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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    11:49 Hours (GMT) 
 
    Thursday 13th November, 1969 
 
    83 Nautical Miles SSE of Rockall 
 
    North Atlantic 
 
      
 
    When the small yellow-painted buoy broke the surface there was nobody within twenty miles to see it; not that anybody on the deck of a ship riding the swells of the dying winter storm would have seen something that small constantly over-topped by white horses with the naked eye, unless it was in the water right below the deck rail he was clinging onto - for dear life – at that moment.  But then to be seen was not the primary purpose of the emergency position location indicator (EPLI); its designers had always known that lost in the wilderness of the iron grey sea to be in any sense visible it had to make its presence known in a way that did not depend on the random acuity of the human eye. 
 
    Therefore, as it had been pre-programmed, eight minutes after its launch and some three minutes after it had broken the surface of the North Atlantic, its radio beacon – set to operate at a frequency of 243 megahertz - began to transmit and re-transmit in plain text Morse Code at intervals of five seconds. 
 
    SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP 
 
    Then, after a sixty-second delay. 
 
    SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP 
 
    After fifteen minutes the re-transmission interval altered to ten minutes and after sixty minutes, once every thirty minutes until the emergency position indicator buoy’s battery was exhausted. 
 
    SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN STOP 
 
    Depending on atmospheric conditions and the maximum extent to which the EPLI’s aerial had deployed, its VHF signal had a range of between twenty and forty miles which, as its battery ran down, would gradually decrease over a period – assuming the beacon had not been damaged prior to, during its launch or in its ascent through the water column – which might be as many as twenty-four hours but was more likely, in the cold waters of the North Atlantic, to be around ten hours. 
 
    While Beacon EPLI-RN-046/SD had been undamaged in its initial launch phase, water pressure had subsequently deformed its lower buoyancy chamber, which was now leaking, causing the beacon to lie lower than was optimal in the water, thus degrading the quality of, and the range at which its distress signal could be detected. 
 
    Thus, notwithstanding it was Fleet Standard Operating Practice for all of Her Majesty’s Ships at sea and the wireless rooms of all major shore establishments directly under the command of C-in-C Fleet to stop what they were doing and ‘listen’ for three minutes in every hour on 243 megahertz and other related emergency frequencies, it was pure chance that two, garbled, very weak partial SUBSMASH S ONE ZERO SEVEN DOWN transmissions were intercepted by the USS Niagara Falls, a US Navy Combat Stores Ship, ferrying modified Polaris missile components and warheads to the Gare Loch, in support of the ultra-secret operations of the US-UK Joint Nuclear Strike Force. 
 
    The Niagara Fall’s radio room, after establishing a general bearing on the signal source, then lost contact and despite circling to the south and the west for some hours, failed to reacquire the distress call, or to locate the broadcasting EPLI. 
 
    Reporting the receipt of the distress signal to Second (Atlantic) Fleet Headquarters in Norfolk, Virginia; the same was transmitted onward to North Atlantic Command at the Pentagon, and thence, literally within minutes to Royal Navy Fleet Headquarters at Drakelow in England. 
 
    Thereafter, the search, co-ordinated by Flag Officer, 1st (Nuclear) Submarine Squadron at Faslane, Rear Admiral Francis Barrington, began immediately without waiting for HMS Cassandra – Pennant Number S107 – to ‘miss’ her next routine communications slot, 10:24 to 10:44 on the following day, to initiate what was to be a frantic search and rescue operation.  Aircraft were scrambled from bases in Northern Ireland and Scotland, two US Navy SSNs patrolling south of Iceland raced south at flank speed, HMS Alliance, the ‘Perisher Flagship’ and the Oracle, another diesel-electric submarine were soon summoned to join the merchantmen and warships combing the hundreds of square miles of ocean around where, it was estimated the EPLI had surfaced. 
 
    It was hopeless, of course. 
 
    Cassandra’s ‘test depth’ – a value usually calculated as being expressed as being around half her designed ‘crush depth’ – was six hundred feet.  Subsequently, when in mid-1970 the US Navy produced its own classified analysis of recordings made by its array of seabed moored sonar listening posts, it was established that there had been an explosive event, almost certainly the implosion of the Cassandra’s pressure hull fifty-seven minutes before the Niagara Falls had intercepted the signal from the submarine’s emergency beacon.  Triangulation between three of those fixed listening stations established that the wreck of the Cassandra most likely lay near the foot of Rockall Bank at a depth of not less than six-thousand-feet. 
 
    But all that was for the Admiralty Board of Inquiry to mull much, much later because when the news of the probable loss with all hands of the Royal Navy’s newest nuclear-powered hunter-killer submarine came across the Prime Minister’s desk, as shattering as the news of the disaster and the deaths of thirty-seven-year-old Captain John Forster ‘Sandy’ Woodward and his one-hundred-and-two-man crew was at the time; almost immediately paled into tragic near insignificance in the context of the unmitigated runaway existential crisis then engulfing British forces in the South Atlantic. 
 
    A crisis that would soon fall upon Margaret Thatcher’s Government in England like a tsunami.  The loss of the Cassandra was an ill-omen, a harbinger of misfortune. 
 
      
 
    Essays and Discussion Points [2013-2015] 
 
    Professor Dame Elisabetta M. Calleja-Christopher 
 
    Betancourt Foundation Chair of Modern History 
 
    University of California, Berkeley. 
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    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    20:19 Hours (Local) 23:19 Hours (GMT) 
 
    Thursday 13th November, 1969 
 
    Lincoln F-Foxtrot 
 
    Angels One-Four over Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The old bomber reared up as her 2,000-pound blast bomb fell away into space; her fourteen 500-pound general purpose bombs released a split second later and then at intervals of a fraction of a second, five 1,000 iron bombs fused to explode with delays of between half-a-second and six hours tumbled after them into the suddenly sparkling darkness of the night as every ship in San Carlos Water – a fjord some fifteen kilometres long, and in places over two kilometres wide – beneath the eleven Avro Lincolns of the I Grupo de Bombardeo of V Brigada Aérea, opened fire with every gun capable of skyward elevation. 
 
