coming months in advance?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nigel Birch agreed.  “If we planned to ‘island-hop’, leaving no stone – or rather, coral atoll - unturned as it were, they would know exactly what to expect next and probably, they would have time to reinforce and upgrade their fortifications.  However, we do not have to occupy every island, or even very many of them between us and Tokyo; we can deploy our superior firepower to neutralise and isolate most of the important ones, cordon them off, as it were.  Oh, and on the subject of neutrality; if we assert our rights and blockade German possessions in the Pacific, and stop and search their ships they’re going to be a bit miffed, but they’re not going to go to war over it.” 
 
    “In your opinion, Captain Birch?”  The CIGS inquired dryly. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Over ninety percent of the Kaiserliche Marine is based in the Baltic or at Wilhelmshaven facing the North Sea; in the event of hostilities, we’d roll up every single one of the German Empire’s maritime colonies and wipe out its naval forces at large around the world in a fortnight.  The Kaiser knows that sir.  German support for the Japanese was only ever designed to vex us and to prevent the hostile annexation of its Far Eastern outpost at Tsingtao, not to start a war, sir.” 
 
    The Prime Minister was smiling, exchanging a conspiratorial look with the CIGS.  Lord Abernathy shook his head and snorted his amusement. 
 
    “I warned you about this fellow, Bill,” Sir Stanley chuckled. 
 
    The two men were distant cousins who had attended the same preparatory school, Lockyer’s Park ahead of their respective sentences at Harrow and Eton, and despite their divergent careers, stayed in touch down the last forty or more years.  Thus, Sir Stanley had not been one of those Parliamentarians who had convinced themselves that the seemingly crusty aristocratic CIGS was well and truly ‘not on their side’ and had not been remotely surprised to discover that the senior Army officer in the British Empire was, once one got past his stern visage a personable, deep-thinking man who found the idea of sending young men into battle profoundly offensive. 
 
    “Yes, Prime Minister.” 
 
    Nigel Birch was illuminating a gold arrow which branched off into a series of smaller, sharper points as it slashed west across the Pacific, dog-legging to Tokyo via the Marianas, Iwo Jima and Okinawa, completely ignoring everything south and east of a line that ran from north of the New Hebrides, past the Solomon islands, New Britain and New Guinea, east of the Philippines to a position above the northernmost outcrop of the Ryuku Islands south of Kyushu. 
 
    “From December 1978 to April 1979 the Japanese were ascendent.  Since then, there has been a stalemate of sorts, mainly because the Japanese ran out of steam, and we decided to hold the line in the Pacific while implementing a global re-balancing of our forces.  We have now reached the stage where ships, aircraft and men will flow steadily to the Pacific Theatre of Operations.  The Japanese, on the other hand, are already grotesquely over-stretched.  The balance of opposing forces and resources ‘in theatre’, while approximately in stasis at this time, will progressively move in our favour at such a rate that this time next year our strength will have tripled or quadrupled in virtually every respect, while our enemy’s strength has already begun, month by month, to have weakened.  One word of caution, however.  If the hierarchy of the Imperial Army really has been purged of its ‘China Faction’, then the effective strength of the enemy forces facing us will increase and remain stable for some time, both in terms of ‘boots on the ground’ and warplanes.  We have yet to see any indications of a major re-deployment of units from Manchuria but obviously, this might simply be because of logistical issues.  We just don’t know.  Notwithstanding, now is the time to re-take the initiative.” 
 
    He gave his audience a few moments to study the big map. 
 
    “This is the strategic limit of exclusion,” Birch explained, indicating a thick black line.  “We blockade that notional SLE in the sea, initially with our nuclear submarines and more numerous submersible boats; and as the campaign progresses, we will be able to deploy air assets farther and farther to the west, tightening the noose, as it were.  North and to the right of that line, we will raid and attack at will, secure essential bridgehead islands and depending on how the enemy responds, drive his fleet back into the Inland Sea or bring it to battle in the open ocean and destroy it in detail.  The object of this schema is to seize Iwo Jima and Okinawa as jumping off points for the invasion of the Japanese Home Islands.  In an ideal world the Japanese will see the Kamikaze,” he paused, grinned almost boyishly, ‘the Divine Wind inexorably bearing down on them and recognise the error of their ways.  If not, we will have destroyed the IJN, most of the enemy’s merchant marine and the Japanese people will have been starving for the last two winters by the time we are ready to mount an invasion, either in the late summer of 1982, or the spring of 1983.  This strategy plays to our strengths; our superior warfighting technologies, growing air power, tactical mobility, our crushing advantage in terms of logistics, and industrial capacity. By the time we reach the beaches of Kyushu, we will be able to call on between four to five million fully trained and equipped men under arms in New England alone.” 
 
    Nigel Birch took a series of calming breaths. 
 
    “Conventional wisdom would be that we ought to consider contesting the occupation of Guadalcanal in the Solomons, and securing footholds in the Gilberts and the Marshall islands.  The Solomons are a strategic backwater in a scenario in which the Japanese no longer have a significant naval presence closer to it than Truk Atoll, some thirteen hundred miles away to the northwest.  Recent raids have proved that seaborne air power can be employed to isolate, and, or to render uninhabitable island strongpoints in the Gilberts and, logically, at say Kwajalein and Eniwetok in the Marshal Islands.  Beyond them, the German occupation of several atolls in the Caroline Islands has seriously impinged on the Japs’ ability to militarise and fortify the whole archipelago, weakening the enemy’s second line of defence.  This gives our planners the confidence to look towards an early direct assault on the Marianas in the order of probably: Saipan, Tinian and finally Guam.  From there new long-range bomber aircraft now in an advanced state of operational testing would, theoretically, be able to launch attacks on targets in the Japanese Home Islands ahead of the next phase of the offensive.” 
 
    “You alluded to diversionary raiding, Nigel?”  Cedric Blackwood murmured, his half-smile verging on tigerish. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  But first we propose to kick-off with a major raid on the IJN’s fleet anchorage at Truk.  We are still working on the fine details but this will happen before the end of the year, the first of a number of raids in strength against targets in the Marshall and the Caroline Islands and,” Nigel Birch grinned, schoolboyishly, “one or two other little wheezes we’ve got planned to fill in the time before we start putting troops ashore on the Marianas in March next year.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 2nd December 1980 
 
    HMS Potomac 
 
    Sydney Harbour 
 
    Territory of New South Wales 
 
    Crown Dominion of Australia 
 
      
 
    It seemed all wrong that it was almost summer at this end of the world; almost as odd as flying home by the light of the Southern Cross on cross-country navigation exercises.  Nonetheless, the girls were girls and although the beer might be cold and a little fizzy it still hit the spot, and there were worse places to be working up the four ‘Hamley’ carriers of the 21st Support Group. 
 
    Hamley in honour of the famous chain of toyshops founded in 1760 in London because in comparison to the giant Ulysses class ships, the River class emergency war construction flat-tops were ‘toys’.  That said, given that they were mercantile conversions from hulls originally laid down, or ordered as fast tankers intended to operate as part of the fleet train, none of the ‘Rivers’ were in any sense toys.  Empty they weighed in at between eight and fifteen thousand tons, they were nearly five to six hundred feet long and all around seventy feet wide, they had heavyweight elevators fore and aft and a hangar deck capable of stowing every one of the twenty to twenty-five aircraft they were expected to operate.  Moreover, with two ten-thousand horsepower reciprocating engines driving their shafts they were no slouches, able to make up to twenty knots in a fair sea.  That said, with crews of up to nine hundred officers and men they were crowded and even in the generally temperate conditions prevailing in the waters off the coast of New South Wales conditions below decks could become near-impossible, especially when the ship was closed up at action stations. 
 
    It was one thing for men to be proud of their ships, another to be blind to their many faults.  The ‘Rivers’ were ships with hulls fitted with an awful lot of equipment designed to go into custom-designed or simply much bigger spaces, their hangars rained condensation every night and in any kind of rough weather they were notoriously ‘wet’.  The water got in everywhere and anybody so foolish as to forget to don their seaboots first thing every morning could easily end up starting their day standing in several inches of freezing salt water.  Consequently, at sea the pumps never stopped their clockwork THUMP! THUMP! THUMPING!  Worse, because the ships had ‘tanker hulls’ meant to ride up to ten or fifteen feet lower in the water, despite the installation of stabilisers, they rolled like a barrel in a cross sea and tended to pitch with a sickening, corkscrewing motion when the weather and the swell was from astern; men queued to get to the rail to retch over the side, praying in their haste that they had pitched-up, literally on the lee rail otherwise they were liable to stumble back down to their hammock or bunk covered in vomit. 
 
    Acting Lieutenant Commander Ted Forest had arrived knowing that in the Navy adversity usually had one of two outcomes; either it created an unbreakable bond on a happy ship, or life was uniformly miserable on an unhappy one.  A great deal depended on a vessel’s commanding officer and in this at least, HMS Potomac was royally blessed in the person of Captain Simon Harewood, a bearded, jovial martinet of the variety that had a genuine, and very large heart of gold. 
 
    “I can see you Mister Forest!” 
 
    Ted looked up in the direction of the frail-looking island bridge superstructure forty feet above his head as he returned on board that late afternoon. 
 
    Captain Harewood did not need a speaking trumpet, or any other artificial amplification.  In his fifties, he was of that generation of Royal Navy officers who had been taught to address their divisions on the heaving quarterdecks of cruisers or destroyers in the middle of an Atlantic gale.  No actor on stage could project their voices like men of the Old Man’s generation. 
 
    Ted saw an arm waving from high overhead. 
 
    “Come on up to my lair, young man!” 
 
    Ted concluded that one of his pilots must have goosed a local dignitary’s daughter or tried to fly his kite under the new suspension bridge they were building across the harbour to the west of the dockyard where the Potomac and her sister, the Lagan had been undergoing retrofits to their ELDAR and arrestor gear in the last ten days.  That work, and it should be added, widespread remedial works to rectify many other ‘defects’ resulting from the most egregious blunders and ‘botch-ups’ by her builders.  Both ships had been constructed in Vancouver and fitted out in an ungodly rush in a construction window of a lot less than three months; anything that had not been broken after the ships finished running acceptance trials off British Columbia had broken on the passage to Australia, or as they commissioned, worked-up and landed their first air wings in the last three weeks, the fraught period during which Ted’s 867 Naval Air Squadron assimilated replacements and joined the ship. 
 
    Ted found the carrier’s commanding officer deep in conversation with Lieutenant Commander Simon Salt, the Hangar Chief, a Volunteer Reserve officer in his mid-forties; an engineer in civilian life who had passed out of Dartmouth when he was still in nappies. 
 
    “Ah, young Forest!”  Captain Harewood guffawed.  “Fleet has stolen my Air Wing Commander from me.  That makes you CAW until further notice.  Don’t cock it up, understood?” 
 
    Ted opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    He had regarded his former chief, another reservist, whose only naval aviation experience was as a seaplane pilot back in the 1960s, as a well-meaning, blustering clown.  On one level he was glad to see the back of him; on the other he was…speechless.  Not knowing what to say; mainly on account of briefly being in a state of catatonic shock he stood there with his mouth open for one, two, three, four seconds before, realising he was attracting some very odd looks, he mumbled: “Yes, sir…” 
 
    And shut his mouth. 
 
    “Good man!” 
 
    Being a flight commander had been a daunting enough prospect.  Discovering during the Kandahar’s passage to Brisbane after the raids on the Gilbert Islands that he would be shipping out and taking command of a new squadron forming in Queensland, 867 NAS – twenty-three pilots and fourteen Reapers – had been something of a jolt to his system; now it seemed, he was also to be in overall command of the whole air wing, including up to a dozen Goshawk IV scouts, and as many as twenty pilots of 851 NAS. 
 
    Fortunately, he was not directly responsible for the one-hundred-and-seventy-five technicians and mechanics who kept the aircraft flying, they were Simon Salt’s problem, or for the one-hundred-plus flight line armourers and refuellers on the carrier but in the bigger picture, that was a very small mercy.  Two years ago, he had been a radio operator-observer on a string bag Sea Fox, leaving all the complicated stuff to his pilot.  Suddenly, he was responsible for his own not so small air force! 
 
    Ted was struggling to come to terms with this new reality, suddenly standing alone with the carrier’s captain on the compass platform, high above the drydocked aircraft carrier on which they served. 
 
    “Are you bloody terrified?”  The older man inquired, with a paternal, whispering sympathy. 
 
    “Actually, between you and me, sir,” Ted admitted, “I am pretty much shitting myself…” 
 
    “Good, that’s a jolly good start.”  Captain Harewood put a firm hand on his right shoulder.  “The only things you need to remember are I wouldn’t have supported your promotion – you’re no longer an acting lieutenant-commander now, by the way – if I didn’t think you were up to it.  Two, you are not alone, never ever start to think that you are alone.  And, three,” a paused and a vented a wicked chuckle, “there is no…number three.”  
 
    Ted wondered what Abe would say to him. 
 
    Abe was the most practical fellow he had ever met in his whole life; he guessed his friend would probably say something along the lines of: “At least you’ve got your own cabin now.” 
 
    The ship was going to be warped out of the drydock tomorrow morning and moored alongside Gun Wharf to take on ordnance.  It happened that Ted had only come back to the ship to catch up on paperwork; he needed to catch the shuttle back to the outback airfield where the Potomac’s air group had flown to, and had been based while the ship went into drydock.  Without thinking he detoured to the CIC, which was always manned even when a ship was in dockyard hands unless her systems had been completely deactivated. 
 
    “I’m the new CAW,” he explained, a little sheepishly.  “Do we have a forward deployment schedule of any description yet?” 
 
    The CIC Duty Officer, a man of roughly his own age reached for a sheaf of signals. 
 
    “Thirty-six hours ammunitioning and taking on general stores then we’re to anchor on one of the emergency buoys in the deep-water channel for another night.  If I was a betting man, which I’m not, I’d guess we’ll go alongside the oiling quay on Thursday morning, and possibly go sailing that afternoon or the next day, bright and early on the tide.  But don’t take that as gospel, nobody’s given me Combat Air Wing Readiness Orders yet.” 
 
    Ted thanked him and went to the claustrophobic compartment, more an airless cupboard that he had shared with the CO of 851 Squadron.  Although there ought not to have been any new official mail, he had checked the Squadron’s temporary mailbox at the Dockyard Superintendent’s Office on the way over to the Potomac; true to form there was both personal and service correspondence awaiting in his cabin for his attention. 
 
    There was a knock at the bulkhead behind him. 
 
    It was Palfrey, the steward he shared with three other officers. 
 
    “Would you like me to start shifting your gear to the CAW’s room, sir?” 
 
    News travelled fast on any Navy ship. 
 
    “Yes, if you would, please.  I’ll be working here for the next couple of hours, clearing my in-tray.” 
 
    There were letters from Kate, she wrote most weeks…and Nicky.  Nicky wrote less frequently.  He had got past that dissonant, unsettled place he had got into last year when he could not bear to think of either his best friend’s wife, or the woman he thought he loved being forever…another’s.  That had been stupid, selfish, self-absorbed, schoolboy nonsense.  If the two most important women in his life – forgetting his mother who had been generally sweet to him whenever she was around in his young days which was not often in retrospect – were destined to be no more than friends, sisters to him then that was not such a bad way to reconcile himself to the situation.  He would much rather have them both as sister-friends than not have them in his life at all, the guilt and aching grief of any other outcome was unthinkable.  He was lucky, other men had nobody to love, to survive for and if he had learned anything in his adventures to date, having somebody who cared about one, and to live for was often the difference between life and death. 
 
    He read Kate’s letter. 
 
    Nicky and Isabella had stayed at the bungalow with Kate and the little ones, ‘the girls went hiking in the hills,’ presumably Isabella looking for things that slithered and hissed and rattled.  At least these days the Mexican Consul General’s daughter could roam the countryside without armed guards; not that she was exactly a helpless maiden because she usually carried a service revolver.  Kate would have told her where to look for rattlers and about the wild herbs she had found in the woods, the calls of birds warning other avians and various ground ‘critters’, as the locals called them, that there were humans coming their way. Ted tried to decode Kate’s account of Albert Stanton’s visit to San Francisco and his making Tom Paine an offer he ‘could not refuse’.  He gave up, Kate was at once the worldliest and the most unworldly person he knew, and she did not ‘get’ the world of ‘business’. 
 
    Ted was aware that his friends had chosen to ignore the – many - bad things people had told them about the erstwhile newspaperman.  They claimed he was a reformed character and anyway, Kate and the kids might not have walked out of the hills alive last year if he had not been with her, even if there was a live debate about who exactly, had been protecting whom during their sojourn in the woods.  The fact was that Kate had lived, and many of the other women, and their children, neighbours on Castro Street had not.  As Abe would have said, the ‘thought’ is fine but actually, it is the ‘result’ that matters.  So, despite his reservations, Ted had stopped repeating the tittle-tattle he had heard about Tom Paine and in his rare encounters with him, taken him at face value.  People did change, there was no denying it and who was he to say that the older man was not a genuinely reformed character? 
 
    Nicky and Isabella were frequent visitors to the cramped married quarters on Aldershot Road.  It was not easy for them to be alone, together and Kate, insofar as she judged anybody, certainly did not think their relationship was remotely odd, or in any way exceptional.  Kate had once admitted, in his innocence he had thought it brazen at the time - but then he was a stupid Englishmen and being honest about his feelings about anything, especially his own urges and inclinations was wholly alien to him – that she had slept with and ‘known’ other girls of her own age when she was in her teens.  She had also remarked, casually in passing that when partners, man and woman were apart for long periods it was normal for them to find comfort with another.  It was a personal choice.  ‘No big thing’, just ‘the way of life, the forest, the mountains, and the rivers that run through our lands and our souls.’ 
 