    Major General Juan Carlos Rey, the commander of the FAA - Fuerza Aerea Argentina – flying as an observer, despite having been sorely tempted to take the controls of one of the magnificent old dinosaurs the Argentine had bought from the RAF over twenty years ago, watched the tracer reaching into the heavens, and clung on as the bomber clattered and lurched through the turbulence of the thickening wall of exploding metal being thrown into the air directly ahead.  The temptation to order the pilot to put the aircraft’s nose down and to turn away was almost over-powering but if the first aircraft to bomb did that then the entire weight of the enemy’s radar-predicted barrage would fall on the planes following behind them who had yet to drop their bombs. 
 
    Rey stared at the fiery rise of a rocket, trailing a boiling, flickering pillar of smoke behind it as it rose through the formation without finding a target.  In a moment another missile, most likely a Terrier, dashed an aircraft to pieces about half-a-kilometre ahead to his right and flying a few hundred feet higher, into flaming, tumbling debris. 
 
    The aircraft shook, 
 
    There was a sound like metal rain thrumming around him, and glass splintered.  Even though he was wearing his oxygen mask to enable him to speak over the aircraft’s intercom, he smelled burning. 
 
    The bomber jolted, something wet, warm splashed across Rey’s head and shoulders as he staggered to keep his feet between the flight engineer and the pilot and the Lincoln dropped her left wing. 
 
    “Losing power on number four!” 
 
    “I’m hit…” 
 
    Rey had no idea which crewman had gasped that; he was just aware that the aircraft was starting to fall away into space.  He pulled down the second pilot’s seat and made a grab for the controls because he knew, he just knew that no one was actually flying the bomber in that moment. 
 
    He stamped around for the pedals. 
 
    The second pilot’s controls were designed to be sufficient to allow him to fly the aircraft straight and level, and that was all. 
 
    A glance to his left… 
 
    The pilot’s head was slumped forward, lolling, and his hands hanging limp. 
 
    Rey struggled to level the bomber’s wings. 
 
    Everything was intolerably heavy and one of the engines was making a horrible noise. 
 
    “GET THE PILOT OUT OF HIS CHAIR!” 
 
    Rey guessed the flight engineer – whose name he did not know – had worked out what was going on at the same time he had.  The man was leaning over the pilot before he had finished yelling the order. 
 
    Another man, either the navigator or the wireless operator had squeezed into the cockpit.  They had the pilot’s straps unfastened but were struggling, at first, in vain to pull him clear.  Rey was oblivious to whatever was going on outside the cockpit, clinging to the controls with maniacal concentration, desperation in fact.  He had flown transport aircraft, single-engine machines, even an F-86 Sabre but never a Lincoln, especially not one which was probably so badly damaged it was likely to fall out of the sky at any moment.  He was wrestling with the controls but however much he strained the aircraft kept wanting to turn to, and to drop away to port. 
 
    He felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The pilot’s seat was empty. 
 
    “I’ll hold the control column!”  A man bawled in his ear.  “You get into the left seat,” and belatedly, “SIR!” 
 
    Rey stamped on the right rudder pedal as he fell into the pilot’s bucket seat. 
 
    Everything was happening at a thousand kilometres an hour. 
 
    “WE HAVE TO FEATHER NUMBER FOUR!” 
 
    Rey had gone to the throttles and pulled back on the one for the damaged engine; nothing had happened except the aircraft had started shaking even worse than before. 
 
    You have no idea what you are doing; listen to these people! 
 
    “Yes, very well!”  He shouted.  “Stand by for feathering!” 
 
    He made a thumbs-up signal – guessing it was probably the right thing to do in the circumstances - to the flight engineer. 
 
    The basics from flight school began to come back to him. 
 
    “Master fuel cock...  OFF!” 
 
    “Button in...  RELEASE THE BUTTON!” 
 
    “Throttle...  CLOSED!” 
 
    “Slow-running cut-out switch...  SET TO IDLE CUT-OFF POSITION!” 
 
    The Flight Engineer leaned across him, peering out of the cockpit, checking that the Merlin 85 had actually stopped, hoping to see that the propeller had feathered, edges directly into the airflow, windmilling 
 
    “Number four FEATHERED!”  The man reported, then added: “I think!” 
 
    The C-in-C of the FAA was just beginning to recover a little of his composure.  He remembered that the Avro manual claimed that the Lincoln ought to fly ‘feet off the rudder’ straight and level with one engine feathered.  That was obviously wrong but then in fairness to the manufacturers, there was probably other, significant damage to the wing’s control surfaces and all things considered, the aircraft was feeling if not happy, then at least ‘flyable’ for the moment. 
 
    He touched the intercom stud at his throat. 
 
    “The aircraft captain has been wounded.  I have control of the aircraft.  He began to call around the crew stations.  The mid-upper – dorsal – turret gunner was silent. 
 
    The bad news kept coming. 
 
    “Number three is running hot!” 
 
    “Oh, shit…  Number three is on fire!” 
 
    That was when Rey knew F-Foxtrot was not going to make it back to the mainland.  There was only one runway on the Malvinas where he might – ‘might’ being the operative word – be able to make an emergency landing. 
 
    “Okay, gentlemen,” he announced, all the angst draining from his voice. 
 
    Bizarrely, in this hour of crisis, he found himself drawing inspiration from the unlikeliest of sources.  He doubted he was the only FAA man to have seen and hugely enjoyed Richard Todd’s portrayal of Wing-Commander Guy Gibson in the 1955 film The Dambusters.  Well, one way or another, he reckoned he was about to have his very own breaching the Möhne Dam moment sometime in the next few minutes. 
 
    He took command of the situation. 
 
    “Rear-gunner.  Abandon your turret and see what happened to the fellow in the dorsal turret.  If he is injured, put a static line on him and move him to the rear escape hatch.  I intend to attempt an emergency landing at Cap San Felipe.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Race Track House 
 
    Vindrey Brigade Forward HQ 
 
    Puerto San Carlos Sector 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Anatoly Saratov had just gratefully gulped down the viciously strong drink – it might have been coffee, he was feeling charitable, although not coffee as he knew it – pressed into his hands by a Royal Marine as Delta Company, 46 Commando began to hand-off their ground to the newcomers, when the air raid alarms had begun to sound and the whistle of the first falling bombs had come to his ears. 
 
    Everybody in the house – named for the fast-flowing water nearby as the San Carlos River took a hairpin bend around a particularly craggy outcrop – had dived for the floor except Lieutenant Colonel Sir Steuart Pringle, 10th Baronet of Stichill, the commander of 46 Commando, and Major General Sergey Fyodorovich Akhromeyev, formerly of the Red Army, the Spetsnaz and the White Brigade, a militia which had fought its way across France, and surrendered to the British Army on the Loire Front in the nightmare of the French Civil War.  The two men continued to converse for some moments before, with matching irritation, they had paused to look around, the better to find out where all the other people in the room had gone. 
 
    The huge, booming explosions rattled the windows. 
 
    “I’d hazard a guess that the Navy’s day has just got a lot worse,” the Royal Marine observed, tersely. 
 
    Akhromeyev had shrugged as if to say he could not imagine why that ought to be of any concern to them.  The two men had been discussing the ground that the Vindrey Brigade was taking over from the Royal Marines, whose two companies north of the river were scheduled to move into a dispersal area to the north east to rest up for forty-eight hours, assimilate replacements – although thus far they had suffered only a handful of combat casualties – before moving back into the line to spearhead what was planned to be an exploratory push west towards Douglas Settlement and if that went well, onwards towards Teal Inlet at some stage in the next seven days.  The general idea was to avoid, or rather, to decline engagement with superior enemy forces, while seeking to outflank major defensive positions.  Initially, advancing formations – 46 Commando companies on both sides of the Vindrey Brigade, combined a force of about eight hundred combat effectives – were not to allow themselves to be embroiled in a major pitched battle.  Over the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours the object of the exercise was to test how ‘tender’ the Argentine forces in front of them were, and if possible, to draw additional enemy ‘assets’ to the northern side of East Falkland. 
 
    It would be some time, possibly weeks, before the forces on shore would be in a position, with sufficient logistical back-up, to attempt a concerted drive towards the defences of Stanley-Puerto Argentino, the ‘end run’ objective of OPERATION GRANDSTAND.  In the meantime, it was a question of keeping the enemy off balance and probing for weak spots in his defences. 
 
    The topography of East Falkland was the major factor in determining the shape of the campaign to come.  The terrain was such, and the roads and tracks so few that other than by making a second amphibious assault in force elsewhere, it would be extremely difficult to redeploy forces from the north to the south, and vice versa.  The same restrictions on tactical mobility applied, possibly even more so, to the defenders.  Therefore, so long as the Royal Navy commanded the waves, the Task Force would retain a limited capability to move men and equipment around the archipelago, while the Argentines had virtually no freedom of manoeuvre. 
 
    Well, that at least, was the theory; the two men matter-of-factly discussing their business at the table in the kitchen of Race Track House understood only too well that the Navy had – everybody suspected – taken something of a beating that day, and now, there suddenly seemed to be a new commotion in progress in San Carlos Water and possibly, out in Falkland Sound also.  Needless to say, this was not good news. 
 
    Within seconds, things got worse. 
 
    The windows rattled loudly, this time ahead of the latest THUMP! THUMP! THUMP! of very big explosions.  The ground was unmoving; so that meant all the big bombs were going off in the water. 
 
    Anatoly Saratov found himself thinking about the Canberra. 
 
    A field telephone was jangling, demanding attention. 
 
    He listened. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” he heard a Royal Marine observe, conversationally without a hint of alarm.  “That’s torn it!” 
 
    Another man, wearing a lieutenant’s insignia entered the kitchen. 
 
    He stepped over to the table where a crumpled, already muddy map was spread, its corners held down by mugs and at two corners by 30-round box magazines for the FN L1A1 Self-Loading Rifle, the standard infantry assault rifle that equipped both the Marines and the Vindrey Brigade. 
 
    “Charlie Company’s perimeter is being mortared in the Tercer Corral Sector south of the San Carlos River, sir,” the subaltern reported crisply to Steuart Pringle.  “That’s been going on intermittently for the last few minutes.  We’ve now got movement in front of our positions north of the river.  Our pickets have had to pull back into our lines…” 
 
    Suddenly, everybody was on the floor. 
 
    This time the whistling fall of incoming rounds was not miles away but literally, right on top of them. 
 
    76-millimetre mortars, to be precise. 
 
    Glass splintered; the ground recoiled.  The lights went out as overhead, artillery shells like a dozen not so distant express trains roiled overhead on their way further down the valley of the San Carlos River. 
 
    “Would somebody find a torch, please.” 
 
    Anatoly Saratov got to his feet in time to see Steuart Pringle and Sergey Akhromeyev leaning over the map and by the dim illumination of a hooded light, swiftly determining what was probably about to happen next and deciding, without fuss, bother or even much discussion, what they were going to do about it. 
 
    “We have to hold there,” the Russian suggested, prodding an area of the map out of Anatoly’s eye-line, “and there!” 
 
    “Yes, and we need to put more of our chaps on top of Cerro Montevideo too,” Pringle offered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, and not let any of the beggars get past us,” the Englishman added, grinning broadly. 
 
    Anatoly knew that as a junior officer Sergey Akhromeyev had once stopped a whole German division getting past him on a road outside Leningrad.  Now his boss chortled like a bear looking forward to his supper. 
 
    “No, we won’t let that happen, my friend.” 
 
    Steuart Pringle, and many of the Royal Marines in the kitchen of Race Track House were glancing at the ceiling, momentarily confused by the utterly unmistakable distant roaring thunder of massed Rolls-Royce Merlin engines now reverberating across the heavens, unmistakable despite the crashing of naval gunfire in the northern reaches of San Carlos Water. 
 
    The Russians had no idea what was going on. 
 
    It was if they were in a room with a group of men suddenly plunged into some strange, inexplicable existential thrall. 
 
    The commanding officer of 46 Commando blinked out of the circle of his thoughts, and grinned at Akhromeyev. 
 