    Goodness, that was poetic… 
 
    Ted did not know why he was thinking about that now. 
 
    He refolded Kate’s letter, put it back in its envelope feeling an ache of guilt that he had not written to her for several weeks; it was as if the thousands of miles between them was starting to erode their…connection. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    I know I’m in trouble when I start getting all metaphysical about my best friend’s wife! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 3rd December 1980 
 
    HMS Pegasus 
 
    Pearl Lagoon, Oahu 
 
    Crown Dependency of the Sandwich Islands 
 
      
 
    An hour after darkness fell with the tide rising, two Admiralty tugs took the strain and the great floating airfield cast off from its Drake Island mooring quay.  There was an absence of fanfare as the water churned under her stern and she followed the pilot boat from her anchorage in the East Loch, steering a fraction west by south, to the main channel where red and green buoys marked the deep water.  Twenty-four hours ago, the great harbour had been filled with ships, in the morning all of those battleships, aircraft carriers, cruisers, destroyers and zig-zag camouflaged fast fleet auxiliaries carrying everything from toilet paper to 15-inch shells to cutting edge guided fire-and-forget missilery, millions of gallons of bunker oil, AVGAS, every kind of spare part from tiny transistors to replacement Goshawks, Sea Eagles and Reapers, over a hundred-and-twenty ships of the Pacific Fleet, would be gone and the huge natural anchorage, eerily empty. 
 
    At times in recent days it had seemed as if every mooring buoy and quay was in use, the view across the expanse of the lagoon one of castles of steel and tall ELDAR masts with ships coming and going every few minutes through the main channel booms, the aquamarine blue of the sheltered waters criss-crossed with the sparkling wakes of small boats and lighters transferring men and stores, the signal pennants of a score of different flotillas and squadrons fluttering from mastheads and jackstays beneath a sky echoing with the growling thunder of scores of engines on high.  To those who had time to stop, gazing across the gathered armada it could only seem like some great engine of war bracing itself for action. 
 
    Older ‘Pearl Lagoon hands’ would also have noted that whereas before the war nine-tenths of the shoreline of the lagoon had been virgin beaches, or rocky coves with the lush tropical tree-line coming down almost to the water, now the original base area in the southeast had encroached all the way to the north and even now construction cranes swung above the western curve of the East Loch, half encircling those once so tranquil, untravelled waters. 
 
    Commander Abe Lincoln had gone down to the ‘Tiger Quay’ – named for the battleship which had departed from it to take on the whole gunline of the IJN’s Combined Fleet in the final, pyrrhic battle, a true clash of titans, of the Battle of the Sandwich Islands in December 1978 – to stand with Kay Phelps and watch the four ships of Carrier Division 2 cast off their lines and with minimal running lights showing, fade into the night. 
 
    Abe’s and the other scout squadrons were parked up on Drake Island Field, and elsewhere around the island, ready to fly out to the fleet tomorrow morning; likewise, the Sea Eagle and Reaper Squadrons, lined up on RAF Honolulu, over two hundred and thirty aircraft in total.  The Pegasus would land nearly a hundred of those, the others would put down on the light carriers Cairo, Valletta and Singapore.  All four flat tops would park their excess aircraft on their forward decks, wings folded and packed closely together beneath and ahead of their island bridges; it was not ideal but in an ideal world there would have been another Ulysses class leviathan and several of the new ‘Hamleys’, merchant conversion flight decks in the mix. One fought with the Navy one had to hand; not with the Navy one wished one had.  Moreover, Abe knew, the fleet departing the Pearl Lagoon was unlikely to be the only British fleet embarking on this, the first great strike on the walls of the evil empire which had conquered and so brutally subjugated half the Pacific. 
 
    This was the beginning of the end for the Empire of Japan. 
 
    Other, smaller task forces would be instituting the blockade of the German Empire’s Pacific possessions, and probably mounting diversionary – but still wounding – raids on other Japanese outposts or carrying out missions so secret his children might not read about them for another fifty years.  That was the nature of the beast, war in the modern age was so often conducted remotely at distances far, far beyond the sight of man. 
 
    Kay Phelps squeezed his hand and leaned against him. 
 
    A part of her wanted to lead him somewhere dark, quiet and fuck until dawn.  That was not going to happen, not for her although it might well for some of the other women who had ridden the ferry across to Drake Island to see off the carriers whose men, lovers would be leaving tomorrow, many of them never to return.  But she knew Abe too well, had witnessed him begin to retreat into himself in recent days as if he was immersed in some primeval warrior ritual, a cleansing of the soul before battle.  Nonetheless, she had wanted to be with him tonight and he had smiled for her and taken her hand when she came upon him in the crowd.  In the unreality of this tropical paradise in the middle of a stupid war, Kay knew that she would never be this close to the man she loved again, and they both understood as much. 
 
    He had been her man in the weeks since the Pegasus had returned from the raids on the Gilbert Islands.  This departure would mark another waypoint in their unreal affair; and she guessed most of the other women in the hushed darkness were thinking similar thoughts, trying to shut out dark premonitions because the end of something precious, unrecoverable and was wordless. 
 
    In her head Kay had briefly been Abe’s war wife, now the war was taking him away from her, not just for a relatively brief interlude, possibly for months, or forever and letting go was hard.  He had a wife he loved, children back home in California and whatever else her life held, no version of that was in her destiny. 
 
    “You’re thinking about Kate,” she murmured. 
 
    “Yes,” he confessed.  “Otherwise, I’d forget what this is all really about.  Not just the killing.” 
 
    Abe did not know where Task Force 81.3 – Carrier Division 2, the four carriers, the battleship Queen Mary, and the battlecruiser Invincible and its escorting cruisers and destroyers – was bound, its mission, duration or objectives.  He did not need to know, not yet.  He would find out what lay in store for them when he needed to know, hopefully in time for him to draft operational plans and prepare his pilots for what awaited them.  War was like that.  Long periods of preparation, training, fretting interspersed with idleness always with the ever-present threat of sudden, unimaginably violent spasms of madness when the point of the spear found its mark in friend, or foe.  All that he could know for certain was that whatever the High Command had in mind, it was…big. 
 
    The OPERATION MUDLARK raids on Wake Island, and the Tarawa and Makin Atoll systems had, as he had suspected, been little more than trials for what was now unfolding.  Speculation was afoot that this might even be a repeat of the OPERATION PRESTIGE attack on the Japanese Home islands; Abe doubted it even though the Pacific Fleet was probably capable of mounting a repeat ‘spectacular’.  However, this time around, he sensed a grim determination not just to hit the enemy but to wound him, badly, so badly that he would never again quite succeed in staunching the bleeding. 
 
    Kay did what she had promised herself she would not do. 
 
    Warm, salty tears blurred her vision and she stepped into Abe’s arms, burying her face in his chest, sobbing. 
 
    He clung to her, knowing she was grieving for them both. 
 
    Around them the crowd was thinning as a warm, drizzling rain, more a warm mist began to drift across the Pearl Lagoon, the harbinger of a storm hundreds of miles away out into the timeless wastes of the Central Pacific. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Saturday 6th December 1980 
 
    Presidio Point 
 
    San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    “Did you know that they’re seriously talking about building a bridge over, or maybe,” Nicky Kettlewell posed rhetorically, a little dreamily, “a tunnel under the Golden Gate?” 
 
    “A tunnel would be better,” Isabella decided, sucking in the scene, one that never failed to take her breath away as she crested the ridge and stood above the gateway to northern California and increasingly, to the South West of New England.  “It would be a pity to spoil this view with a bridge.” 
 
    The two women had halted their walk in the woods overlooking the grey, swirling waters filling the canyon between Marin Head and the narrowing peninsula overlooked by the ruins of the old Presidio fortress where visitors to San Francisco, hikers and lovers often came to watch the ships and the great flying boats coming and going. 
 
    These days, both wings of the great inner Bays were frequently too cluttered for the giant eight-motor Hercules class machines, designed to transport whole battalions of infantry, up to five hundred or more fully equipped soldiers in a single ‘lift’ over distances of thousands of miles, to safely put down.  Hence, they tended to come and go from and to the west, landing as the tide flowed out and taking off when the flood turned, and the winds that carried in the fret of a misty morning helped them get airborne without having to run two to three miles beyond the straits.  Even battleships and aircraft carriers idled out to sea, or delayed their departure to allow the huge aircraft free passage and anybody who said they did not watch, rapt as the monsters began to taxi out into open water, was probably, at best being a little economical with the truth. 
 
    Nicky, who still had seven days compassionate leave owing to her - part and parcel of her long rehabilitation program - had obtained tickets for tomorrow’s shuttle to Vancouver for the couple.  This would give them the best part of five clear days in wintery British Columbia.  Isabella had never seen snow, not the ‘proper stuff’ or the elks and bears that came right up to the fringes of settlements when it was really cold; and then there were the whales and dolphins that populated the frigid near-arctic seas.  The couple had never been away, not truly ‘away’ together before and Isabella had worried – groundlessly – that she might not be granted a visa waiver for the Canadian Provinces. 
 
    Even in California where every aspect of daily life was conditioned by the ‘exigencies of the war’ two women being ‘together’ could be a problem; not because Nicky was a WREN or that Isabella was Mexican but simply because they were women, and that dreadful word ‘propriety’ blighted their lives.  And then there was the complication of Isabella being the daughter of the Mexican Consul General and people, suffocatingly, tended to watch her all the time.  Nicky too, having been a semi-public figure when news of her ordeal at the hands of Japanese raiders had leaked out, was almost as recognisable and well, any suggestion of a romance between them was…toxic.  Even out here in New England’s ‘Wild West’ where generally speaking, most people were, most of the time, too busy or letting down their hair away from the ‘prissy’ and ‘old-fashioned’ First Thirteen.  So, publicly they were ‘friends’, walking partners and exemplars of the ongoing healing process between old enemies.  In this fiction it helped that when the Mount Ross Atrocity story had first broken, the Naval Information Department splashed the story – for all it was worth - that Isabella and her ‘Mexican’ party had saved Nicky’s life.  However, the situation remained such that there were few people they could trust with their secrets and although their small circle of friends, and certainly people at the Consulate must have had their suspicions, the only person who had explicitly acknowledged that they were in all meaningful ways ‘a couple’, was Kate Lincoln, who had extended an open-ended invitation to visit her in Los Medones, and to stay over whenever they wanted. 
 
    Kate understood that they dared not presume overmuch on her hospitality, and that Isabella could justify only so many herpetological and botanical ‘expeditions’ into the nearby hills even if it was achingly tempting to make them regular excursions with Nicky in tow.  Over the last few months, those few nights spent together in the second, children’s bedroom of the Lincolns’ secluded married quarters chalet off Alhambra Avenue had been so very, very…sweet. 
 
    Isabella stared across the Golden Gate Strait towards the growing settlement of Sausalito and farther into Richardson Bay where the gantries of the new shipyards shimmered in the haze.  On a dozen slipways the steel skeletons of cargo ships and tankers were dimly visible; because of the sheer vastness of the Pacific, the Royal Navy said such vessels were more important than battleships and aircraft carriers.  Her father had told her that a new shipyard was already in business at San Pedro Bay in the south, constructing tankers again, and also several of the new ‘Hamley’ aircraft carriers.  Over ninety percent of its workforce was Mexican, men accompanied in many cases by their families, attracted north of the old border by the well-paid jobs to be had. 
 
    Isabella knew her father worried about what would happen to the ‘guest’ workers when the Japanese had been defeated, and whatever the new ‘normality’ looked like here on the West Coast reasserted itself but that was a problem for the future.  Possibly a future that was many years hence.  Presently, the influx of massive British investment into key Mexican war industries, the ongoing level of the Bank of England’s support for the Peso, and the torrent of money – hard cash, Sterling, for the last century the world’s ‘reserve currency’ - into tens of thousands of households south of the border meant the good times had come again. 
 
    As cynics back in Mexico City were saying, there was nothing quite like losing a war to mend a country’s economic ills. 
 
    Isabella glanced sidelong at Nicky. 
 
    Her lover’s pale skin had burned in the West Coast sun that summer, but her tan had survived, she looked well, blooming almost.  It helped that she had let her hair grow longer, down to her shoulders even though when in uniform it had to be pinned up in a tight bun beneath her service cap.  The Navy had been good to her, kind and patient, in fact and when she had passed the Officer Candidate Exam, the Empire Training Program had embraced her as it had thousands of men and women from the ranks up and down the West Coast.  The ‘English’ did nothing by halves! 
 
    That summer Nicky had been re-inducted into a hugely enlarged Naval Public Information Department, part of the Northern California Navy District Headquarters.  She did not talk about her duties, other than in the most general, anodyne terms.  That said, Isabella guessed that her friend now worked more on the Intelligence side of things, since the PID operation was generally assumed to be part and parcel of the opaque DNI – Department of Naval Intelligence – infrastructure at Collingwood House, the sprawling compound located behind high, razor wire-topped fences conveniently adjacent to Alberto Chávez Field.  Officially, Nicky was a ‘junior information officer’, a job description which could mean anything, and Isabella assumed that whatever Nicky did was secret.  Not just normal ‘Navy secret’; really secret no matter how much Nicky sometimes seemed tempted to talk about it.  She guessed that the old Nicky, the woman she had been before Empire Day last year, the one desperately conflicted about Ted Forest, searching for herself, and used to being uncomfortable in her own skin who had travelled to the West Coast with so much emotional baggage, would have told her everything about her work.  She might not have been able to stop herself. 
 
    The new Nicky was not like that; she had been terribly abused, hurt, she was a survivor.  It was almost as if her life had been reset that dreadful day at Mount Ross, her old life had ended that day and her new life re-born in the days after she got out of hospital.  In those fraught weeks after the Japanese attack, the Consulate had opened its doors to scores of survivors accommodated in a small, tented village in its grounds; it had been natural for Isabella to suggest that Nicky, at whose bedside she had stayed for nearly a week after their rescue, should begin her long recuperation at Hacienda Vallejo. 
 
    There had been no moment of revelation between the two women, no meeting of eyes across a crowded room, just a growing fondness and after that, things had developed, unhurriedly, without further drama until that spring they had got used to the idea of, and become, partners.  As to becoming lovers that too had seemed natural, a progression of small intimacies, kisses that gradually began to mean…something, and the beauty of the quietness that they shared in each other’s company.  That they were from such different backgrounds, and initially shared few interests – and Nicky had a phobia of snakes and all the creepy-crawly things that fascinated Isabella – did not matter.  They had their own inner lives, fascinations and that meant they could be who they were, different but together. 
 
    Thousands of people had come out to Presidio Point to get the best view of the Invincible leading the Resolution and the Revenge out to sea last month; in the following days the Bays had emptied of most of the bigger warships.  Today, two destroyers stood off the approaches to the Golden Gate, patrolling like bloodhounds searching for the faintest lingering scent of their prey, Japanese submarines which still allegedly haunted the California coast.  Not that any ships had been reported torpedoed or sunk within hundreds of miles of San Francisco since last December.  The ‘undersea menace’ had been driven far out to sea by the roaming destroyers and frigates, their decks piled high with quarter-ton hydrostatically detonated depth charges, and several squadrons of Goshawks and Sea Eagles quartering the ocean off shore by day, and it was said, by night, their pilots using the latest infra-red headsets and it was rumoured the latest miniaturised airborne ELDAR detectors to hunt Japanese submarines recharging their electric batteries on the surface under the illusory cover of darkness. 
 
    One of the destroyers looked like a Tribal, like HMS Athabaskan, one of the heroines of the Battle of the Northern Bay, so badly damaged that she had sunk alongside, almost as soon as she had docked on the evening of the Japanese raid.  The second ship was too far out to sea to be identified by the naked eye.  Isabella invariably carried a small pair of binoculars in her old rucksack; however, this close to San Francisco standing on a headland viewing birds on the wing or porpoises down in the Golden Gate with ‘spy’ glasses was an invitation to be arrested.  The English were very odd, while usually they were absurdly trusting of their recent enemies, Mexicans like herself, and treated her father and other consular officials like minor royalty; lately, they were increasingly suspicious of the ‘enemies within’ their own ranks. 
 
    Specifically, anybody with a Germanic-sounding name or known family or other links to their ‘old foe’, the German Empire.  Royal Navy men spat when there was any mention of Samoa, or Tonga or any of the other significant German possessions inside the Japanese Co-Prosperity Zone, such as Yap or Palau.  Everybody knew that the Germans were ‘neutral in name only’, or NINO, an acronym dripping disdainful contempt and if asked, most people on the street, still living with countless reminders of what the Japanese had done to San Francisco last year, thought the Navy ought to do something about the NINOs in the Pacific so ‘we can get on with winning the war.’ 
 
    Therefore, to be identified, rightly, mostly wrongly, unfairly as a potential NINO in California was not much fun. 
 
    ‘Two years ago, Mexicans and Englishmen were killing each other in the Gulf of Spain,’ Isabella’s father had remarked, ‘I suppose it only goes to show how selective memories can be.  Our hosts remember ‘Brave Achilles’ and the German treachery, even though those formerly Kaiserliche Marine ships were directly under Admiral Gravina’s command at the Battle of the Windward Passage and choose to forget the war which followed.  Now they are remembering again the millions who died in the Great War and talk again of blockading the outposts of the German Empire.  Of course, they might be right about the Kaiser aiding the Japanese, and that there may be German spies or sympathisers at the heart of the industries and legislatures of the Commonwealth of New England…’ 
 
    “Because I’ve learned to speak Spanish,” Nicky said suddenly, a little uneasily, “there’s a possibility I might be offered a job at the Embassy in Mexico City.” 
 
    She breathed an audible sigh of relief now that she had finally said it.  She had been fretting over it ever since she had learned her name had gone forward a fortnight ago. 
 
    “I say Mexico City, but the Naval Liaison Division would actually be based at Vera Cruz, to be close to the Headquarters of the Armada de México, you see…  They, the San Francisco Naval District’s Appointments Board, that is, have been advised that I’d benefit from a transfer to a place which has ‘no bad memories or reminders of last year’.” 
 
    Isabella bit down her angst. 
 
    “When would this happen?”  She asked, feigning a calm she did not feel and knew she could not maintain for long. 
 
    “In the New Year.  I said I was happy here,” Nicky shrugged, “but the Navy has policies about moving people on if something bad has happened, and anyway, my career development plan assumes a new deployment every couple of years, so I pick up more and varied experience of the service.” 
 
    Isabella knew that at some stage, if Nicky wished to make the Navy her long-term career, she would have to go to sea.  The British had been talking about sending women to sea in logistical, personnel and non-combat roles for some years and the impetus of hostilities had, far from dissuading the Admiralty, acted as a spur to get on with the program notwithstanding that a woman retained the right to opt out of sea duty, albeit with the knowledge it would probably halt further advancement. 
 
    Isabella had enrolled as a post-graduate student at the newly opened University of Alto California, San Francisco where she was working on her PhD on the subject of the ‘Differentiation of sub-species of the genus Viperidae Crotalus of California and Baja California.’  Her study had a sub-title that ran into two pages of tightly-typed script about the various types of Southern Pacific, or Black Diamond rattlesnake and the subtle variations in the particularly nasty necrotising venoms of each group.  Nicky knew her lover’s work completely absorbed her, that she would be bereft without its stimulus and that the last thing she wanted to do or had any right to do was to take her away, or distract her from it. 
 
    Isabella gazed out across the Golden Gate. 
 
    A ferry was chugging across the Bay to Sausalito, a small boat struggling against the currents, rocking up and down in the tidal swell.  In a couple of months, two new, large roll-on roll-off vehicle ferries capable of carrying a hundred cars and lorries of up to ten tons deadweight were due to come into service. 
 
    “I only attend the University once a week on average, that’s only four or five days a month.  My post-grad work is the sort of thing the Natural Sciences Department at Cuernavaca would happily support back home,” she explained, thinking the problem through. 
 
    Was it even a problem? 
 
    “But the snakes are up here,” Nicky reminded her. 
 
    “Specimens can be transported to another laboratory,” she was assured, although her tone conceded that it would not necessarily be ideal.  “And I’d have to make periodic field trips to California, obviously.” 
 
    Nicky was feeling guilty and…elated. 
 
    She could contain herself no longer: “You’d come to Vera Cruz with me?” 
 
    Isabella giggled. 
 
    “What else would I do?” 
 
    Then, careless of whoever was watching they hugged. 
 
    And kissed as if there was no tomorrow. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 16th December 1980 
 
    HMS Potomac 
 
    67 Nautical miles ESE of Moasambagha Point 
 
    Guadalcanal, Solomon Sea 
 
      
 
    A year or eighteen months ago, Task Force 81.1 would have been steaming into clear and present danger in these waters.  However, the nearest Japanese aircraft carrier was believed to be at Truk Lagoon the best part of fifteen hundred miles to the north, and the biggest remaining IJN warships in the Solomons or the Bismarck Sea were the destroyers and patrol boats which escorted supply convoys from Rabaul on the northern tip of occupied New Britain to Bougainville and thence down the ‘slot’ between the other major islands of the Solomons archipelago to the most southern and easterly major outpost of the Empire of Japan, Guadalcanal. 
 
    Other than at Truk and in the waters around the Home Islands, the Imperial Navy had cruisers and small carriers based at Singapore and Batavia, otherwise it had completely gone onto the defensive, adopting a strategy of force conservation with the same determination it had pursued reckless adventurism, a kind of unhinged naval ‘Banzai charge’ mentality in the opening months of the war.  That phase of Japanese naval operations had ended with the conclusion of OPERATION EAST WIND, the raid on the West Coast of New England. 
 
    TF 81.1 comprised the 9th Cruiser Squadron, with Rear Admiral David Kincaid Muir of the Royal Australian Navy flying his flag in the battlecruiser Australia, in company with the light cruisers Launceston, Brisbane, Melbourne and the New Zealand-crewed Auckland; the four ten-thousand-ton River class Hamley carriers of the 21st Support Group, led by the Captain (Air) on board the Lagan, which with the Potomac, Detroit and the Orwell boasted a combined group of over forty Goshawks, forty-five Reapers and twenty Sea Eagles; the 15th Escort Group, eight fleet destroyers and thirteen smaller frigates and corvettes, under the command of Captain (Destroyers), and 3rd Auxiliary Group, four fast fleet tankers and fourteen other stores ships including three ammunition carriers, two seaplane tenders and nine fast cargo ships rigged, like the oilers, to replenish ships under way at sea. 
 
    The flagship, the Australia, the cruisers and the fleet destroyers could all maintain twenty-eight knots, ‘fleet combat speed’ as it was known in the parlance, the rest of TF 81.1 could sustain between fifteen and seventeen knots, not ideal for taking on the Kido Butai in the open ocean but perfectly sufficient for its current mission. 
 
    C-in-C Australasia – CINCFLTANZ – had sent what he probably imagined was a rousing call to arms around the ships of the task force. 
 
    We are going to rub the Emperor’s nose in the dirt!  We are going to demonstrate to the Japs that their precious Navy doesn’t have the guts to come out and fight us!  We are going to demonstrate to the enemy that what happened to Wake island and those two atolls in the Gilberts was just a taster for what is to come! 
 
    Ted Forest did not really care for that sort of language. 
 
    Nor was he overly impressed by the idea of steaming into and through waters from which the Royal Navy had been not so much driven, as withdrawn from by a rare excess of tactical caution for most of the last year because of the threat posed by enemy shore-based aircraft. 
 
    None of the 9th Cruiser Squadron’s ships were equipped with the lethal Sea Leopard missile system; insofar as he understood it, the Polyphemus class ‘missile boats’ had been transferred out of this southern Theatre of Operations last year, presumably to operate with the main strength of the Pacific Fleet, or even returned to European waters to give the Germans something to think about. 
 
    Moreover, to Ted, forty odd scouts to defend the whole task force seemed a tad ‘light’ as air cover for a flotilla numbering over forty ships intent on penetrating deep into waters within range of possibly hundreds of Japanese land-based scouts and bombers. 
 
    Not that he was preoccupied with high strategy at that moment as he peered through the great, scything blur of his Reaper’s propellor as he gunned the throttle nearly against the stops. 
 
    The launch officer’s arms fell. 
 
    Ted ‘gated’ the throttle, counted ‘ONE THOUSAND AND ONE!  ONE THOUSAND AND TWO!’ and released the brakes, the chocks had already been pulled away and the aircraft was already rolling.  Suddenly unleashed, with over thirty knots of wind streaming over the deck as the carrier thumped into the oncoming weather, Ted’s Reaper lifted off the deck before the bow crept under his wings and there was no heart-sinking moment of dread when the heavily loaded fast-strike bomber threatened to stall into the waves just under the ship’s onrushing forepeak.  Not today, and every naval aviator thanked the gods for each small mercy. 
 
    There were several jungle airstrips around the coast of Guadalcanal; but none of them could land a modern scout, let alone a bomber.  There was only one ‘big’ field on the island – the only major air base on the Solomons other than on Bougainville, well over four hundred miles to the northwest – and that was east of the only major town on the island, Honiara.  Moreover, such supply dumps and oil bunkerage facilities the Japanese had been able to establish on Guadalcanal were in and around that town, and that airfield.  Honiara was also the only port where seagoing ships could safely dock and more importantly, be swiftly and with a degree of efficiency, Japanese-style leastways, unloaded on the island.  There were other landing beaches and mangrove-infested coves but nowhere else where large quantities of munitions, food, or anything else could be landed in the southern Solomons.  Supposedly, the town and its environs were defended by up to fifty heavy guns and any number of anti-aircraft autocannons and heavy machine guns. 
 
    Par for the course… 
 
    Ted’s Reaper was loaded with two additional 0.8-inch cannon pods, four rocket launchers each loaded with four six-inch unguided missiles each with a twenty-eight pound high explosive blasting charge, four 250-pound GF – Greek Fire – freefall ‘eggs’ and two ADBL Delivery Modules, each of which would release thirty ADBL IIICs set to Timeless Area Denial Mode with an activation delay of thirty minutes in a pre-determined automatically choreographed ‘spread’ sequence designed to ensure maximum ‘over-lapping’ ground coverage of the target zone.  Undisturbed, these evil devices could theoretically remain fully armed and lethal for years… 
 
    Other aircraft carried 500-pound fragmentation and deep penetration, delayed action-fused iron bombs among the standard loads of rocket pods and GF eggs.  The object of the exercise was to destroy, and to burn down, the whole town of Honiara and to render the airfield, situated to the east of the Lungga River unusable, simultaneously eradicating the Japanese ‘air presence’ in the southern reaches of the Solomons archipelago. 
 
    The strike force of over eighty aircraft would include six Sea Eagles carrying a pair of dual-mode – acoustic homing or unguided – 12.75-inch torpedoes with which to attack any shipping discovered in the open sea.  If no such targets were encountered the torpedoes were to be fired into the piers and repair slipways of the IJN’s base at Honiara. 
 
    Accompanying the strike force was a master of Ceremonies and a deputy MC flying modified Goshawk IVs equipped with on board ELDAR.  These aircraft would also act as pickets and employ their electronic eyes to spot potential targets at sea.  A flight of four Electronic Intelligence (gathering) and Early Warning, similarly equipped Sea Eagles aircraft flying off the Detroit, performed this role for the task force at sea, and would continue in this self-defence and pro-active search mission while the strike on Guadalcanal proceeded, with Goshawks flying off the Orwell maintaining a six-aircraft CAP over the fleet at all times. 
 
    The signal lamps of the Australia blinked repetitively at the strike force as it overflew the flagship. 
 
    GOOD LUCK AND GODSPEED BOYS! 
 
    The C-in-C of TF 81.1, ‘Kinny’ Muir, was a native of Port Philip in Victoria who had been about to retire to his beach-side home in Sullivan Bay, there to spend a well-earned retirement sailing his yacht, the Matilda when the War with the Triple Alliance had broken out nine-and-a-half thousand miles away on practically the other side of the world. 
 
    He had been Flag Officer, Madras at the time and in December 1978, he had been slated to return home to see out the remaining months of his career as Flag Officer, Melbourne, something of a sinecure in those peaceful days.  However, as the most senior Royal Australian Navy officer on the Active List at the outbreak of hostilities with the Japanese, he had refused promotion to vice admiral and requested a seaborne command which, belatedly, he had achieved hoisting his flag in the refitted and much-modernised Australia, of OPERATION PRESTIGE fame, a few of the scars from which were still, members of her wardroom proudly claimed, visible below decks ‘if one knew what one was looking for and knew where to look!’ 
 
    In appearance, the old battlecruiser’s silhouette had radically altered.  Gone were the two stacks and the old-fashioned bridge and tripod masts which had formerly supported armoured fighting tops.  The exhaust trunking from her fire rooms now vented through a single funnel aft of the new enclosed bridge.  Upgraded ELDAR arrays sprouted from her new forward mast braced by and partly within that armoured superstructure while new, stacked deckhouses now rose from where once her seaplanes had been launched and hangared amidships, elevated high above banks of autocannons positioned so as to give the ship’s new secondary battery, two twin 4.7-inch 58-calibre quick-firing autocannon in semi-automated turrets per side, unrestricted arcs of fire. 
 
    During her modernisation no little thought had been given to thickening the old battlecruiser’s protection.  Several alternatives were explored, including substantially increasing the beam of the vessel by installing additional torpedo blisters – bulges along each side of the ship – further, a scheme in which her existing main deck armour was thickened to five inches and her secondary battery was completely removed.  All of which implied a significant diminution of the Australia’s best, and her most economical cruising speeds, and risked lowering her metacentric height to such an extent that it reduced her viability as a relatively ‘stiff’ and stable gun platform.  In the end, other than to double the thickness of her fore and after transverse armoured bulkheads and to conduct a general structural strengthening exercise to stiffen and reinforce her hull, and to accommodate the additional weight of the two- to five-inch plating over areas of the new bridge superstructure, it was reluctantly accepted that there was little further that realistically could be done, short of completely rebuilding the ship more or less from the keel up and given that the priority had been to get her back into service by mid-1980 at the latest, that was never a realistic option… 
 
    The radio crackled in Ted Forest’s ears. 
 
    He half-smiled. 
 
    The Japs were trying to jam the strike force’s test circuit.  The channel cleared in a moment as the auto-switcher reconfigured channels across TF 81.1’s pre-set frequencies. 
 
    Okay, jamming was not a trick the Japs had tried at either Tarawa or Makin Atolls.  Credit where it was due, the blighters were at least trying to learn lessons, here and there, as they went along.  That said, they clearly had no concept of the existence or, let alone how to counteract the auto-frequency selector equipment carried as standard throughout the Pacific Fleet. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    Cruising at two-hundred-and-fifty knots, the verdant, mountainous shape of Guadalcanal was soon filling Ted’s windscreen.  The Intelligence brethren said the island was a ‘bloody nightmare’; ‘it’s two thousand square miles of river-cut terrain with mountains reaching damned nearly a mile-and-a-half high; don’t get carried away with pictures of palm tree fronted beaches, they just hide mangrove swamps full of crocodiles, snakes, biting and stinging insects and bugs, leeches and every imaginable tropical disease known to man backing onto forests so dense it’s so dark at mid-day that you can hardly see your hand in front of your face and to make it worse, half the bloody island is built on the side of one or another frigging mountain!’ 
 
    And that was before any potential invader started worrying about the twenty-seven thousand men of the 31st and 46th Infantry Divisions of the Imperial Japanese Army who had had the best part of eighteen undisturbed months to dig bunkers and to entrench and fortify practically every inch of the infernal place. 
 
    The Solomons, only garrisoned by a tripwire force of mainly Australian troops had been abandoned after the Battle of the Coral Sea in early 1979 in which relatively weak British and Japanese carrier battle groups had duelled inconclusively.  Mindful that his isolated task force was all that stood between the then seemingly rampant Japanese and a further invasion of either or both of Northern Australia or New Caledonia, Andrew Patzig-Green had reluctantly disengaged, hoping that by keeping his fleet in being, it would deter further Japanese advances in the region.  Events had proven him right, justifying his caution albeit not necessarily for reasons which would have been readily apparent to anybody on the British side at the time, when it was not appreciated that the Japanese, having thrown their whole front line strength at the job of snaffling up their precious Co-Prosperity Zone were already, relatively early in the conflict, exhausted and running short on literally everything they needed to carry on their advance. 
 
    In retrospect, although the truth was that both sides had more or less fought each other to a standstill; it would be some months before it was understood that the Japanese had ‘shot their bolt’. 
 
    By then, the Imperial Navy was on its knees, many of its ships were damaged, or so badly in need of refits that some of them had to be towed to port, while heavy bunker oil was in such short supply in the south that some ships were to lie inactive at Truk Lagoon for months on end, and ammunition stocks had run so low that the Combined Fleet’s proud battle line would have ‘run dry’ less than an hour into a second battle on the scale of those around the Sandwich islands in December 1978.  This situation had only eased a little by the time Yamamoto had mounted his daring attack on San Francisco with practically the whole, operational surface fleet of the IJN bar its battleships, whom he knew were mechanically not up to the transoceanic gamble and were too slow to keep up with the carriers of the Kido Butai. 
 
    Oh, if we had only known in the spring of last year what we know now... 
 
    Not a man prone to self-doubt or dwelling on past errors, Kinny Muir was a man in a hurry keen to make up for lost time, and opportunities.  It was a mystery to him, as it was to the planners in Honolulu, that the enemy had left so many men on Guadalcanal and as many as another ten thousand on the other islands of the Solomons archipelago, including over six thousand on Bougainville.  Surely the idiots did not honestly believe that we would be so stupid as to try to invade any of those tropical death traps when all we have to do is bomb and starve those garrisons into submission, or certain death? 
 
    Perhaps, today’s operation and the ones in the coming week would make them think better of their faulty logic? 
 
    Time would tell. 
 
    Ted Forest listened as the first waves of Sea Eagles and Reapers fell on the Lungga River airfield, dive bombing from ten thousand feet to crater the one concrete runway on the island. 
 
    He led 867 Squadron’s twelve Reapers over the seven-thousand-six-hundred foot saddle-plateau summit of Mount Popomanaseu, the highest mountain in the Pacific between the Solomons and the Chilean Andes eight thousand miles to the east.  God was sometimes a pilot’s friend in the way he pre-ordained such unmistakable landmarks, or in this case, initial points from which to commence fifteen-mile-long shallow-diving attack runs across the waist of the island against the enemy’s capital Honiara situated on its northern shore. 
 
    In the distance he soon saw the smoke rising over the airfield 
 
    There was chatter in his ears; the Japs had managed to scramble a few Falcons.  The second wave, all-Reaper, was already hitting Honiara now at low-level. 
 
    When he had briefed his pilots, he had kept things simple. 
 
    ‘It there’s too much smoke over the target just bomb through it; there will be plenty of gun pits, trenches and hopefully boats off the port to use your cannons and rockets on if you can’t identify ground targets.’ 
 