    He gestured skywards, and with a shake of his head murmured: “As the Lady who got us all into this fine old mess was moved to say on more than one occasion, it really is a funny old world sometimes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Lincoln F-Foxtrot 
 
    Over Isla de Soledad 
 
      
 
    Despite the freezing hurricane blowing through the shattered Perspex and swirling in frostbite-inducing mini-tornadoes around the cockpit of the old bomber, Major General Juan Carlos Rey, presently but not for much longer he suspected, the Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force, was struggling, his sweat now soaking his flying suit as he desperately wrestled to stop the crippled Avro Lincoln II falling out of the sky. 
 
    “We’re over the sea now!” 
 
    Miraculously, the aircraft’s 1945-vintage downward-looking centimetric blind-bombing radar was still operating – although Rey had no idea how such a sensitive piece of kit was still operative given that half-his instrument panel was dead – painting both the northern coastline of Isla Soledad and various surface contacts. 
 
    That was the good news; that and the fact the aircraft had not crashed, yet.  However, there was no point looking that far ahead.  The really bad news was that at some stage he needed to make a wide turn to the south and somehow, line-up on the far too short and too narrow, and probably heavily-cratered runway at the bombsite that used to be the Malvinas Naval Air Station, on Cap San Felipe.  Given that the bomber was increasingly unwilling to fly any course and this was the first time he had flown a Lincoln, or anything remotely like it – if one could not be brutally frank with oneself at a moment like this, when could one be? – the omens seemed universally bleak. 
 
    He touched the intercom stud at his throat. 
 
    “Pilot to crew.  If we land at Cap San Felipe it will be a crash-landing.  I plan to cut across the Peninsula de San Luis in the next few minutes.  Any man who wishes may bale out.  There is no shame in this…” 
 
    “We’ll stay with the kite, skipper!”  Declared the Flight Engineer; a man in his mid-thirties he was the oldest member of the crew. 
 
    Other men quickly echoed his sentiments. 
 
    A few moments later another man reported that the dorsal gunner was badly wounded and wouldn’t make it if he was parachuted out of the aircraft on a static line. 
 
    Skipper… 
 
    That brought a tear to Rey’s eyes; well, that or more likely the slipstream blasting into the aircraft through its numerous shrapnel rents and gashes. 
 
    He and the Engineer had feathered number three Merlin in a fear-blurred rush and although the fire had guttered for some seconds after the engine stopped, mercifully, starved of fuel, it had now gone out. 
 
    “Engineer, what is your name?”  Rey asked, his arms and legs a sea of fire from the constant struggle with the controls.  Unlike the earlier Lancaster, of which the Lincoln was a bigger, more powerful version, not everything was muscle-powered but even in normal flying trim the servos and hydraulics built-in to ease a pilot’s physical work load were only relatively minor aids. 
 
    “Pilot Officer Mario Rico, sir!” 
 
    The aircraft’s commander had introduced his crew to Rey before take-off but in the way of such things the names had gone in one ear and out the other; which he now bitterly regretted.  If he lived past today that was a thing he would never, ever, do again. 
 
    “I’ve never landed one of these birds; you’re going to have to talk me through the checklist.”  He thought about it, and added: “And try to stop me if I do anything stupid!” 
 
    “Yes, sir!”  The other man sounded just a little…amused. 
 
    Rey explained – over the open intercom circuit so that everybody knew what he was planning – that after flying out to sea on a north-easterly heading for a few minutes, he intended to swing south-west and to attempt to approach Cap San Felipe from approximately due east. 
 
    The wireless operator began trying to raise the airfield. 
 
    Rey considered it inevitable that somebody was going to try to shoot F-Foxtrot down as it headed for the runway.  On a night like this everybody was trigger-happy! 
 
    “The field refuses to switch on its beacon, sir!” 
 
    “Ask them to shine a couple of lights out to sea short of the eastern threshold of the runway!” 
 
    “Do I tell them that is an order, sir?” 
 
    “Negative.”  He did not think overlong about this.  “Navigator, I need you in the nose.  I want a continuous commentary once we turn south.” 
 
    They would soon be too low to rely on the blind-bombing radar. 
 
    The aircraft now badly wanted to turn to starboard, fortuitously the direction Rey wanted to turn.  The problem was going to be in arresting that turn or steering in any other direction. 
 
    Beneath them, the South Atlantic churned; waiting impatiently to swallow F-Foxtrot. 
 
    The Navigator told Rey to commence the turn to the east.  The bomber swung ponderously onto the new heading and sulkily kept on turning.  Presently, the Navigator called for another turn, this time to approach Cap San Felipe. 
 
    Rey’s arms and shoulders were a sea of cramping fire by then. 
 
    He was very nearly standing on the rudder pedals to keep the aircraft under control. 
 
    He had lost all sense of time passing. 
 
    The Engineer patted Rey’s shoulder. 
 
    They began to run the final checks. 
 
    Auto-pilot control...  OUT. 
 
    Superchargers...  IN M RATIO. 
 
    Air intakes...  SET TO COLD.” 
 
    “Do we have brake pressure!” 
 
    “NO BRAKE PRESSURE!” 
 
    Rey was beyond caring, trembling from head to toe from physical exertion, knowing he was at his limits. “Carry on!” 
 
    “Flaps...  TWENTY DEGREES - DOWN ANGLE.” 
 
    “Undercarriage!” 
 
    “DOWN!”  Rey swore silently.  The aircraft juddered as the undercarriage creaked down but there was no corresponding clunk, or any indication that the gear had locked.  
 
    “WARNING LIGHT!” 
 
    “The panel’s fucked, Skipper!” 
 
    “Try the emergency air pressure bottle anyway!” 
 
    There was no way of knowing if the undercarriage was damaged, or if there was sufficient hydraulic pressure left in the system to fully extend its oleo-pneumatic shock-absorbing legs.  The Engineer moved a pace back into the cockpit, reaching down for the emergency air pressure lever. 
 
    “I heard air but it could just have been venting through holes in the high-pressure links, Skipper.” 
 
    Both men were eyeing the blinking red lights on the control panel. 
 
    “Never mind!”  Rey shouted. 
 
    “Prop controls!”  The engineer continued. 
 
    “UP AND REVS ARE OK” 
 
    “Fuel...  BOOSTER PUMPS ARE ON IN NUMBER ONE AND TWO TANKS.” 
 
    Rey could see nothing ahead, not even the darker loom of the land against the Stygian darkness of the sky. 
 
    “Come left five degrees,” the Navigator demanded.  “Your compass heading should be two-seven-zero degrees if you’re lined up OK!” 
 
    The altimeter was dialling down. 
 
    Rey blinked, imagining he had seen a light, very distantly and a degree or two off to the left. 
 
    “Is that the field?”  He asked. 
 
    A second light flickered. 
 
    There was low, spindrift cloud over the sea and for several seconds, Rey was blind, groping to control the aircraft’s rate of descent and keep her wings level. 
 
    Then, magically, a green flare blazed. 
 
    It was almost directly ahead and for a split second, Rey glimpsed the Peninsular rushing towards him.  The controls shook horribly in his hands as the bomber flirted on the ragged, jagged edge of a stall as the rocky coast flashed beneath its nose. 
 
    He knew he was too high. 
 
    “Pilot to crew.  This is going to be bumpy, men,” he announced, suddenly calm, knowing that his and his crew’s fate was in God’s hands now.  “Hold on to something!” 
 
    “Mario!”  He shouted at the Flight Engineer.  “As soon as we’re down and rolling, cut all the switches.  Whatever happens, cut all the switches!” 
 
    “Roger, Skipper.” 
 
    Another green flare lit the sky. 
 
    One last sighting of the blinking lights – he hoped – short of the runway and F-Foxtrot was committed, the ground was rushing up to greet the dying bomber. 
 
    Rey waited, and waited.  At the very last moment, convinced the Lincoln was going to dash itself on terra firma he hauled back with all his might on the control column.  The aircraft stalled, fell to earth, wheels squealing in agony, her abused airframe creaking as the crippled bomber lifted back into the air again before with a sickening crunch it squatted down on her undercarriage.  From somewhere beneath and behind him, Rey felt rather than heard something disintegrate and the cockpit sag sidelong. 
 
    But then F-Foxtrot was down, rolling, bucking like a wild horse. 
 
    “NO BRAKES!”  Rey called. 
 
    “NO PRESSURE!”  The engineer yelled back, reaching for the cut-out switches, shutting off not just the two remaining Merlins but anything that might constitute an ignition source. 
 
    Rey had already chopped back the throttles. 
 
    The surviving Merlins had bellowed in animal anguish and died, their roar cut off like two lions taken down by high-powered rifles, shutting down faster than the rev counters could dial back to zero. 
 
    The Lincoln rumbled on. 
 
    If it had ever put its wheels on tarmac; which given that Rey had only got a half-sight of what might have been the cratered and many times patched up short strip was unlikely, the bomber was now skidding over uneven ground, threatening to ground loop. 
 
    Rey, who had never strapped into the pilot’s seat was thrown forward and knocked, nearly but not wholly senseless and therefore, was spared the great bomber’s one last, sliding, undercarriage-shearing lurch to the right.  The starboard wheel dropped into a slit trench, tore away in a spray of hydraulic oil and 100-Octane petrol, taking with it the outer fifteen metres of the wing in a ball of fire as the fuselage crashed into the mud and came to an abrupt halt, steaming evilly less than fifty metres away from the shell-wrecked control tower. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cerro Montevideo Sector 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The two lead companies of the Vindrey Brigade had advanced in what war gamers might have called ‘open order’ but as all veterans will understand, it was actually, a headlong rush towards the sound of the guns. 
 
    Back in the kitchen of Race Track House, Sergey Akhromeyev had looked at Anatoly Saratov and said: ‘If you’re coming with us, get yourself an SLR and stick to me like a bad smell!’ 
 
    So, Anatoly had grabbed a gun, snatched up webbing with three replacement magazines, and as an afterthought, the Brigade’s single spare battery for the HQ Company’s Clansman VHF radio set and thereafter, stalked his commanding officer as they ran at a lung-sapping trot across the broken ground above the San Carlos River beneath the looming heights of Cerro Montevideo to join the battle.  Like all the other men, Russians and Royal Marines alike, everybody had left any extraneous kit behind.  Everybody that was, except the Brigade and Royal Marine HQ Company radiomen, who were doing their best to keep up despite being burdened by the deadweight of their Clansman short-range sets. 
 
    Anatoly had been sent down to the Signals Research and Development Establishment at Malvern that spring to attend an operator’s course on the brand new, still experimental Clansman system being rushed into service to replace the old Larkspur sets – a technology which dated to the 1940s whose operational limitations had been cruelly exposed in the Gulf campaign of 1964, and elsewhere since – which unfairly, many senior commanders now viewed as little better than a mobile VHF morse key.  Clansman had hardly been a gleam in a boffin’s eye at the time of the October War but after the battles of 1964, the development of the new system had received the highest priority.  The trouble was that although prototypes had been trialled in France, operational proving had been cut short by the need to put together the South Atlantic Task Force, thus, 42, 43 and 46 Commando had gone ashore a week ago, equipped with what stubbornly remained an untested battlefield communications system. 
 
    Even though Anatoly had decided that Clansman was probably going to be a real boon to the British Army; streets ahead of anything even envisaged by his ‘old firm’, always bearing in mind he had been out of the Red Army ‘loop’ for over five years now, he had any old soldier’s innate suspicion about carrying untried equipment into combat. 
 
    Clansman was a lot lighter, around thirteen pounds including the battery – re-charging that was going to be a big issue on the Falklands, given that the idea was that sets were re-charged from armoured or other vehicles in company with the infantry and there would be precious few supporting APCs or even Land Rovers with the troops down here - to which one had to add the three-pound frame strapped onto one’s back to mount it when on the move.  In the long-term, the idea was that all unit commanders down to platoon and eventually rifle teams would have a set, enabling comprehensive real-time battlefield communication and coordination.  However, the Vindrey Brigade had been issued with only six sets; and the Royal Marines a dozen per Commando, so realistically, battlefield coordination was only going to be possible at company level. 
 