    The GF eggs and the ADBL IIICs were to be dumped and sprinkled across the general vicinity of the built-up area.  Depending on the photographs brought back from the mission – the shutter mechanism was automatically triggered by the release of the weightiest item of ordnance – a second, night-time attack would be mounted to ensure the whole area and the surrounding jungle was comprehensively ‘sprinkled’ with ADBLs.  But that would be a job for another night. TF 81.1 had business deeper into the Solomon Sea and nobody wanted to keep the Japs on Bougainville or more importantly, at the Joint Imperial Navy-Imperial Army base, depot and operational hub at Rabaul waiting to receive their share of the medicine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Monday 29th December 1980 
 
    IJNS Saganami 
 
    Truk Atoll 
 
    Caroline Islands 
 
      
 
    The Emperor had forbidden Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto to conduct his many times delayed inspection of the Imperial Navy’s major, far-flung bases by air. 
 
    Or rather, his Heavenly Sovereign had taken him aside and had a man-to-man conversation with him in which he had reminded him that ‘we both know that the enemy owns the air, especially over Burma, Singapore and the Malay Barrier; and it would be naïve to proceed on the assumption that their aerial reach does not extend deep into our defences.’ 
 
    Yamamoto had acceded to Hiroaki’s command.  Hence his fifteen-day, high-speed odyssey on board the battlecruiser Saganami, charging from outpost to outpost at an average speed of over twenty-six knots accompanied by the Imperial Navy’s two newest light cruisers and a relay of destroyers. 
 
    The Commander of the Combined Fleet would have liked to have conducted this round of inspections, reviews and face-to-face conferences with the key members of the IJN’s reconfigured command structure earlier that autumn. 
 
    That had not been possible; the purge of the Imperial Army’s Manchuria-centric command cadre had been anything but straightforward, it had taken many weeks to put down unit and garrison revolts, and several of the Emperor’s appointments to replace plotters had been assassinated, two as they arrived to take up their new posts in China.  Fortunately, it was winter and the disparate brigades of the Chunking-led Nationalists, and the populist, agrarian Communalists in the countryside, had been in no position to take advantage of the disarray of the Kwantung Army. 
 
    In Manchuria, factions still loyal to the executed Hideki Sugiyama and his clique at Imperial General Headquarters had threatened the Army Council that it would halt rice and coal exports to the Home Islands until Hiroaki had despatched the Yamagata and Nagano to stand off Shanghai, the Kwantung Army’s southern supply hub and the city sheltering perhaps a third of the 37th Army’s industrial empire. 
 
    Under the long shadow of the two behemoths’ 18-inch 45-calibre rifles bellicosity had ceased forthwith, and the rice, coal and ore shipments had continued uninterrupted within hours of the two big ships, and the Nagato and several cruisers dropping anchor off this, and other port cities. 
 
    Thus far, parts of only two field divisions had been expatriated to the Home Islands from Manchuria; initially, returning formations would be reduced to skeleton, ‘in-being’ entities, dismembered, their regiments being assigned to stiffen existing Reserve units, or split up to form the professional cores of completely new brigades and divisions, before being re-manned and re-constituted with a completely new officer cadre. 
 
    In this respect, the man with the most thankless task in the Empire was General Tadamichi Kiribayashi, whom the Emperor had appointed Quartermaster General, the de facto second-in-command of the Imperial Army.  Promoted two ranks by Imperial decree, Kiribayashi and the new Chief of Staff of the Army, General Prince Arisugawa Hiroyasu, an iron-willed disciplinarian in his early sixties who had been side-lined by the Manchurian Faction six years ago after Hiroaki’s predecessor, Yoshihito had failed to back him when he attempted to courts martial the commander of the Nanjing Garrison for corruption. 
 
    Back in those dark days this had sabotaged every effort to draw down the Kwantung Army to a ‘holding force’ of approximately one hundred thousand men responsible only for guarding, with the support of the Imperial Navy seven strategic port city enclaves each with a defence zone inland of between fifty and seventy-five miles to assure the continuation of rice and grain supplies from the interior, which was almost exactly what was now being planned. 
 
    Reluctantly, the Emperor had had to continue to allow 37th Army to continue to employ prisoners of war – mainly Chinese, and labourers transported from Korea and elsewhere in the Co-Prosperity Zone - to maintain vital war-related production in factories in the designated coastal areas under the terms of an Imperial Directive to the new members of the Army Council authorising only ‘holding operations’ on the Chinese mainland consistent with the protection of the ‘enclaves’, requiring the withdrawal of 32nd Army, and the halving of the manpower of the 37th by the end of 1981. 
 
    Hiroaki had recognised that 32nd Army would, in effect, loot and pillage every inch of the ground it surrendered as it pulled back from the interior to the coast, leaving nothing but scorched earth in its wake.  If the war was to be fought hard, terrible decisions had to be taken and the peoples of the Home Islands had to be sustained.  It was also recognised that many of the troops returning home, some after years in China, would not be fit for further active service; those men would be drafted into factories and other war work, giving the collapsing domestic economy a much-needed boost.  Moreover, free of the intolerable burden of maintaining a giant army overseas that was contributing nothing to the war effort against the Empire’s main enemy, the British, it might at last be possible to address some of the bottlenecks crippling military aircraft, weapons, and vehicle production. 
 
    Yamamoto did not envy Prince Hiroyasu or Tadamichi Kiribayashi their impossible tasks; he did, however, take comfort from the fact that at last the Empire was very belatedly being mobilised to fight the same ‘total war’ that its enemies had been waging, militarily and economically from the outset. 
 
    It was also pleasant to be able to put hundreds of miles between himself and the cockpit of the infighting in Tokyo.  He had confessed to feeling guilty about that, the Emperor had just smiled that thin, rueful smile of his and said: “I will fight the good fight at home; content that you will be fighting it,” he had waved and arm to the western horizon, “out there, my friend.” 
 
    So, Yamamoto had departed with his conscience salved. 
 
    In the Imperial system of the Japanese Empire, it was taken as a given that the morale of its men under arms would be high.  However, the C-in-C of the Combined Fleet – and Admiral Shimada Nagano, Chief of Staff of the IJN – knew that this was a false premise. 
 
    This war had disrupted, separated millions of Japanese families, already cost nearly six hundred thousand casualties including over one-hundred-and-fifty-thousand dead, and after the firebombing of Tokyo last year, no man sent abroad from the Home Islands could be under any illusion that his loved ones were safe at home.  Moreover, the ongoing manpower crisis in the Japanese war economy, and the general shortage of men trained in the technologies and complexities of war in the second half of the twentieth century, meant that most men posted to garrison duties hundreds or thousands of miles from their homes, or fighting on the China-Manchuria Front, dealing with the hardships and insurrections all across the Malay Barrier, or tied down by the Indian Army in Burma, knew they would never go home until the war was over.  That, and the knowledge that while most of the ‘regular’ Imperial Army was occupying rather than conquering huge swathes of ‘Manchukuo’ – the amorphous parcels of territory that the Imperial Army had decided was a new ‘province’ of the Empire under its sole control as long ago as 1968 – elsewhere the war was being fought by reserve divisions and ‘static’ formations made up of old veterans and boys just out of high school, all suffering endemic supply and communication issues unknown to the ‘lords of Manchukuo’, had become intensely corrosive at all levels from the high command to the lowliest infantryman sitting in a foxhole on a remote atoll two thousand miles from Tokyo. 
 
    Yamamoto’s ‘tour’ had laid bare the dire condition of many of the ‘faraway’ garrisons and forces of occupation.  The most pernicious consequence of the cack-handed way Hideki Sugiyama and his acolytes had been conducting the war, was that Imperial General Headquarters had inherited a situation in which the troops holding Singapore and other vital strategic ‘logistical hubs’ were periodically forced to survive on ‘emergency campaign rations’ and foraging for food, unable to build-up ‘buffer reserves’ and were thus constantly dependent on the arrival of the next supply ship, not least because they were unable to rely on the previous fecundity of the land of their immediate regions so wasted, and consequently de-populated by the British during the fighting two years ago.  Singapore was just the most egregious example of the lack of foresight and incompetence of the Imperial Army’s supply organisation, a major, supposedly well-manned and equipped key fortress, yet its woes were hardly atypical and the tensions between the Army and the Navy in the outlying areas of the Co-Prosperity Zone were palpable everywhere Yamamoto had gone. 
 
    One ongoing problem was that Army men knew that shipboard IJN ration scales were rigorously maintained at pre-war levels, which made it even harder for well-fed local naval commanders to justify to their land-based Army comrades why soldiers in the field were so often existing on the verge of starvation because of…the failure of the IJN to keep them supplied over the huge oceanic distances spanned by the Co-Prosperity Zone. 
 
    Of course, much though Hideki Sugiyama had constantly railed about the supply problem, blaming the Imperial Navy was only part of the problem.  The disastrous situation was actually the result of the Army pursuing one war policy; and the Navy another.  The principal difference between the Army and the Navy was that the latter had given some, granted not enough, thought to how it was going to sustain its campaign at distances of up to several thousand miles from its home bases, whereas the Army Council had simply assumed ‘supply’ was the Navy’s job, even though it had not seen fit to share its plans with it until either the last minute, or not at all. 
 
    Before the war the Navy had created a string of re-supply ‘safe harbours’ and bases in the Marianas and here at Truk, the latter easily the pre-war equivalent of the British Pearl Lagoon in the Sandwich Islands.  Building on its historic experience in earlier eras when it had had to establish coaling stations around the Western Pacific, in recent years these had been replaced with industrial-scale oiling and bunkerage facilities, newly-created munitions and stores depots, all of which had been ready and waiting, pre-positioned ahead of the outbreak of hostilities.  That none of these resources had proven in any way adequate to the demands of a total war against the British Empire might not have been foreseen by the High Command, but credit where it was due, the IJN had planned and made significant preparations in advance.  Whereas, the Army, already heavily engaged in Manchukuo and generally with its collective head in the sand – or the mud and shit of that Chinese quagmire – had just assumed that the Navy, already over-extended, would sort out its logistical problems as the Army conquered the Philippine lands, Borneo and the rest of the Malay Barrier colonies of the Dutch, the Portuguese, the Spanish and the English, for it as the tsunami of conquest rolled across South East Asia. 
 
    That said, in retrospect Yamamoto was painfully aware that the ongoing ‘supply situation debacle’ had been made much worse by the failure of ‘the Navy’ to fully mobilise Japan’s large merchant marine, which in December 1978 comprised approximately one-fifth of the globe’s cargo-carrying fleet, by far and away the largest carrier in the Pacific, and possibly in the India Ocean also, possessing a score of large tankers plying the Persian Gulf, some of which were regularly charted by the British to transport Abadan heavy crude oil to refineries in Northern Europe via the Suez Canal. 
 
    This oversight might have been rectified if Imperial General Headquarters had tried, or even be capable of, drawing together, integrating the disparate threads of the Imperial war machine far enough ahead of the outbreak of war. 
 
    Needless to say, had the IJN been aware of the scope and ambition of the Army’s plans, it would have folded the Empire’s large merchant marine into its own strategic thinking.  It certainly would not have allowed so many of its potential ‘mercantile assets’, a case in point, seven of its thirty largest tankers to have been in Mediterranean or Atlantic waters at the outbreak of hostilities had it had control of the aforesaid merchant marine in the preceding months.  Sadly, all of those fifteen- to thirty-thousand-ton tankers had been seized by the enemy within weeks of the outbreak of hostilities. 
 
    The trouble was that nobody had been listening to ‘English Isoroku’ in the autumn of 1978; not that there was anything to be gained by rehashing what was now, very ancient history. 
 
    In any event, his whirlwind tour of inspection had been as much a morale boosting exercise as it had been a serious audit of the condition of the Empire’s defences and the readiness of it soldiers and sailors in the southern half of the Co-Prosperity Zone.  It had also been an invaluable opportunity to hear from the men literally at the sharp end of the fighting.  Yamamoto had been impressed by the defiance of the IJN officers he had encountered; less happy about the state of the ships and shore bases and the general lack of local, regional planning other than to ‘make the enemy pay for every inch of territory with his blood’. 
 
    The war in Burma was stalemated; the two divisions which had conquered Malaya, supplemented by a handful of additional ‘jungle brigades’ had been halted hundreds of miles short of the Indian border a year ago, and were being slowly whittled down by the sheer numerical and logistical superiority of two corps of the Indian Army, supported by seemingly limitless air power.  The fighting in New Guinea was likewise stalemated, the Imperial Army having allowed itself to be drawn into a vicious, thankfully low-intensity guerrilla war in the mountains by an enemy who, unlike the Japanese invaders was able to continually rotate fit, fresh troops into the line. 
 
    The eastern leg of Yamamoto’s tour had been supposed to end at Rabaul in occupied New Britain but that had been before the enemy raids on Guadalcanal and Bougainville had presaged what could only be described as a ruinous attack on that southeastern ‘bastion’ and ‘supply hub’.  Two devastating air attacks had effectively destroyed Rabaul as any kind of strategic anchor, and imperiled the viability of what survived of the garrisons on the Solomons.  Two of the vital ‘big’ tankers, five other merchantmen, the light cruiser Nisshin and two old destroyers had been sunk at Rabaul, both oil bunkerage farms had been fired from end to end and the port town itself, virtually razed to the ground.  Just as in the raids on Honiara on Guadalcanal, and on Bougainville, the enemy had dropped a large number of delayed-action cluster bomblets, rendering large areas of their targets and the surrounding landscape perilous to enter, ensuring that salvage and rescue operations were impossible for several days and that it was impossible to fight the fires consuming irreplaceable war stores and built infrastructure. 
 
    The harbours at Rabaul and Honiara were presently deemed unusable, choked with wrecks and ‘infested’ with unexploded movement sensitive or time-delayed aerial munitions.  The best estimates of casualties were four thousand dead and wounded on Guadalcanal alone, and even optimistic assessments predicted that without re-supply, the destruction of food stocks meant the garrison on the island would begin to starve in the coming weeks.  As to the situation at Rabaul, communications were still…scratchy, following the second attack by a force of about fifty twin-engine torpedo bombers, Sea Eagles, and the fearsome very large, single-engine angels of death the British called the Reaper and Japanese soldiers and seamen were already calling ‘the Whirlwind’.  There had been over two thousand casualties on land and as many as fifteen hundred at sea in the first raid; there had not been enough survivors to fight the fires after the second attack. 
 
    Yamamoto’s intelligence staffers were now discussing the likelihood of the British mounting follow-up amphibious landings in the Solomons.  Personally, he deemed this unlikely.  Why would the enemy bother?  What little threat the Empire’s occupation of the archipelago posed to British strategic territories and sea routes in the northern Coral Sea had now been comprehensively nullified.  Nor was the C-in-C of the Combined Fleet impressed by speculation that the enemy, having declined to follow up his raids on Wake Island and the two atolls in the Gilbert Islands far to the north, had ‘obviously’ decided to take ‘the long route’ to the heart of the Co-Prosperity Zone by attempting to ‘roll up the Malay barrier from the east’. 
 
    That latter concept barely warranted, and certainly did not deserve weighty consideration.  It was half-baked in that it assumed, without any supporting evidence, that the British had deployed the bulk of, or at least a significant element of, their carrier strength in the Pacific in the Coral and Solomon Seas in the recent attacks. 
 
    Not for the first time, Yamamoto cursed the fact that the Fleet Intelligence Staff travelling with him on the Saganami were unaware that the IJN’s ‘special sources’, which had given the High Command limited, more than once flawed, early warning of major Royal Navy deployments in the Central and Southern Pacific in the last eighteen months, occasionally allowing the Imperial Navy to counter, avoid stumbling into an enemy trap, or dodge a contact engagement at a disadvantage, had completely dried up in the last six weeks. 
 
    The Germans had suddenly fallen silent; possibly in an attempt to avert the imposition of a British blockade of their Pacific territories, behaving for the first time in the last two years as if they were ‘real’ neutrals.  While Yamamoto had known that this would happen sooner or later – neither he or the Emperor had believed the Germans would continue to assist the Empire if and when the British warned them that they faced the loss of their Pacific possessions – it was no comfort to be proven right.  Flying in the face of global geopolitical reality, many of his comrades on the Navy Council had naively, if honestly believed the Kaiser would risk a war with the British on their behalf. 
 
    The Saganami had entered Truk Lagoon via the north channel an hour after daybreak that morning and was presently moving south, navigating through the islets guarding the approaches to the main islands within the massive one-hundred-and-forty mile circumference reef-protected anchorage. 
 
    Nearly a thousand miles northeast of New Guinea, seven hundred miles south east of the Marianas and two thousand miles from Tokyo, Truk Atoll sat in the southern Caroline Islands.  It was an oddity of nineteenth century history that the then infant modern Empire of Japan had trumped the hopes of the similarly youthful but recently horribly battered negotiators of the barely coherent ‘German peoples’ at the Paris Peace Conference by trading miscellaneous ‘island baubles’, like Palau and Yap for the main prize, an eight-hundred-and-twenty square mile potential fleet anchorage in the heart of Micronesia, which had subsequently allowed the IJN to dominate much of the sea of islets and atolls of the region and to extend its influence deep into Polynesia in the eighty or so years since the ‘Pacific Islands protocol’ to the Treaty was initialled in the late 1880s. 
 