    In any event, the Brigade’s HQ radioman kept close to Sergey Akhromeyev and Anatoly tried to keep close to both of them.  Even his guns, the Browning 9-millimetre semi-automatic holstered at his waist, and the SLR – weighing in with a full standard 20-round magazine at eleven pounds – weighed him down like stones, likewise, the Clansman battery, stuffed into his webbing.  Anatoly knew that some part of his unusual fatigue was to do with the injuries he had received that morning; but worse, his arm soon stopped aching and began to hurt.  And then there was his guilt, many of the men he had come ashore with had been carrying full combat kit, hefting in most cases well over half their body weight in weapons and equipment. 
 
    His helmet seemed to be chaffing his head and he was getting hot beneath his poncho, standard discomforts he was familiar with from exercises in the Brecon Beacons back home… 
 
    Back home! 
 
    That still sounded weird; and that was just inside his head but actually, Hereford, the Brigade’s base town was his home, that was where his family was, where his whole life now centred.  Greta and the kids were eight thousand miles away.  He had scarcely any idea why these wet, windy islands in the middle of the South Atlantic were worth fighting over, just that it was his duty to get them back for his…Queen.  That was another peculiar thing about the British; they pledged allegiance to a thing, the Crown, not a political creed or a ruling politburo. 
 
    He stopped wool-gathering as he heard incoming mortar fire burrowing into the peaty soil with distinctive ‘plopping’ sounds, each with two- or three-second delay fuses.  Gushers of pulverised earth spouted; detritus rained down. 
 
    Somebody nearby groaned. 
 
    Then cursed like a true Muscovite. 
 
    Anatoly thought he recognised the voice of Akhromeyev’s radioman, Yuri Yegorov. 
 
    Nobody moved, hearing the second salvo impacting all around them. 
 
    The delay-fuses were probably a mistake, Anatoly thought idly.  Air-burst would have been better; perhaps the Argentines did not have modern fuses? 
 
    The injured man was swearing less effusively, possibly because he was on the verge of passing out. 
 
    “Are you still in one piece, Anatoly?”  Sergey Akhromeyev demanded.  He was a man in a hurry; there were people he needed to kill and he had no time for small talk. 
 
    “Yes, boss.” 
 
    “Yuri,” he said, referring to the downed radioman, “doesn’t have a right leg below the knee anymore.  Are you up to working the fucking radio?” 
 
    More mortar rounds fell nearby, this time a little off target, nearer the river and somewhere behind the mixed column of Royal Marines and Russian mercenaries, 46 Commando’s HQ mortar team was returning fire. 
 
    Anatoly rolled onto his side. 
 
    He looked into Akhromeyev’s eyes. 
 
    “You can count on me, sir!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Puerto Argentino Naval Air Station 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Major General Juan Carlos Rey was aware, peripherally, that his rescuers had clambered onto the crazily canted fuselage of the crashed bomber and hacked their way through the Perspex of the cockpit canopy before, without ceremony, manhandling him down to the ground and at a run carrying him to what he assumed to be a bomb shelter. 
 
    “Jesus!”  One man muttered in the darkness as he played a blinding torch beam in Rey’s face.  “We thought you boys were taking the piss when you said who this guy is!” 
 
    Rey blinked into the blinding light. 
 
    “What happened to the others?”  He demanded hoarsely. 
 
    His head was lifted and somebody held a canteen to his lips. 
 
    “We got everybody out before the kite caught fire, Skipper.” 
 
    That was the voice of Pilot Officer Mario Rico. 
 
    “All except Squadron Leader Carulla, sir.  I reckon he was dead when we pulled him out of the left-hand seat.  We thought you were in a bad way too, until we realised it was probably his blood all over you.”  The other man put a gentle, restraining hand on Rey’s shoulders.  “Your legs are a mess, don’t try to move, sir.” 
 
    The ground shook, momentarily the sound of explosions reverberated around the shelter. 
 
    “The British shell the airfield most nights,” Rey was informed, matter-of-factly.  “There’s always at least one destroyer off the coast to the south at night.  If they see anything on their radar they start shooting.  They probably saw your approach just now.” 
 
    Rey realised he must have been pumped full of morphine. 
 
    “As soon as the English have had their fun, we’ll get you to the hospital, Skipper,” Mario Rico promised. 
 
    The men around him must have thought Rey had lost consciousness. 
 
    “What the fuck was he doing flying tonight?” 
 
    “Hey, he’s the Chief, he can do whatever he wants!”  Retorted Rico. 
 
    Rey gave away his semi-consciousness by chuckling almost but not quite under his breath. 
 
    “If only that was true…” 
 
    This, he had no idea if he thought, or said out aloud, not that he cared either way.  He passed out the moment the ambulance began to move. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The North Camp Road 
 
    Cerro Montevideo, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Argentine Marines had broken through the over-stretched lines of Bravo Company, 46 Commando minutes before the lead elements of the Vindrey Brigade and Steuart Pringle’s over-sized HQ Platoon arrived, diving for cover south of the only tarmac track that linked Port San Carlos to Teal Inlet, threading through the mountains to the capital of the Archipelago over fifty miles away. 
 
    There was a blizzard of small arms fire, the sawing of machine guns – the enemy had at least a couple of M2 50-calibre teams in play – and the occasional whistle and thud of mortars probing the Royal Marines’ perimeter.  Clearly, the Argentines had sensed an opportunity, and launched an old-fashioned infantry charge-cum-assault on the trenches either side of the road north-east of the downslope of Cerro Montevideo, shooting everything they had including flares, rocket-propelled rounds and hurling grenades as they rushed forward.  In the darkness and the swirling smoke, the line had not broken; nor been over-run, just bent backwards upon itself in several places and now there would be many enemy troopers struggling to reconcile the urge – of all good infantrymen – to press on, with the need to turn and enfilade the British flanks to the north and south. 
 
    Such was the situation when the wild men of the Vindrey Brigade and the cold-eyed assassins of 46 Commando elbowed their way into the fray, bayonets fixed and suddenly, a twentieth-century battle became a toe-to-toe, blade to blade, point-blank blasting away affair that any sixteenth-century pikeman or Napoleonic musketeer would have recognised.  The flash-illuminated night added another, nightmarish element to the fighting, a thing no man who had not already fought in such a fever dream frenzy could understand, or in most cases, adapt to in time to survive overlong. 
 