    To British admirals, Truk was like the Pearl Lagoon or a second Scapa Flow, the key naval base not just in Micronesia but if friendship, and later the friendly neutrality of the Empire of Japan ever turned into hostility and armed regional competition, would be the key to any assault on European colonies to its south, and in a worst case analysis, frustrate the purpose of stationing a powerful Royal Navy presence in the Sandwich Islands because of the inherent advantage the Empire of Japan’s oceanic ‘internal’ lines of communication gave it over any major presence at the Pearl Lagoon, not least because the Admiralty deemed it almost impossible to sustain such an isolated Royal Navy fleet so far from its home ports on the East Coast of New England, the Cape or even Madras in the Indian Ocean. 
 
    Truk, with its waters enclosing over fifty islands, eleven of which were populated, the largest, Weno, with a land area of nearly twenty square miles, was replete with distributed depots and fuel bunkerage, arsenals and dockyard facilities for ships the size of cruisers and literally countless sheltered anchorages, was every naval strategist’s dream come true.  Two enormous floating docks – ironically, both built in Indian yards – capable of raising a forty-thousand-ton battleship or an aircraft carrier out of the water – were permanently moored at Truk, one in the eastern, lee side of Moen Island and the other in the shadow of the oddly named Mount Winipot, which topped out at over fourteen hundred feet, on Toll Island on the south western side of the lagoon.  Many of the dozens of low islets and sand covered reefs ringing the anchorage provided excellent sites to emplace anti-aircraft weapons and batteries of heavier naval rifles positioned to create supposedly impenetrable ‘walls’ of fire above the ships within it.  Before the war the Navy Council had complacently regarded Truk as an impregnable ‘fortress’. 
 
    Personally, Yamamoto had never been convinced. 
 
    To start with, there were too many navigable entrances to the anchorage, far too many, and the water was too deep for most of them to be closed off by the sinking of blockships, or too wide to be secured by any manageable torpedo or anti-shipping boom.  Mines were an option but anybody familiar with these waters knew that sooner or later a typhoon would blow through the area and wash any mines laid in the western entrance channels into the main anchorage.  The other problem was that as the anchorage itself was in most places between forty and three hundred feet deep, if a hostile submersible got inside it the consequences hardly bore thinking about. 
 
    In the event of an enemy battle fleet steaming over the horizon the assumption had always been that the IJN’s own battle line would sortie from Truk to engage it in open waters.  As to the air threat; until little over a decade ago nobody seriously thought biplanes held together by glue, dope and twine flying at a little over a hundred miles an hour, incapable of dropping bombs much larger than a hand grenade, could possibly represent a serious threat to the fleet.  Nonetheless, since the mid-1970s the number of anti-aircraft guns installed around the great anchorage had doubled, then tripled and gunners had gone to immense pains to ensure that they were able to mimic the ‘walls of fire’ thrown up by British ships in the laying and sighting of the thousand-plus guns now defending the atoll.  Likewise, the waters around the base were constantly patrolled by a sub-flotilla of eight hundred-ton submersibles and Destroyer Division 11, currently comprising four fleet destroyers, five-hundred ton heavily-armed patrol boats and five four-hundred-ton corvettes – converted whale-hunters – refitted for anti-submarine warfare duties. 
 
    By the time the Saganami tied up off the naval base at Weno at a little after noon, and Yamamoto went on deck to go ashore to pay his respects and to confer with the Flag Officer, Truk Naval District, it was burning hot, almost unbearably so when one stepped out of the shade of the awnings covering most of the ship’s quarterdeck. 
 
    He was pleased to see the battlecruiser’s crew labouring to set the ship’s anti-torpedo nets, a standing order that applied to all cruisers, aircraft carriers, battlecruisers and battleships anchoring in a harbour outside of Home waters.  He felt a little guilty being the wellspring of the order that now had so many fine young men labouring in the burning mid-day sun but only in passing.  What was a little sweat if it stopped one’s ship being sunk at its moorings by a surprise enemy attack? 
 
    These days, his captains obeyed such ordinances with alacrity; nothing to do with his supposedly charismatic, or wily leadership, it was a thing born of the brutal experience of fighting an enemy whose ruthlessness was legendary.  Even here, a thousand miles from the latest English blow to the Empire at Rabaul the worst possible mistake any officer could make was to imagine he and his ship were safe. 
 
    The Saganami had lowered the gangway and put its Captain’s Barge in the water at its foot.  Officers snapped to attention, swords flashed in the glaring tropical sun and the bosun’s pipe trilled as the C-in-C went over the side, walking unhurriedly down the steps, timing his arrival at the bottom at just the right moment to move unhesitatingly onto the waiting boat without requiring the assistance of one of the men waiting to catch him if he tripped or worse, looked like he was going to fall into the water. 
 
    A cooling breeze wafted across the water as the barge moved away from the side of the aging, much modernised twenty-eight-thousand-ton battlecruiser. 
 
    Yamamoto gazed beyond the Saganami. 
 
    These days, even small merchantmen wore the outline-disrupting ugly camouflage patterns and systems common to all warships operating outside of home waters.  The so-called ‘dazzle’ schemes which were also daubed across decks and superstructures, sought to confuse the focus of enemy pilots, gunnery officers peering through long-range director sights and submariners blinking through the lens of their attack periscopes.  It was one thing for old-timers like him to recollect the brilliant white hulls of the warships he had marvelled at anchored off Kure or in Hiroshima Bay as a boy, another to want to go into battle in a ship painted like a brilliant, gleaming bullseye.  There was a heat haze rising off the surface of the lagoon, blurring the quarter and end-on silhouettes of warships and the merchantmen of every description that outnumbered them in the middle to far distance. 
 
    His eye settled on an ungainly, squat ship which appeared to have had much of its stern house removed, as if bitten of by a giant shark.  The big ‘A’ frame mounted at her stern gave the game away; she was one of the ocean-going cable layers stationed at Truk. 
 
    Somewhere in the blur, or hidden behind islands near and far were the ships of the Truck Defence Division, presently consisting of the four 6-inch gunned light cruisers of Cruiser Division 3, the destroyers and patrol ships guarding the repair ships and tankers of Support Division 14, the newly commissioned fourteen-thousand-ton aircraft carrier Chiyoda and Destroyer Division 8.  The Chiyoda was a merchant conversion of an incomplete twenty-two-thousand-ton cargo-passenger liner which had been intended for the Indian Ocean trade, an unsatisfactory ship in some respects whose utility was in the fact she could carry and operate up to thirty-five aircraft, including the latest versions of the Falcon scout and the Cherry Blossom bomber. 
 
    Fortunately, the over the horizon and local air screen of Truk Atoll did not depend on the Chiyoda’s aircraft.  There were several airstrips around the base, the home to over a hundred scouts, in addition to the two squadrons of seaplanes and float aircraft that operated from the waters of the lagoon. 
 
    Yamamoto planned to stay overnight at the residence of the Flag Officer, Truk Naval District, Vice Admiral Kawamura Hayao. 
 
    Hayao had commanded the carriers of the Kido Butai in last year’s raid on San Francisco, and had been promoted in recognition of his part in the success of OPERATION EAST WIND on his return.  Appointed to command the Nagasaki Naval District, three months ago he had been moved to Truk where, frankly, Yamamoto hoped his old-fashioned, by the book methods could do the least harm.  Hayao’s present command was organisational, rather than operational; he would be judged on his administrative competence, not his imagination or tactical flexibility, or upon his adaptability leading men in combat.  To be fair to the man, from what Yamamoto had divined ahead of his arrival, Truk was already functioning better as a logistics hub, visiting ships were turning around sooner and the usage rate of the two floating docks had increased from forty-six to eighty-seven percent which meant that routine repair and maintenance work was happening faster and ships were returning to operations sooner than in Hayao’s predecessor’s time.  His attempts to reduce bunker oil and AVGAS usage rates had been less successful; but this was not entirely his fault given that the rest of the Empire was slowly running out of both despite the work of engineers – mainly IJN men – who were labouring tirelessly to increase the production of the Borneo oil fields so skilfully sabotaged by the British and the Dutch before they pulled out in early 1979. 
 
    Hayao greeted Yamamoto, slightly the younger of the two men with correct, stiff formality; the latter complementing him on the immaculate turn-out of the guard of honour, comprising marines and soldiers of the 71st Division of the Imperial Army, whose 1st Brigade provided the bulk of the fourteen thousand infantry and artillerymen of the Truk garrison.  It was an oddity of the Army’s approach to fulfilling its obligations to ‘police and maintain a presence’ on every inhabited atoll and island in the whole Co-Prosperity Zone that platoons, companies, battalions and in several cases whole regiments of the over-large 2nd Brigade of the 71st Division were scattered across Micronesia guarding places as distant as Palau and around fifty other ‘outposts’ with Brigade headquarters being located at Apra, on Guam in the Marianas. 
 
    Notwithstanding Hayao probably would not have credited it, Yamamoto deeply respected him as an officer and a patriot and had been looking forward to the opportunity to discuss, man to man, his reflections on the morale of the men under his command and to seek his appraisal of the actual robustness of the ‘island shield’ the zealots back in Tokyo were so fond of boasting about, despite most of them being immovably ensconced in their own personal comfort bubbles in the Home Islands.  Hayao had more combat experience in this war than the rest of the members of the Navy Council upon which Yamamoto had sat these last twelve months as he and his Emperor had done their utmost to prepare the Empire’s one last shield, the Imperial Navy to receive the blows that were surely to come. 
 
    It was not until the two men were alone that Hayao leaned close and with a sigh, broke the news he knew his visitor would not yet have heard. 
 
    “Both underwater communication cables have gone down,” he said grimly.  “It happened within an hour in the early hours of this morning.” 
 
    “Both?”  Yamamoto asked, with a horrible hollowness in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “Yes, the original cable to the relay station at Namonuito Atoll first and then the ‘long’ cable direct to Guam.  Seismograph readings here and on neighbouring islands indicate that there has been no significant earthquake in the region in the last few weeks, ruling out natural causes.” 
 
    The emergency laying of underwater cables, a hit or miss operation in the deep waters of the Pacific, in which the failure rate was often as hight as three in every four attempts to connect relatively closely geographically-situated islands, had been given the highest priority once it became evident that the British were intercepting and reading a huge volume of the Navy and the Army’s radio traffic.  Cables ‘going down’ were common; but two vital links within hours of each other was unlikely to be the result of underwater landslips or tidal attrition, or both lines suddenly failing as they crossed undersea canyons tens or hundreds of miles apart at more or less the same time.  That both of Truk’s secure connections to the outside world should simultaneously fail within hours of each other was…troubling. 
 
    Troubling in the extreme. 
 
    “How far out are our aircraft patrolling, Admiral Hayao?” Yamamoto inquired, as if he was simply making polite conversation. 
 
    “We normally go out to forty or fifty miles, the visible horizon is another twenty to thirty miles from above ten thousand feet.  I have ordered all available float planes to be rostered for search and reconnaissance duties, that doubles the number of aircraft in the air.  I have also ordered our aircraft to search out to one hundred miles, as measured from the approximate mid-point of the anchorage.” 
 
    The two admirals were thinking alike; better safe than sorry. 
 
    “First the bloody Germans stab us in the back,” Hayao sniffed irritably, “now this!” 
 
    Although they had no way of knowing if the British were responsible, Yamamoto had seen Navy Council documents dating back to the 1960s which discussed the feasibility of trawling for, and severing the ‘critical connectors’ of the mainly underwater telephone and telegraph cables that had ‘joined up’ the British Empire for nearly a hundred years.  The Imperial Navy’s primary interest had been in isolating the ‘Gibraltar of the East’, Singapore from India and Australia and the Sandwich Islands from Vancouver.  Surveyors had observed that trawling for cables less than the thickness of a man’s wrist submerged between two or three mile-high extinct volcanoes whose collapsed peaks and calderas were now topped with coral reefs would be problematic, although not so much if cables were ‘interdicted’ in shallow water closer inshore. 
 
    Kawamura Hayao remembered his manners. 
 
    “Forgive me, Admiral Yamamoto,” he bowed his head in apology and respect, “it occurred to me that you might prefer a light luncheon in the cool of the Residence before commencing your inspection this afternoon?” 
 
    “That sounds most satisfactory, Admiral Hayao,” the C-in-C of the Combined Fleet confirmed.  “In fact, I would greatly welcome the opportunity to informally pick your brain on a number of issues that have lately, been of great concern to me,” he added, collegiately making no attempt to suggest the two men were anything other than equals in the great cause of the service they had loved since boyhood was fighting. 
 
    Yamamoto sensed his host relax a fraction. 
 
    “Lead on, Admiral,” he smiled tightly. 
 
    The two men fell into step, each as oblivious as the other of their scampering entourages keeping a respectful two to three strides behind their principals, to a man significantly more interested in not inadvertently bumping into their chiefs if, by chance either of them missed a step than in contemplating the ever-changing calculus of a war that still seemed to be very, very distant.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 30th December 1980 
 
    Alhambra Avenue 
 
    Los Medones Military Estate 
 
    County of Costa Contra, Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    The newly appointed ‘Associate’ Managing Editor of The California Messenger, the weekday edition of the newspaper now printed by the California Globe and Messenger Press, felt old and a little tired when, eventually he escaped the thrumming Market Street headquarters of the West Coast’s rapidly evolving, potentially all-conquering publishing beast.  Behind the wheel of his corporate Land Rover, still gleaming factory-fresh beneath the dust from the construction sites all over San Francisco, he had driven onto the Oakland Ferry – feeling guilty to be deserting what he still regarded as ‘his post’ in mid-afternoon – and driven up to Costa Contra County, taking the coast road and then, the just opened cut through the hills and down through the Alhambra Valley that followed the course of the old Mexican cart track to Port Costa on the southern side of the Carquinez Strait as a moody, chilly wind blew spots of rain onto the windshield. 
 
    The English, which was what anyone with Mexicali sentiments called their mostly beneficent Eastern overlords had been wise to keep the majority of Spanish colonial names.  It was a recognition that they had inherited a land which had its own history and traditions, no matter how neglected it had been by the Mexican descendants of those first, heartless conquistadors and the generation upon generation of indolent Spanish rulers and their criollo – Spaniards born in the Americas – successors who had plundered and ultimately, fecklessly allowed Alto California to wither on the imperial vine after all the ‘easy’ gold had been robbed from the hills.  It was ironic that neither the Spanish, nor even the Mexicans in the last century had ever really made California ‘pay’, not even at the height of the Gold Rush.  It was almost as they had misunderstood, or perhaps, wilfully ignored the potential of their old colony, and it had taken another seafaring empire, one with a much harder, pragmatic approach to trade and the generation of wealth than the heartless looting and mining of any long dead Iberian monarch to truly begin its exploitation on an industrial scale.  It probably helped that the British had put their priestly retinues and the dead hand of theocratic orthodoxy in its place, rendering it subservient to imperial aggrandisement by the time the rebellion in the First Thirteen of the 1770s was snuffed out.  The early separation of church and state, the fact the English had had their war of religion after the Europeans had spent thirty years bloodletting in the first half of the seventeenth century had worked out well for them in the end.  Not for Britannia the millstone of Catholic integration into its affairs of conquest and exploitation, not for it the wastefulness and the poison of inquisition, its mantra had been laissez-faire in the name of the Crown.  And what is more, a Crown that was already losing its grip on the practical business of the infant British Empire by the time George Washington – the slave-owning English country squire turned traitor, not the honourable Texican rancher and soldier who now ruled the Commonwealth – had his head taken off by a stray cannon ball near the end of his so-called Continental Army’s rout at the Battle of Long Island. 
 
    It was an odd thing…history. 
 
    It had been a mystery to imperial historians for centuries as to why the Spanish had never viewed Alto California for what it was; the gateway to the Pacific and the riches of the Orient.  Columbus, after all, had sailed to the Americas to discover a short cut to the ‘Spice Islands’, yet future adventurers had been blinded by the gold of Central and Southern America and somehow, while Cortez, Alvarado, Pizarro and the rest were busy conquering and raping the great empires of Mesoamerica, dreams of a short-cut to the ‘East Indies’ were forgotten... 
 
    Tom Paine had attempted to ring ahead to apologise for his lateness, he had hoped to get away a couple of hours earlier; the telephone system having reached the Lincolns’ married quarters that autumn but his calls had rung off the hook.  Kate was probably out, visiting her neighbours or with the little ones and had warned him that if she was not in to make himself comfortable. 
 
    Like Abe, Kate had learned Spanish well enough to speak, and write it passably well in the last year and often found herself translating for fellow wives in their dealings with members of the growing Mexican community.  Most of the handymen and carpenters, truck drivers and domestic staff were from south of the border and although more Mexicans spoke English than vice versa, many of the New Englanders migrating to the West Coast – to whom French or German would have seemed a fairly natural second language back in the First Thirteen – remained uncomfortable conversing in what had, only two years ago, been the official tongue of the vast new colony, and of their sworn enemies. 
 
    When Tom was first invited into the Lincoln household, then a tent in one of the sprawling displaced persons camps in the weeks after the Japanese attack, he had been fascinated by the way his hosts would inadvertently lapse into Kanienʼkéha, the language of the Mohawk clan of the Iroquois Nation, which Abe had learned as a child when every summer his family would ‘drop out’ and live, ‘like natives’ in the Catskills and the Mohawk Valley. 
 
    Twenty or thirty years ago, the Fielding family would not have been alone in wanting to return to nature, turn their backs on the modern world but that movement, in retrospect had been just a ‘fad’ to the majority who had metaphorically dipped their toes in the water and soon found it to be not quite the idyllic bucolic break from the world they had hoped it would be.  But then not all families had at its head a man like Isaac Putnam Fielding, a man if ever there was one, who badly needed to have a place, a wilderness place, where he could escape the ever-watchful eyes of the ISS… 
 
    But that was another story and one way or another the old turncoat had got his comeuppance. 
 
    There but for fortune go we all… 
 
    Kate tripped down the steps and hugged Tom, pecking his cheek shortly before young Tom, now a boisterous three-and-a-half year-old was climbing all over him. 
 
    As always, the modest chalet residence was filled with the smell of cooking.  There was the normal iron pot on the cooking range, left slowly warming all day as Kate went about her chores, managed her two little ones, and socialised with the other wives of the winding cul-de-sac beneath the wooded Alhambra Hills. 
 
    Young Tom had a wooden toy aeroplane, a dead-ringer for a Goshawk scout which he ‘flew’ in his hand as he made gurgling, vroom-vroom sounds running around outside, while his mother sat her guest at the dining table and brought him a soothing coffee.  He did not need to tell her he was somewhat frazzled; it had been a Hell of a month and to tell the truth, he was astonished he had emerged from it in one piece. 
 
    “I bit the bullet,” he confessed. 
 
    For all that Kate dressed as the other wives, apart from her preference for open-toed sandals or moccasins, and at home invariably went barefoot, she never quite looked, or held herself like any of the other women.  It was not just her long dark hair, or the duskiness of her skin, more a suppleness and litheness of movement as if she was always on the tips of her toes rather than resting on the flat of her feet, alert, hearing everything that those around her could not.  And then there was her serenity; a thing he had first recognised in those days they had been in the woods, avoiding contact with the others stumbling, running or in the case of the Japanese raiders and downed airmen, hunting in the arid wilderness of the nearby hills.  Kate exuded a calmness, a stillness that might have been designed to counter the anger in a man’s soul. 
 
    Kate frowned her curiosity. 
 
    She had known that Albert Stanton’s two visits to California had not been purely journalistic, nor to scratch the alleged travelling itch that Maud and fatherhood had well and truly massaged.  Albert had visited the residence with his uncle and neatly, charmingly deflected Kate’s gentle inquisition about the real reasons for his trip to the West Coast. 
 
    On the other hand, Kate had been fascinated to hear a blow-by-blow account of the opening shots of the sensational legal case Melody Nash was ‘fronting’ for her Virginian friends, Sam and Amelia Henry, which Albert was more than happy to recount with true journalistic panache. 
 
    It seemed that Melody had enlisted him to chronicle the twists and turns she confidently anticipated as the case progressed, upward, through the courts of the First Thirteen. 
 
    ‘The case is not only about the institutionalised discrimination against people of colour in the First Thirteen,’ he had explained, ‘or the absurdity of the hypocritical morality statutes of some of the old colonies that have more to do with Puritan values than they have to do with the rights of free men…’ 
 
    ‘And women,’ she had smiled. 
 
    ‘And women, obviously,’ Albert had conceded.  ‘No, it is about potential land tenure and equal opportunities legislation as it applies to native New Englanders everywhere.’ 
 
    Kate did not regard herself as a ‘native’ New Englander, or of any other colony.  She was a child of the Iroquois Nation, still referred to in the constitution of the Crown Colony of New York as a ‘Confederacy’ but in a wider sense she was as much a New Englander as any white or black or yellow man or woman. 
 
    Albert had explained that, bizarrely, it did not matter that the case had only come about because of the greed and avarice of a group of very wealthy bankers, businessmen and speculators who had mistakenly assumed it would be cheaper to steal land rights to a swamp in the Crown Colony of Maryland from Sam and Amelia Henry, than it would have been to simply go into business with them, or honestly seek to purchase the aforementioned rights. 
 
    ‘You see, although the case has so far only been heard in courts in Virginia, if the Attorney General – the senior law officer in Government Office in Philadelphia, who advises the Governor on such matters – elects to refer the judgement of the junior court in Alexandria to the Commonwealth Court of Appeal, whatever the outcome in that place, the case could ultimately end up before that appellate court’s superior bench, that is the Imperial Court of Appeal in London, and conceivably, if the parties still contest that court’s outcome, before the Law Lords in Westminster!’ 
 
    Imperial jurisprudence was not really Kate’s cup of tea. 
 
    She must have given Albert a blank look at that point. 
 
    ‘British and Imperial common law is precedent-based.  That is, Parliament writes all new laws, and the judiciary interprets them and that interpretation becomes, precedent by precedent over time, the law.  Therefore, if the Law Lords were to decide in favour of the defendants, Sam and Amelia Henry, then by implication, overnight a whole tranche of, I won’t say racist legislation, but discriminatory ethnocentric law throughout the Empire potentially becomes null and void.  A reasonable inference to draw from that would be that thereafter, it would be illegal to base any decision on the colour of a person’s skin, their religion or anything to do with their cultural background or the history of their ancestors; likewise, all that old morality-shaming nonsense the bloody Pilgrim Fathers brought over on the Mayflower would be expunged from the statute books forever!’ 
 
    Albert had been somewhat excitable about the prospect. 
 
    Kate had decided she would wait and see what happened next.  In her letters, Melody, tended to be somewhat circumspect about ‘the case’, terse actually.  Like Kate, she was not about to start counting chickens before the relevant eggs had hatched and the chicks were scurrying around the metaphorical chicken run. 
 
    “As of a couple of days ago I am officially the ‘Associate’ Managing Editor of The California Messenger,” Tom Paine announced.  “I have a contract to write a handful of ‘features’ and ‘guest’ editorials each month, otherwise I’m supernumerary to requirements.” 
 
    Kate moved to settle opposite him, her face a picture of sympathy, and no little concern.  She had known that he was being courted by a big First Thirteen publisher, also that at stake was the very survival of his ‘baby’, the Messenger. 
 
    Tom sighed. 
 
    “Albert’s principals made me an offer I couldn’t, in the end, refuse,” he said, as if he was a little disappointed with himself.  “The Messenger’s editorial and newsrooms will remain in Market Street for the next few months, after that everything will move to a new site where printing capacity will be ‘scalable’ up to a ’factor of ten’, or so, I’m told.”  He groaned.  “That will reduce the price of printing every copy by about two-thirds.  My signature on the contract gave me eleven percent of the stock in the California Division of the Philadelphia Press, and if I’m a good boy, that and the ‘stage’ payments I will receive in the coming year will make me a rich man.”  He grimaced.  “Albert wouldn’t lie about a thing like that, so it is probably true.” 
 
    “You’re not the editor of the CM anymore?” Kate checked, gently. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    Distractedly, Kate swept up Neta as the toddler tottered past bound for the kitchen and the still hot range.  Her daughter squealed, protesting against her freedom to charge around like a wild thing having been temporarily rescinded.  Her mother clung on to her, gently planting her on her lap. 
 
    “Nothing ever stays the same, Tom,” Kate declared sympathetically. 
 
    In truth, trying to keep the paper afloat had been visibly wearing her friend down; he had always been fighting a losing fight, dreaming an impossible dream and although she ached for him, guessing how he must feel, defeated even though he had single-handedly started something…great. 
 
    The Messenger had become the voice of the man in the street, spoken for and to all the little people.  Had it not been for the CM, the ever-growing settler community would have had no choice but to believe every word Government Office’s information officers put into the public domain, or had to rely on the rumour mill to find out what was going on. 
 
    Freeing one hand, Kate reached across the table and touched his right hand. 
 
    “Albert was right, you ought to write about your life?  There can’t be many people who’ve travelled all over New England and lived in so many different places?” 
 
    Tom Paine chuckled and shook his head. 
 
    “Yes, but all that travelling was because I was being chased by my creditors,” he retorted ruefully.  “I shouldn’t be surprised if some of them don’t come after me again now!” 
 
    Kate tested the long-suffering look she was developing for when her children were a little older. 
 
    Tom held up his hands in surrender. 
 
    Debt collectors were not allowed to pursue debtors or undischarged bankrupts across colonial borders in the first twenty-four months subsequent to the granting of their Royal Charter; and that usually by the time that period had elapsed other cut-offs applied and personal, as opposed to corporate debtors were free of all obligations.  This was a late nineteenth century law passed to remove entrepreneurial disincentives to invest in the new territories opening up to imperial trade in Australasia, Africa and the Far East which, in hindsight, ought to have had more impact in New England and would have, had not successive Governors of the Commonwealth in the first half of the current century, actively discouraged settlement and industrial relocation west of the continental divide of the Mississippi, mainly to avoid antagonising the Mexicans and the theocratically erratic old Spanish colonies of the Caribbean. 
 
    All of which Kate knew he knew. 
 
    “Sorry, I protest too much,” the man grinned, the last of his black dog mood evaporating in a moment. 
 
    “That would be a man thing,” she agreed.  She rose and held out Neta for Tom to hold while she returned to the stew pot.  The little girl quietened and began to examine his shirt buttons while he watched her mother moving about the claustrophobic kitchen space.  To call these chalets ‘family accommodation’ was stretching it even for the Royal Navy, although he suspected that on this subject, not one single word of complaint had ever escaped Kate or her husband’s lips. 
 
    He well remembered last year; Kate had been as serenely at ease in the woods even when they imagined they were running, hiding for their lives as she was now, a genuine child of the wilderness as, in many respects, was Abe.  Presently, Kate began to lay the table.  Tom offered to help and was directed to ‘round-up’ his young namesake while Kate planted her daughter in the rudely-made high chair she had recently acquired.  The little ones sat up to table, her son even trusted with a blunt knife to complement his fork and spoon. 
 
    ‘We live in the white man’s world; we must bring up our children to live in that world,’ was Kate’s phlegmatic explanation when Tom had suggested, tentatively, that the infants were still very young. 
 
    The little ones ended up on the adults’ laps. 
 
    It was all very convivial, blissful. 
 
    After the sun went down and Kate – forbidding Tom to come anywhere near the kitchen area - had cleared everything away, she and her friend sat talking, the little ones eventually dozing off.  Unlike for city kids, out here in what was still mostly a rural environment surrounded by wilderness, Tom and Neta were active for long periods during the day, and usually wearied by dusk. 
 
    Kate had spoken about how she never slept the night through, and neither did the children. 
 
    ‘First sleep when darkness comes.’  Then, ‘after midnight, awakening.  As a child in the ancestral lands we’d eat, play and the elders would do little jobs they had not completed during the day.  Then there was the second sleep until daybreak and the world came to life again.’ 
 
    She believed that sleep pattern was in her children’s blood. 
 
    That had been before Abe went away. 
 
    ‘What about you?’  Tom had asked him. 
 
    ‘I’m part white man under my skin,’ his friend had smiled.  ‘I need my eight hours straight sleep.’ 
 
    He dozed in the chair on the porch while Kate put the little ones to bed. 
 
    “I ought to be off,” Tom groaned, rising to his feet. 
 
    Kate said nothing, she stood in front of him. 
 
    And then, after a glance into the gloom of the small, children’s room where her infants were settled together in the single narrow bed, she subconsciously bit at her lower lip and half-turned, looking into the residence’s ‘large’ bedroom. 
 
    The man blinked at her. 
 
    She pursed her lips, her eyes intent. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    And after a moment’s hesitation, she took his hand and led him towards the darkened door.… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 31st December 1980 
 
    Task Force 81.3 
 
    HMS Pegasus 
 
    108 Nautical miles ESE of Truk 
 
      
 
    One after another, Sea Eagles and Reapers roared off the bow of the fifty-thousand-ton near thousand feet long carrier into a stiffening wind that threatened a tropical storm in the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours.  In the distance more aircraft launched from the light carriers Cairo, Valletta and Singapore in a seemingly endless stream of warplanes. 
 
    The tropical storm system sweeping through the region in the next two days would be a godsend to mask the task force’s withdrawal to the north but Admiral Sir Cedric Blackwood, at sea in command of the most formidable fleet the British Empire had ever sent to war, was in no mood to take anything for granted. 
 
    He watched another Reaper, its underwing hard points – ‘pylons’ in the modern jargon - to all intents ridiculously over-burdened lift effortlessly into the air; followed by a Sea Eagle with two of the new lightweight 12.75-inch Mark 24 dual-mode dumb or fire-and-forget active-sounding acoustic-homing fish slung under its belly. 
 
    He took a sidelong glance at the ELDAR plot: there was an eight Goshawk CAP over the task force’s four carriers.  Most of TF 81.3’s scouts would launch when the bombers were in the air, half of them carrying rocket pods or a brace of 250-pound armour piercing iron bombs. 
 
    All the big bombs were AP with 00.25-second delayed action fuses so they detonated after, not as they penetrated the decks of ships. 
 
    The C-in-C raised his glasses to his eyes and looked to port where two miles away the Kandahar, the nearest of the smaller carriers, was launching her Reapers, one by one the big single-engine strike aircraft were climbing to join the gathering swarm of heavily-loaded bombers circling to the south of the task force.  Squalls and mist obscured the Cairo and the Valletta, operating beyond and astern of the light carrier. 
 
    The mission plan called for fifty-two Goshawks, sixty-eight sea Eagles and seventy-one Reapers to attack shipping and shore installations within Truk Atoll, and for forty-three scouts to fly CAP over the fleet and the route to and from the target area as TF 81.3 steamed a point north of East for the estimated one-hundred-and-sixty to eighty minutes its aircraft were ‘away’ to recover its birds.  Assuming the enemy’s offensive air capability had been sufficiently degraded, or ideally, eliminated, the returning aircraft would immediately be taken below to be refuelled, re-armed and in the case of about a third of the returnees, re-crewed, and taking advantage of the last hour of daylight, a second maximum effort attack would be launched. 
 
    Blackwood looked to the bridge chronometers, then to his own wristwatch.  About now the big guns of the battleships Revenge and Resolution and the cruisers of Task Force 81.4 would be about to open fire on the defenders of Kwajalein Atoll in the Marshall Islands, a thousand miles to the east.  Simultaneously, a thousand miles to the south TF 81.1’s four ‘Hamley’ carriers’ Reapers and Goshawks would be pummelling Gona, Buna and several small airfields along the coast of eastern New Guinea, with the task force approaching close enough to land for its escorting cruisers and destroyers to bombard targets up to five miles inland. 
 
    Kwajalein was just another demonstration, like the raids on the Gilberts the previous month, whereas, the ongoing operation in the Bismarck Sea was a deliberate attempt to force the Japanese to commit all of their limited air assets to attacking TF 81.1 and in one fell swoop, destroying, in detail, what little significant enemy air power survived on that front. 
 
    OPERATION FORAGER, the umbrella codename for the current suite of deep penetration raids in force and demonstrations from the Solomons to the Caroline Islands, was about to attain its crescendo of violence. 
 
    TF 81.1’s component to the mayhem was code-named ‘HAILSTORM’, TF 81.4’s ‘FORTITUDE’ and the piece-de-resistance, TF 81.3’s rapier – more like a gigantic broadsword – to the heart of the enemy’s oceanic empire, ‘GRATITUDE’. 
 
    Once the big guns of the Resolution and the Revenge had lobbed a couple of hundred 0.9-ton high explosive rounds onto the bunkers and revetments of the Japanese garrison on Kwajalein it would move on to repeat the dose at Enewetok Atoll, some four hundred miles to the west-north-west before withdrawing to the east and eventually rendezvousing with TF 81.3 for the long voyage back to the Pearl Lagoon. 
 
    There had been a major concurrent smoke and mirrors exercise, OPERATION CHARITY, involving the ‘spoofing’ of the sort of radio traffic it was suspected the Japanese could actually detect and read mimicking the movements of large squadrons of ships apparently concentrating on the Gilbert Islands, allied to the novel attempts to disrupt the enemy’s secure underwater cable communication system across a wide swath of the Caroline Islands, not to mention those connecting Tonga and Samoa to the rest of the world.  These wide-spread activities were carried out by a motley flotilla including a pair of cable-laying ships, two seaplane tenders, the Swordsman and a handful of corvettes, ships modelled on six-hundred-ton whale hunters, together lumped together into Task Force 81.2 had, Swordsman apart, not gone within hundreds of miles of Japanese-held territory.  Much of the radio ‘spoofing’ had been accomplished by ancient Sea Foxes flying off the tenders Peregrine and Langley, the German undersea cables connecting Samoa and Tonga and their associated scattered islands to the rest of the world had been torn up by the recovery grapples of the cable-layers Merlin and Droitwich, and those in the Carolines by the Swordsman locating them by searching for the faint ‘noise’ of the electromagnetic field they generated and then ‘bombing’ them with modified Mark 16 torpedoes.  Nobody knew if that would work, it seemed hair-brained but as it was impractical to send unarmed cable-layers fifteen hundred miles into the heart of the enemy’s defences, Nigel Birch had offered the opinion: ‘It is worth a try, sir,’ and that had been good enough for the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific Fleet. 
 
    No doubt the Germans would cry foul, let them! 
 
    They were going to be even more upset when in the days to come cruisers and destroyers arrived off their island ports to blockade their warships, and the Pacific Fleet began to stop and search freighters, and if contraband or suspicious documentation, or anything else was discovered, like sophisticated radio interception equipment, or suspected ‘hostile actors’ travelling as passengers, seized or arrested. 
 
    For the duration! 
 
    Now that everything was in hand, the die well and truly cast, Cedric Blackwood was beginning to let down his guard, a fraction of an inch at a time.  Everything was in motion; there was nothing he could do but wait now; at last, he had the mental and emotional space to reflect once more on the electric frisson, part fear, part excitement which had sparked in that conference room at Norfolk in distant Virginia when Captain Nigel Birch, his remarkable – and sometimes a little frightening one-armed Director of Intelligence – had addressed the much-expanded Committee for Imperial Defence on the three steps necessary to win the Pacific War within the shortest possible timescale. 
 
    The politicians had not liked being told the ‘shortest time’ was in the range of two to three years and the probable casualty count anywhere between an additional 250,000 to 750,000 combatant lives on the British and Empire side. 
 