    A mile to the east, naval gunfire began to tear up the Camp either side of the road; from the size of the explosions that could only be the Liverpool’s big guns – shooting from somewhere far out in Falkland Sound - laying down a barrage to separate the Argentine assault force from its lines of communication, hopefully targeting reinforcements presumably waiting, or hustling forward to get into the action. 
 
    Anatoly smashed the stock of his SLR into a man’s face, shot him as he drove his bayonet through his chest; that way the blade came out easily and there was no need to twist it.  He cried out in pain; the shock of the thrust had jarred his weak arm. 
 
    Nearby, Sergey Akhromeyev was shooting from the hip, his SLR steady in his hands and his movements seemingly slow, unhurried in the frantic melee all around him.  Anatoly moved to cover his back, unhesitatingly putting three bullets into the chest of a man attempting to run him through with a ridiculously short bayonet on the end of his US-manufactured M16. 
 
    By all accounts, those guns were fucking useless in the mud, and from what he had heard, the sand, too.  They were prone to jam at just the wrong time; the fucking Yankees ought to have opted for the L1A1, apart from the fact it hardly ever jammed and its 7.62-millimetre rounds had more stopping power than the Armalite, even the standard build was a decent sniper’s rifle out to ranges of up to a thousand metres, and its longer barrel – from stock to muzzle it was over five inches longer - meant that when a bayonet was fixed it gave a man who knew what he was doing, vital extra reach, at least a hand and wrist’s worth in a bar room brawl like this! 
 
    Yes, if the SLR had had Remington or Colt, Springfield, Thompson or Garland on the stock the US Army would have ordered five million of them by now! 
 
    Something perturbed the air by Anatoly’s right ear, and a moment later there was a tug at his left sleeve.  Simultaneously, there was a sickening metallic clang and he felt as if he had been kicked in the ribs; he stumbled, went down on his knees but instinctively, went on firing until his SLR was dry.  Dropping it he staggered upright, drawing his Browning 9-millimetre, looking for targets. 
 
    A cold, cordite-tainted wind blew. 
 
    One or two SLRs barked in the middle distance. 
 
    “They’re pulling back!”  Sergey Akhromeyev bawled.  “Hold your fire.  Move back into the trenches.” 
 
    Anatoly watched Royal Marines moving among the men on the ground, checking for signs of life and calling between each other – MEDIC HERE!  MEDIC HERE!  MAN DOWN!  - when they found a man alive, regardless it seemed if the wounded man was a friend or foe. 
 
    Not for the first time, Anatoly reflected that the British were an odd lot… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    07:20 Hours (Local) 04:20 Hours (GMT) 
 
    Friday 14th November 
 
    HMS Naiad, San Carlos Water 
 
      
 
    The cold, searchlight-illuminated darkness had seemed to last forever; like the images seared into the minds of the men who had lived through that long, terrible night.  The fractured memories remained indelibly stamped on the minds of those who had witnessed the surreal scenes; of ships on fire, drifting and a sea littered with flotsam where the dull, fading orange beacons of drowned men bobbed in the oil-fouled, glassy waters of the anchorage amidst a dreadful silence. 
 
    In the small hours of the morning as the smoke and the mist shrouded San Carlos Water in a vile miasma, debris bumped down the flanks of the Leander class general purpose frigate as Commander Alan Hannay cautiously steered her as close as he dared to the Canberra, the great, capsized white whale lurking partially sunken in the preternatural gloom.  Overnight, he had begun to fear that OPERATION SOMERVILLE was over, dead, buried, to be written off as the old country’s last, abortive hurrah in a world that basically, did not care.  And yet, perversely, as the frigate’s searchlights played across the red-leaded port bilge keel of the monster, and explored the now almost perfectly horizontal wall-like side of her acres of bottom plating, and saw for the first time the countless men who had somehow survived, and found sanctuary from the fire and the killingly frigid waters of the fjord-like inlet in the part of the liner still above the surface, his heart had, literally, leapt.  There had been hundreds upon hundreds of men still, by the grace of a merciful God, alive, clinging onto life and his problem had ceased to be one of pulling still more lifeless, mutilated bodies out of the oily water but one of saving lives on a truly epic scale. 
 
    The former P & O Liner Canberra had been hit by, or broken by near misses – it mattered not one jot which – with such violence forward of her bridge that as she had begun to founder her anchors had run out, and she had been dragged by the tide onto the shore just south of a place on Naiad’s charts cruelly labelled ‘Wreck Bay’.  Then, thankfully, after touching bottom, she had taken some fifteen to twenty minutes to slowly capsize, giving the men who had survived the bombing, possibly as many as fifteen-hundred or more of those still on board time to either scramble into life rafts or, as the majority had – self-evidently - managed, onto the side of the huge ship as she settled, with her wrecked bow in some sixty to eighty feet of water.  The survivors were now patiently waiting to be rescued from their new steel island some twenty to thirty feet above the waters of the inlet. 
 
    In fact, the wreck was far too high and dry for men to be safely rescued, other than by small boats bumping up against the ship’s half-flooded stern galleries, a slow, painstaking process until two of the Intrepid’s big LCU Mark 9 landing craft arrived, each capable of carrying over a hundred troops and their equipment ‘at one bite’, freeing up the Naiad’s boats to comb the waters around the sunken liner for men in the water. 
 
    For those who had survived the initial, catastrophic attack, the Canberra had remained on a more or less even keel long enough to allow the majority of the survivors to don, at least in part, survival ‘dry’ suits and buoyancy aids, Mae West-style life jackets.  Moreover, at some point in the small hours of the morning. somebody had reported to Alan that ‘they’d already got three-quarters of the troops she brought down here off before the attack started,’ and that ‘the Scots Guards were getting ready to disembark when the shit hit the fan!’ 
 
    Alan Hannay became aware of a presence by his side on the port bridge wing, where he had gone to collect his thoughts – or more correctly, to try to organise his sleep-deprived wits – and to get his first sight of the general situation in the anchorage as full daylight, or what passed for it beneath the mist, revealed the true magnitude of last night’s disaster.  Bizarrely, the first thing that struck him was that notwithstanding he could see the mast tops, tilted over at an angle of about thirty degrees of the sunken Lagan Empire beneath Doctor Head on the opposite side of San Carlos Water, and the upturned hull of the Repton, a four-hundred-ton minesweeper nearby, and of course, drifting wreckage and the oil in the water, everything seemed oddly…normal. 
 