    ‘Japanese casualties are likely to exceed our own by a factor of five to ten,’ Birch had added blandly. 
 
    He had paused at that juncture, as if expecting questions. 
 
    When none came, he had gone on: ‘Three steps, three escalating campaigns conducted with a fast-growing in-theatre force structure climbing from our current strength of about one hundred major warships to around five hundred, and eighty thousand ground troops to at least two million with similar reserves in hand.  And, of course, the logistical, supply and munitions support and the necessary bases and jumping off points concomitant to the above force structure.’ 
 
    The Chief of the Imperial General Staff had reminded him that he had mentioned three steps, and would he kindly get on with it.  To which the bespectacled intelligence guru had nodded and carried on at his own pace. 
 
    “Step One.  We must break the stalemate in the Pacific and regain the strategic initiative.  Step Two, the capture of the Marianas, Okinawa and ideally, Iwo Jima and the forward deployment of air assets capable of striking directly at the Japanese Home Islands, and to support forward fleet missions between those bases and the aforementioned islands.  Third, utilising the Marianas as a jumping off point for the invasion of Japan.  Step One has been in the planning for over a year and is ready to be executed at twenty-eight days’ notice.” 
 
    That had got the VIPs’ attention! 
 
    Nigel Birch had described the operations scheduled for TF 81.1, 81.2, 81.3 and 81.4. 
 
    ‘Hailstone and Fortitude will both come as nasty shocks to the enemy.  The former, if it achieves its objectives will critically weaken the enemy’s hold on the eastern end of the Malay Barrier.  Fortitude will add to the wreckage of the Japs’ fabled wall of ‘island fortresses’, none of which we have the slightest intention of attempting to capture by force majeure.  The notion that we would waste tens of thousands of lives invading islands and atolls, some of them no more than sandspits, which we can easily bypass and isolate, is frankly…unthinkable.  As was the Japanese decision to go to war with us in the first place; but that’s another matter entirely.  The object of the exercise is to demonstrate the porousness of their southwestern, and western ‘perimeters’.  And while we are doing that, Task Force 81.3 with our available fast carriers, protected by all three operational Polyphemus class guided missile cruisers in theatre, and a fleet of cruisers and destroyers equipped with the latest anti-aircraft ordnance and ELDAR directed gun directors, will attack and if all goes well, destroy the IJN’s main Pacific Fleet base at Truk Atoll.’ 
 
    One dignitary, sadly the Secretary of Defence, a former railwayman who thought he knew everything about everything, had scoffed dismissively about this. 
 
    ‘The fleet will get cut to ribbons if it sails past all those islands!’ 
 
    Birch had eyed him thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘With respect,’ he had observed, ‘that is not the conclusion the Fleet Intelligence Staff has arrived at, sir.  All those islands are the Carolines, some five hundred of them, practically all small coral reefs, many of them tens, scores or hundreds of miles from their nearest neighbours.  Five hundred sounds a lot; the thing to remember is they are spread out over an area two-and-a-half thousand miles east to west and a thousand north to south, give or take.  The Pacific is like that, you look at places on a map and you forget the scale at the bottom right-hand corner.  Nowhere is close to anywhere else in the sense that in England, or even in parts of the First Thirteen the next town is usually, literally, just up the road, a short drive or bicycle ride away.  Truk for example, is over six hundred miles south of Guam, a thousand miles north of New Guinea, and fifteen hundred miles east of the Gilbert Islands.  Geography is both our friend and our enemy in the Pacific, which in oceanic terms might as well be a vast desert.’ 
 
    Belatedly, Nigel Birch had taken pity on his titular political master. 
 
    ‘Forgive me, the thing is that it is not inconceivable that the whole Pacific Fleet could easily navigate through the Carolines without ever coming in sight of an inhabited landfall and arrive close enough to launch air strikes against Truk, completely surprising the enemy…’ 
 
    It was more complicated than that. 
 
    How could it not be? 
 
    However, simply meant the Navy had had to plan and work very hard to make GRATITUDE a going concern… 
 
    From its rally point south of Wake Island, TF 81.3 had steamed at twenty-one knots past the northern reaches of the Marshall Islands past Pikinni and Enewetak, turned south to pass west of Ujeling Atoll, cruising between Oroluk in the west and Pohpnei in the east before steering west-north-west to its current position, approaching Truk from the east-south-east.  By altering course to north of north west during the day by the time the first strike had returned, rearmed and refuelled and was ready to re-launch, TF 81.3 would be passing Truk, preparatory to turning almost due north during the night to pass through the Hall Islands, leaving Murillo Atoll to the left with Oroluk on its right flank at a speed in excess of twenty-eight knots to rendezvous with its fleet train approximately two days hence far out of range of any Japanese shore-based aircraft.  Thereupon, the fleet would return to the Pearl Lagoon in triumph.  Or that at least, was the plan… 
 
    Thus far, things had been going swimmingly. 
 
    Blackwood became aware of the presence of another man at his side.  He looked around. 
 
    “Hello, Nigel, I thought you’d be ensconced in the CIC for the rest of the day?” 
 
    The younger man smiled. 
 
    “Even moles occasionally stick their head above ground, sir.” 
 
    In the same fashion this was Blackwood’s last hurrah in command of the Pacific Fleet – his retirement was overdue and as his wife, Olivia, constantly reminded him: ‘You’re not irreplaceable, Cedric!’ – so Nigel Birch was off to pastures new. 
 
    Blackwood was headed back to England and the Admiralty, pencilled in as the new Director of Naval Operations reporting direct to Cuthbert Collingwood, as part of an ongoing ‘refreshing’ of the Navy’s senior command cadre, a process that had commenced with Jules de Cuverville’s unexpected advancement over a number of senior men to command the Atlantic Fleet. 
 
    Birch was also homeward bound. He was the new Assistant Director of Naval Intelligence (designate), a posting which involved a highly unusual advancement by two ranks to rear admiral of the blue (technically the junior of the two gradations – red and blue - of that seniority but largely irrelevant in the terms of future promotion or promotability in the modern service) reporting directly to the Second Sea Lord, the Vice Chief of the Naval Staff, where he would again be working very closely with Cedric Blackwood. 
 
    The nearby battlespace plot, a compact interpretation of the big battle boards down in the CIC, periodically switched to a regional perspective. 
 
    Back in that conference room at Norfolk, Nigel Birch had felt moved to give his political master, the Secretary of Defence – strictly speaking the Secretary of War given that a state of ‘war’ had now existed more or less continuously for much of the last three years – a much-needed historical geography lesson. 
 
    “For two hundred years the Carolines were a part of the Spanish East Indies,” Birch had remarked in his professorial fashion.  “La Nuevas Philipinas, the New Philippines,” he went on.  “Virtually ungovernable, I should imagine, back then, I mean.  Yap, one of the farthest western islands is well over a thousand miles from Manilla, the old capital, then as now of the Philippines.  The Spanish clung on out here until well after the Great War, notwithstanding the Japs stole several dozen islands around the turn of the century.  Then, of course, the Germans purchased some of the rest from a corrupt governor in Manilla and after that the Japs and the Germans, and the Dutch and the Portuguese, all helped themselves to what remained, citing sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenths century ‘rights of discovery’ and various other spurious grounds to settle or plant flags willy-nilly all over the place.  That stopped when the Japs said ‘enough’ in the 1950s and grabbed what they thought were the best remaining bits.  Truk, among other atolls, Ulithi is the other one they identified as a possible fleet base, that’s southwest of Guam, over eight hundred miles from here.  In due course, we’ll have to neutralise that before we move on to the Marianas.  The people I feel sorry for are the poor sods, the Micronesian native peoples who still live on some of these islands…” 
 
    Ten minutes ago, two Goshawks had splashed a Japanese float plane; it remained to be seen if the three-man crew of the downed aircraft had contrived to get off a warning signal to base. 
 
    Now, in less than another twenty minutes the first Sea Eagles and Reapers would be falling on targets inside the protective reefs of Truk Atoll. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 31st December 1980 
 
    Office of the Philadelphia Press 
 
    Market Street 
 
    San Francisco 
 
    Crown Colony of California 
 
      
 
    Tom Paine went to his office and shut the door behind him.  Christmas had come and gone with little of the customary First Thirteen ‘fuss and bother’ but the Messenger’s staff were planning the mother and father of all New Year’s Eve parties that night.  Notwithstanding his extraordinarily sunny mood, he would give the celebration a miss. 
 
    He had no illusions that the PP – Philadelphia Press – suits from the East Coast would manoeuvre him out of this office and the day-to-day business of the paper soon enough.  This time yesterday he had been fretting, on the verge of getting bitter and twisted about that.  Now, he planned to take matters into his own hands; depart sooner rather than later on his own terms. 
 
    He picked up the phone on his desk. 
 
    “Newsroom,” a squeaky voice at the other end of the line acknowledged. 
 
    “Coffee, strong and black. Don’t put sugar in it.” 
 
    He put the phone down. 
 
    The agreement was that he would be retained in an ‘advisory, consultative role’ at least until the spring, possibly longer if ‘everything worked out’ but actually, he knew he was supernumerary and such respect as he had in the bank was a rapidly deflating currency.  
 
    The new management had brought in a gang of college interns who did not know their arses from their elbows, none of them was worth the expenses they claimed and suddenly there was a ready pool of hardened, unemployed stringers in this town ready and waiting for any of the Philadelphia Press’s competitors to snap up for a song. 
 
    Not my problem! 
 
    The PP had the financial muscle to eat up its competitors almost as soon as they raised their heads above the parapets; or more likely as soon as they achieved daily circulations of thirty or forty thousand readers. 
 
    Again, not his problem! 
 
    He was whistling contentedly to himself when a skinny boy with spots brought him in a cup on a shaky saucer, placed it on the corner of his desk and fled.  The coffee was cool, and foul but this morning Tom Paine did not care.  For once the guilt that had plagued him all his adult life – a perennial companion, a thing his detractors down the years would never have credited – was assuaged, and he felt strangely…clean.  Which, when he thought about it, was bizarre.  Today was one of those days it seemed like the world was upside down, either that or he had fallen on his head and not noticed. 
 
    Undeniably, it was a challenge - and a half! – not to feel pleased with himself, or to bask in the warm complacency of a man who had honestly believed that woman trouble was behind him, a train that had left the station some years ago. 
 
    Not that he had woman trouble, not as such. 
 
    It was not as if he had taken advantage of Kate. 
 
    Other, of course, than he was old enough to be her father and she was married to a man he hoped one day, still to call his friend even if he would never have the courage to look him in the eye.  The weirdest aspect of the thing was that he was the one who was convinced he was being unfaithful; while Kate had most decidedly, not felt that way.  It was just that he suspected that if he was the reformed character he claimed to be, he ought to feel bad about last night, whatever Kate said. 
 
    When she had taken his hand and led him to the bedroom door, like an idiot he had asked: ‘What’s going on here, Kate?’ 
 
    She had shaken her hair out of its ponytail, there was a gentle amusement in her brown eyes and they both knew his question was redundant. 
 
    He ought to have admitted: ‘I don’t understand…’ 
 
    ‘My man has taken another wife in Honolulu,’ Kate had explained, matter-of-factly, ignoring Tom’s wide-eyed look of incredulity.  ‘He confessed it to me.  As I will that I have taken a lover.  Her name is Kay and they were friends here in San Francisco.  He was faithful to me before she left for the Sandwich Islands last year.’ 
 
    ‘He confessed?’ 
 
    ‘He wrote me,’ she had replied, smiling that wise-old smile, the one that put even a reprobate like Tom Paine in his place.  ‘A warrior on a long hunting mission cannot be expected to live like a,’ she had pondered the right word, one not of her native tongue that he would understand, ‘a monk,’ she had concluded. 
 
    ‘And you’re all right with that?’ 
 
    Kate had shrugged. 
 
    ‘I think Kay is a nice lady, lonely like I am.  Abe and I, we are each other’s spirit,’ again she hesitated, searching for a word as if she, and Abe, had only ever discussed this in Kanienʼkéha, ‘siblings, brother and sister.  We are never apart so we can never be untrue to each other.  If he was here in San Francisco I would go for him with my knife if he took another wife; and he would be right to disown me if I went with another man.  But he is thousands of miles away and each of us has the right to,’ she shrugged, ‘not be alone.’ 
 
    No, it had been too much for Tom to get his head around. 
 
    It was a whole other way of thinking about life, love and what it meant to be married in a culture utterly unlike the one in which he had been brought up. 
 
    Kate had switched off the lights, slipped off her clothes and lain on the bed, waiting for him to catch up with her.  He had the oddest feeling of the whole scene being transactional, albeit in a surreal way right up until he was lying beside her and she touched him for the first time, her hand stroking his face before she shrugged against him. 
 
    He had never, in his whole life, tingled all over that way. 
 
    His mind was so addled he had warned her he had ‘not done this’ for a while, only just stopping himself pleading that she should not expect much of him.  She had pulled a sheet over them and gone to sleep with her head on his shoulder. 
 
    When, some hours later they awakened, wordlessly Kate had clambered on top of him. 
 
    It ought not to have surprised him that everything worked as it used to, more or less, or that he had shamelessly gorged himself on her, granted only to the limit of his waning stamina.  She was soft, and warm, and muskily fragrant. 
 
    Twice they had made love. 
 
    And in the dawn light he had stroked, tickled, massaged her until she writhed and with a giggling exhalation of delight clung again to him… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 31st December 1980 
 
    IJNS Tomozuru 
 
    Truk Lagoon 
 
    Caroline Islands 
 
      
 
    The five-hundred-ton patrol boat had come alongside the Saganami shortly before dawn.  Yamamoto wanted an early start to his first full ‘inspection day’ which he planned to end on the island of Moen, at the Weno settlement and supply depot where he would stay that night as the guest of the Commandant of the Naval Ordnance Station. 
 
    As anticipated, he had enjoyed a useful exchange of ideas, and perspectives with Kawamura Hayao.  The two men had cleared the air over the latter’s removal from command of the Kido Butai.  That was not to say that Hayao had not been a little disconcerted to hear Yamamoto’s opinion that the ‘Combined Fleet must be kept in being for the final battle, to defend our Home Islands.’  However, if it had not been a complete meeting of minds; they had parted last night with the genuinely respectful courtesy of two professional naval officers who recognised that each was attempting to discharge his duty consistent with the demands of personal honour in the service of their Heavenly Sovereign. 
 
    More important, Yamamoto had confirmed to his own satisfaction that Hayao was exactly the steady hand at the tiller that the administration of the IJN’s most critical fleet base outside of Japanese territorial waters needed.  In passing, they had discussed the anchorage at Ulithi in the western Caroline Islands as a ‘reserve’ fleet base if for any reason, Truk became ‘untenable’ but concluded, since it lacked the facilities and pre-positioned oil tanks, munitions and general stores depots, its lagoon – otherwise a smaller incarnation of Truk – would be unsuitable as a major base of operations without ‘significant work’.  Its only real recommendation was that it was several hundred miles closer to both the Philippines and the Home Islands, albeit still over thirteen hundred miles south of Tokyo! 
 
    The Tomozuru was an odd-looking, unbalanced design with fore and aft gun houses accommodating – for the size of the ship – massive 5.5-inch 50-calibre guns capable of throwing an 82-pound shell over eight miles down range.  Planned as a large, ocean-going torpedo boat, her torpedo launchers had been removed some years ago to allow the installation of four 0.8-inch autocannons, splinter protection around the new mounts and to shield the ship’s previously open bridge, and modified to carry up to twenty heavyweight depth charges. 
 
    One of the lasting and very insidious effects of the late Emperor, Yoshihito’s interest, some said obsession, with his ‘lovely ships’ had been that for reasons now lost in the mists of history, Yoshihito had made the IJN’s Naval Design Bureau an office of the Imperial Chancellery, nominally headed by the Royal Chamberlain giving in theory, the Emperor a veto on the signing-off of any blueprint for a new ship, or for any ‘substantial’ work on existing ships.  To Yamamoto’s mind one only had to step onto the deck of a ship like the Tomozuru, one of a class of four ships completed in the late 1950s, to know that it was a typical result of what happened when a warship was ‘built by committee’ to appease the uninformed prejudices and personal aesthetic tastes of a rank amateur.  The hull had never been structurally robust enough to mount such heavy guns, eight 21-inch torpedo tubes and fitted with machinery powerful enough to drive her under in the wrong sea conditions.  For a warship, any warship, her underwater sub-division was non-existent and stability constraints meant that she was as ‘tender’ as a harbour ferry in any kind of seaway, and likely to sink within minutes if she received a single, relatively modest hit below the waterline by the time she was first commissioned.  Subsequently, every refit and conversion, adaptation and modification had just compounded the fundamental flaws in her design; now all she was any use for was patrolling the calm, sheltered waters of anchorages like Truk.  The only consolation was that at least here, the Tomozuru could be of some limited utility to the Navy. 
 
    The ship was commanded by a fresh-faced, nervous, jumpily enthusiastic twenty-five year-old lieutenant, a native of Kure with the sea and the traditions of the great dockyards running through his veins. 
 
    Notwithstanding the shortcomings of the patrol boat, Yamamoto enjoyed the feel of the wind on his face as the vessel worked up to sixteen knots, sweeping around in a broad circle giving a wide berth to the Saganami’s anchored escorts and passing between the old light cruisers Kako and Ayase, vessels of a similar vintage to the Tomozuru, each armed with six of the 5.5-inch guns that so burdened her, albeit on hulls with a displacement of over five thousand tons.  The old three-stackers, barely capable of twenty-five knots these days, had been on the Carolines Station for much of their careers, their old-fashioned narrow hulls not amenable to the major re-engineering many of the larger cruisers of their generation had undergone to successfully extend their front-line service. 
 
    Truk Lagoon was so large that within it, groups of islands had their own collective names.  As the Tomozuru straightened on a northerly course the outline of Fanomo on the Faichuk Archipelago loomed in the middle distance, while several miles to the east lay Parem and Totiw Islands, seemingly with a wide gap between them.  This, like other inviting channels offering apparent short-cuts was deceptive, in this and many other locations such places were impassable to ships of any size with treacherous razor-sharp coral reefs just beneath the surface, or poorly plotted jagged remnants of ancient volcanic basalt lurking to tear the bottom out of an unwary pilot’s vessel.  A ship the size of the Saganami, with a full-load draft of over thirty feet had to carefully pick its way through the southern islands, sticking to the sparsely-marked deep water channel, easy enough on a clear day but the relative paucity of marker buoys had been a problem long debated and like the comprehensive modern hydrographic survey which had been planned before the war, was an issue that remained to be addressed. 
 
    Such were the numerous sins and omissions of Yamamoto’s predecessors.  Wars at sea were not just fought by castles of steel; one neglected at one’s peril the industrial infrastructure, training regimes, constantly developing technologies and the little things, like conducting regular soundings of one’s main anchorages; so that a larger number of highly visible channel markers could be accurately positioned to reduce many of the hazards to navigation any experienced mariner could see all around him at Truk… 
 
    Yamamoto snapped out of her reverie. 
 
    He was hearing low-flying aircraft. 
 
    Many, many aircraft. 
 
    Momentarily, a frown twitched at his lips. 
 
    He had specifically asked that no ‘special’ exercises or ‘demonstrations’ be undertaken on account of his visit to Truk.  The Empire had no spare oil to waste on mounting showy reviews or ceremonies, and he certainly did not expect anybody to waste precious AVGAS on formation flying exhibitions in his honour. 
 
    He thought he heard distant thunder. 
 
    Yet the sky was clear, the clouds scattered and high; it was going to be a typical, burning hot day, with the air clearing, possibly the lull before the storms forecast to run across the southern Carolines in the coming days.  Storms which would be the perfect cover for the departure of the Saganami, Manilla-bound on the last leg of Yamamoto’s tour of inspection. 
 
    One, two, three aircraft flew over the Tomozuru at near masthead height, then another.  The aircraft looked…strange.  Around the Commander of the Combined Fleet on the patrol boat’s bridge, the members of the watch glanced to one another. 
 
    As if they did not quite believe the evidence of their eyes. 
 
    Yamamoto stared at the gull-winged gaggle as it tore across the anchorage towards the moored light cruisers Kako and Ayase.  There were no scouts in the inventory of the IJN or the Army’s air wing that looked remotely like those aircraft. 
 
    “ALARM!”  He barked at the commander of the Tomozuru.  “BATTLE STATIONS!  THOSE ARE ENGLISH SCOUTS!” 
 
    He watched as the scouts – Goshawks, he guessed - barrelled towards the Ayase, anchored abreast but slightly forward of her sister ship.  Dark objects fell from beneath the aircrafts’ wings, splashed as the aircraft hauled into steep climbs.  The black missiles skipped onwards, as if bomb-shaped pebbles across the water towards their target. 
 
    Yamamoto tuned out the chaos around him as klaxons sounded and men sprinted in every direction, orders were screamed and the old ship beneath his feet began to heel into a turn to port.  He stared at those bombs ‘bouncing’ across the water.  He saw one, then another bounce over or ahead of the Ayase’s clipper bow.  The mind plays tricks when things happen so fast; yet he swore that even though the Tomozuru must have been at least a mile away, he saw two neat, round holes appear in her port side – one below the Ayase’s bridge, and another low on her waterline in line with her third stack.  And for a split second, that was all.  He started to convince himself all the bombs had missed; and then two explosions erupted from the cruiser.  One obscured her bridge and the other, the one near her waterline, must have blown out a section of underwater hull plating.  A column of steam violently vented from her forward funnels and almost immediately, the old ship began to list to port. 
 
    Yamamoto was transfixed, his attention so tightly seized that it was some moments before he realised that the Tomozuru was also under attack. 
 
    Two huge columns of water towered over the ship. 
 
    The patrol boat juddered from stem to stern as if she had been hit by great hammers, Yamamoto grabbed for the rail, others went down onto their knees as the Tomozuru ploughed through a deluge of falling water. 
 
    Everything was happening at a thousand miles an hour. 
 
    Emerging from what seemed to be a waterfall, the sky was suddenly pocked with dirty grey-black shell-bursts, the clatter of the ship’s old-fashioned, clip-fed cannons was beating a staccato pattern. 
 
    Yamamoto had no idea what the gunners were shooting at. 
 
    Not that there was any shortage of targets. 
 
    He could see mushrooms of smoke rising in the distance to the north and the south, and the barking of the Saganami’s 5.5-inch 50-calibre secondaries.  High above the atoll there were contrails; perhaps, a few of the base’s defending scouts had got airborne in time… 
 
    He looked back down the length of the patrol boat. 
 
    The aft pair of single 0.8-inch cannons were shooting almost directly over the stern, perilously close to the top of the 5-5-inch gun house.  For a moment, Yamamoto could not see what they were shooting at. 
 
    Two twin-engine Sea Eagles were careening across the anchorage so low their propellor washes were leaving trails in their wake. 
 
    Torpedo bombers! 
 
    The leading Sea Eagle dropped one, and then a second missile, the splashes almost touching its underbelly as it slewed away to the left and its companion launched its fish.  By now the gunners of three or four ships had got the range.  The second Sea Eagle staggered, shards, a puff of grey smoke the next moment, a flash of fire bursting from its starboard wing before it dipped into the sea and the machine cartwheeled between a listing, burning freighter and the Tomozuru.  Time seemed to be telescoping and warping, things were happening too fast and yet, there were interludes of horrible reality in which events occurred in sickeningly inevitable in slow motion. 
 
    The Sea Eagles had been running towards the Saganami which somehow, presumably having jettisoned its anchors and cut its moorings was under way, turning to the south, her anti-aircraft guns spitting smoky defiance and her forward main battery turrets swinging to starboard, barrels elevated to their maximum thirty degree limit. 
 
    Those great 14-inch rifles were no use to her when she was under close air attack. 
 
    Yamamoto watched as bombs, spearing black motes in his eye between two and three miles distant, fell on his flagship.  The water boiled crazily as waterspouts reached two hundred feet into the air all around the battlecruiser.  She began to emerge, unscathed then there was an explosion near her bow, and another, near her forward main battery turret. 
 
    And then the torpedoes started to hit her. 
 
    One, two, slamming into her starboard flank just aft of amidships, and a third, right under her stern. 
 
    An acoustic torpedo homing in on the turning of her screws? 
 
    Yamamoto kept his glasses to his eyes. 
 
    Another bomb hit the battlecruiser squarely amidships, somewhere near the root of her second stack causing a secondary explosion, then another as steam vented and likely, ready use ammunition for the ship’s secondary battery began to ‘light off’. 
 
    Thankfully, the smoke, the merciful miasma of battle began to shroud the old ship’s agony as more aircraft plunged down upon her like sharks, tasting the blood in the water. 
 
    “GET DOWN!” 
 
    Yamamoto heard the desperate scream of the Tomozuru’s young captain and swung around. 
 
    Two Reapers were running in from the north; the ship was almost broadside on to them, her wheel already hard over and her gunners either reloading their guns or engaging targets elsewhere, most of them unaware of the roaring death bearing down upon them. 
 
    The C-in-C of the Combined Fleet knew that the only possible thing to do was to prostrate himself on the deck and pray to his ancestors. 
 
    But that was not the way of the warrior. 
 
    The enemy would soon be at the gate and his generation of Imperial officers had failed their Emperor.  He too, had been late in seeing the looming disaster.  The greatest blunder had not been to march down the road to war; it had been that men like him had been unable to inculcate sanity into the deliberations of the war-mongers long, long ago.  This war had been coming for a quarter of a century and for much of that time he had gone about his business, living with the ‘English Isoroku’ jibes, reconciled to the stalling of his once glittering career.  Too many other men had done as he had done; allowed themselves to be carried along on the wave of nationalistic fervour, secretly believing that yes, actually, his people, the Japanese people, really were special, a chosen tribe whose destiny it was to rule the whole of Asia. 
 
    Now he was witnessing the true cost of that fatal hubris. 
 
    The two Reapers opened fire at a range of a lot less than half-a-mile. 
 
    The high cycling rate of their 0.8-inch cannons, four on each aircraft hurled a storm of exploding metal at the patrol boat hitting the Tomozuru with such violence that her thin-skinned starboard side disintegrated, and her amidships anti-aircraft positions and deckhouse were almost instantly blasted to perdition, with mounts and pieces of superstructure blown straight over the side.  Then the first salvo of 1-inch rockets slammed into the shivering, juddering wreck. 
 
    In the space of less than five seconds the Tomozuru had been reduced to a burning hulk, her decks littered with the body pieces of the men who had once been her proud crew, while down below water began to flood the fire room, her pumps failed and her turbines seized as, listing, she began to lose way. 
 
    On what was left of the compass platform a single, bloodied yeoman looked around in traumatised incomprehension, unable to recognise anything slopping around in the gore on the deck at his feet that might once have been human. 
 
    He stared, oblivious to the fact that he had voided his bowels, wondering idly through the gathering fog of shock, who exactly it was who was screaming like a tortured animal. 
 
    It was, of course…him. 
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
   



 

 EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 13th January 1981 
 
    RNH Queen Iolani 
 
    Honolulu, Oahu 
 
    Crown Protectorate of the Sandwich Islands 
 
      
 
    Kay Phelps had known Abe was not coming back for several days.  The air wings of the returning carriers had flown off their ships to their island bases before the Pegasus, Kandahar, Valletta and Cairo had nosed into the Pearl Lagoon and anchored at their moorings in the Middle Loch a week ago.  Abe had always sent her word that he was back within hours on the other occasions the carriers had sortied. 
 
    There had been euphoric crowds on the banks of the main channel as the two Pearl Lagoon-based task forces had come home, triumphant and unlike on previous occasions, as fleets in good order, absent even a single battle-damaged, patched-up ship.  However, word had soon begun to circulate that several of the Sea Eagle and Goshawk squadrons, had suffered ‘casualties’; that sort of rumour never went round if the numbers involved were in single figures because out here in the Pacific that had long ceased to be in any way ‘remarkable’. 
 
    Other women in Kay’s hospital circle had received news, reassuring news but already they were avoiding her eye as if they too, knew.  Then, that morning as she came off her night shift the sum of all her fears coalesced in the shape of the plump WREN Second Officer wearing the arm badge of the NCAD – the Naval Committee (of) Adjustment Division – waiting for her in the nurse’s common room. 
 
    Kay went cold, numb inside. 
 
    The NCA Department of the Fleet Staff dealt with the settlement of the affairs of dead or missing personnel, was responsible for contacting their next of kin and the appropriate disbursement of their mortal possessions. 
 
    Kay had imagined she had prepared herself for this moment; now she realised she had been utterly mistaken. 
 
    The WREN checked she was the woman she had come to see, her expression a sympathetic, well-practiced maternal half-smile, her eyes genuinely misty. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    From experience she understood that these things were better got over and done with without beating about the bush, it was kinder. 
 
    “Commander Abraham Lincoln was killed in action in the fleet attack on the Japanese at Truk Lagoon in the Caroline Islands on the 31st December.” 
 
    “Killed?”  Kay murmured. 
 
    “His aircraft was seen to be struck by enemy fire and a few seconds later it was seen to crash into a Japanese warship.  His wingman and one other pilot, both of whom witnessed the incident, have confirmed that no parachute was observed.  There was no time, no opportunity for Commander Lincoln to bail out of his scout.” 
 
    Belatedly, Kay became aware that the other woman had pressed a small, sealed, Manilla envelope into her nerveless hands. 
 
    “In the event of his death, Commander Lincoln left instructions that this letter should be personally delivered to you at the time you were, in person, notified of his sad loss.” 
 
    Kay said nothing; she did not know what to say, or think. 
 
    The other woman, clearly embarrassed added: “In a document enclosed with a copy of his Last Will and Testament, Commander Lincoln specified that you, insofar as it was possible, and his wife, were to be informed of his death on the same day.” 
 
    Kay stared at the letter in her hands. 
 
    “Is there somebody who can be with you today?”  She was asked. 
 
    “I share an apartment with several other nurses,” Kay retorted, beginning to recover her wits.  She did not want to be with anybody, she needed to be alone, to begin to come to terms with the reality of her changed life.  And she was not about to open Abe’s letter in front of a stranger. 
 
    Kay took the bus alone to Hospital Point, where the first Royal Navy Infirmary on Oahu had been located in the nineteenth century, its shallow foundations long since buried under the parade ground of HMS Hibernia, the reception depot where all newly arrived non-commissioned officers and other rates were processed in the deceptively tropical, palm tree-lined surroundings in nondescript rows of clapboard, metal-framed barracks. 
 
    She sat on the grass in the sunshine gazing out across the main channel to the verdant slopes of the Waipio Peninsular, her eye distracted by a destroyer entering the Drake Island Channel, heading out to sea, her leaving harbour pendant flying and an honour guard at her rail saluting the Port Admiral’s Flag.  The life of the great naval base was going on as normal; it was only her world which was threatening to implode around her. 
 
    After the officer from the NCA had left the hospital, Kay had gone to the bathrooms and been sick, retching hurtfully, her stomach empty. 
 
    She had got used to that in the last fortnight. 
 
    And was reconciled to it and what it signified. 
 
      
 
    Kay, 
 
    If you are reading this it means that I am gone.  Or as likely, not coming back to you, or my old life.  I am sorry beyond measure for the pain this will cause you. 
 
    Thank you for being there for me last year.  Thank you for having been with me here these last few months even though you knew, as I knew, that I was broken. 
 
    Kate and I swore an oath to keep no secrets from each other.  I wrote to her that you and I were lovers so that in my absence she would be free to find another man. 
 
    Kate hoped that I would return from the war remade, recovered but I knew that could never be and I think, in her heart she understood.  You, like her, briefly made the darkness light.  I tried so hard to not become my father, but the hunter’s blood ran strong in my veins.  To fight, to kill in a noble cause may be a thing one can atone for but to enjoy the hunt, and the kill, to be addicted to the mortal sin of it, to live for the cold thrill of it, is to slowly lose one’s soul.  I thought once that the fire might burn itself out.  Instead, because of the war it burned more fiercely.  One day it might have consumed me and all I love, you included. 
 
    That you loved me was more than I deserved, more than I could expect. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    I am proud and honoured to have known you and to have been one flesh with you. 
 
    I am and will always be your spirit brother, Abraham. 
 
      
 
    [The End] 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Endnote 
 
      
 
    ‘Manifest Destiny’ is the thirteenth book in the New England Series set in an alternative world, two hundred years after the rebellion of the American colonies was crushed in 1776 when the Continental Army was destroyed at the battle of Long Island and its commander, George Washington was killed. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed it - or if you did not, sorry - but either way, thank you for reading and helping to keep the printed word alive.  Remember, civilization depends on people like you. 
 
      
 
    I must also thank John A. Wallen for his exhaustive proofing and sub editing of the final manuscript of this book. 
 
      
 
    He and I are confident that this will contribute to the reader’s enjoyment of the book. 
 
      
 
    So, thank you again, John! 
 
    ________ 
 
      
 
    Oh, please bear in mind that: 
 
      
 
    Inevitably, in writing an alternative history this book has referenced, attributed motives, actions and put words in the mouths of real, historical characters. 
 
      
 
    No motive, action or word attributed to a real person after 28th August 1776 actually happened or was said. 
 
      
 
    Whereas, to the best of my knowledge everything in this book which occurred before 28th August 1776 actually happened! 
 
    ________ 
 
      
 
    Okay, this is the thing.  I have kept my end notes brief, terse in fact up until now.  I like a book to speak for itself and keep the thinking, the process to myself; the reader has enough to do to keep up as it is! 
 
      
 
    But…a million or more words into New England bear with me if I restate a couple of the tenets of what I do. 
 
      
 
    I try very hard not to write the same book twice; that is, the episodes of my series are part of a contiguous narrative arc, episodes or instalments, if you like, in – nowadays this series included – a saga of sorts.  I am told that I ought to be formulaic (publishing industry talk for writing one template story and then re-populating that over and again with different place names and people, et al).  However, that is not what I do. 
 
      
 
    Second, I try to remain true to the idea that I write to find out what happens next.  Yes, that’s a bit rich since I am also writing in the context of a broader narrative arc but like any long journey, there are many roads one may travel to get to one’s final destination. 
 
      
 
    That’s it.  Those are my ‘road’ signs. 
 
      
 
    Let us get specific about New England. 
 
      
 
    ‘Manifest Destiny’ is Book 13 of a narrative arc which will run to at least Book 20.  The way I approach a series is to write the first 3 to 5 books, see how they are received and how much fun they are to write; then if it turns out people want to read the books (and I am still having fun) I plan to go to Book 10; after which I review it again.  Suffice to say the series has a small, loyal readership and yes, hard work notwithstanding, the series is fun to write, hence I am planning to go at least to Book 20 in the coming years. 
 
      
 
    I have the titles, the thematic concepts and a broad concept of where I want to be at the end of Book 20.  Moreover, as I write, the artwork has been commissioned for books 16 to 20 as an earnest of my good intentions. 
 
      
 
    James Philip 
 
    July 2023 
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