    Well, until one started to inspect the nearest ships with powerful binoculars.  The fleet destroyer Diana – visibly wrecked aft of her second slim stack, was listing to port, down at the stern, her pumps gushing dirty water over her side, frothing in the slick of bunker oil leaking from her ruptured plates.  Beyond her, the Royal Fleet Auxiliary Resurgent’s superstructure was blackened by fire.  Farther away, the twelve-thousand-ton Assault Ship, the Intrepid was down by the bow, her side peppered with holes… 
 
    And those were just the ships he could see; nevertheless, there seemed to be a lot of other, indistinct silhouettes in the fog and the smoke, still at their moorings, or moving purposefully.  The smoke was mainly drifting across the anchorage from big fires on the isthmus north of Ajax Bay where, judging by the drumroll of explosions some minutes after the bombing had stopped, there must have been one of the Task Force’s munitions dumps, most of which had probably ‘lit-off’ in the hours after the attack. 
 
    Alan half-turned, and exchanged a weary grimace with his second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Nigel Bonham. 
 
    “What’s the latest count, Number One?”  He inquired. 
 
    “One thousand and fifty aboard, give or take, sir,” the frigate’s Executive Officer reported.  “There are probably about another five to six hundred chaps still to take off.  It’s getting a tad crowded below decks,” he observed ruefully. 
 
    Naiad was at ADC1 – Air Defence Condition 1 – with all her guns and her GWS 21 Sea Cat quadruple surface-to-air launcher manned, although within the confines of the anchorage this latter was useless, in anticipation of the enemy renewing the battle at first light. 
 
    Throughout the night, the damaged but still ‘Terrier capable’ guided missile destroyer HMS Devonshire had stood sentinel at the entrance to San Carlos Water, and presumably, out in Falkland Sound the Liverpool and every available destroyer would be standing ready to fill the air with a wall of high explosives.  After the events of the last twenty-four hours, Alan Hannay knew he would not be the only captain in the fleet feeling horribly vulnerable that morning. 
 
    Positively naked in fact, although he hoped nothing in his demeanour advertised it. 
 
    In the way of things, most of the men Naiad had rescued from the Canberra’s beached carcass were uninjured, or walking wounded; tragically, it was inevitable that in the chaos of the ship sinking the majority of the men who had been seriously injured when she was hit would have perished. 
 
    There had been several big explosions in the anchorage in the hours since the bombers had finished their work, the last about forty minutes ago; most likely delayed-action bombs which had found no target during the raid and now lay, malignantly in the mud and pebbles at the bottom of the ancient flooded valley which over the ages had formed the best natural, sheltered anchorage in the Falklands Archipelago. 
 
    “We’re being hailed by Broadsword, sir!” 
 
    Alan stepped back onto the Compass Platform, and took a headset from the Yeoman Bridge Talker. 
 
    “Naiad speaking,” he announced with a cheerfulness he hoped, against hope, did not sound overly hysterical. 
 
    “Trust you to be such a bloody hero, again, Alan!”  Boomed Commander George Westcott, the captain of the Weapon class destroyer HMS Broadsword, which had followed Naiad into the anchorage less than thirty minutes after the air raid had ended. 
 
    Westcott had distinguished himself in the re-taking of Cyprus, OPERATION GRANTHAM back in 1964, a successful campaign that had attracted hardly any of the attention and plaudits it ought to have, because of Talavera’s exploits at Malta in the absence of the rest of the fleet in the Eastern Mediterranean.  A few years Alan’s senior, the ruddy-faced Ulsterman, still only a lieutenant at the time of the October War had been promoted commander during the French campaign when as one of Dermot O’Reilly’s band of brothers he had participated in the ‘cutting out’ operation that had snatched what remained of the pre-war French Fleet from the hands of the rapacious Stalinist Front Internationale at Villefranche-sur-Mere. 
 
    “Needs must, old chap,” Alan retorted affably. 
 
    “I hear you’re filling up with bloody Guardsmen over there?” 
 
    “We’re not quite sinking yet!”  Alan guffawed.  “But they do all seem to be extraordinarily big fellows.” 
 
    “I’ve still got plenty of room onboard,” the other captain told him, turning serious.  “I’m headed your way.  How do you want to play this, Alan?  Do you want me to come alongside so we can cross-deck the walking wounded; or do you want me to lay alongside Canberra’s stern galleries?” 
 
    Alan explained that a second LCU was about to start ferrying the injured men ashore to the emergency casualty clearing station at Ajax Bay, and suggested that Broadsword tie up to Naiad’s port side to take onboard survivors as they arrived and to relieve the Leander class frigate of ‘a few hundred’ of the men currently jammed like sardines below decks. 
 
    The Weapon class destroyers were smaller-hulled ships than the Leanders, so Broadsword’s capacity was correspondingly reduced. 
 
    “Perhaps if you started landing some of the survivors,” Alan suggested.  “My understanding is that Ajax Bay is the designated landing point.” 
 
    George Westcott agreed without ado. 
 
    Some fifteen minutes later Broadsword emerged out of the mist, and shortly thereafter, once she had put her own boats in the water to assist with the ongoing rescue operations, she came alongside Naiad and tied up. 
 
    Alan met George Wescott in the Naiad’s waist as he stepped aboard. 
 
    “And there was I telling my dear wife that this show couldn’t possibly be as big a dog’s breakfast as OPERATION UPLAND GOOSE!”  His fellow captain confided confidentially to him, albeit with a heartily cheerful smile on his face. 
 
    Broadly speaking, it never helped to get downcast about things at sea before, during or after a battle.  Things were as they were; one just had to get on with it. 
 
    In due course, both men would learn of friends and old shipmates killed, missing or wounded in the last twenty-four hours but there was no profit in dwelling on that now. 
 
    Alan blinked out of his momentary distraction. 
 
    “How are you situated for sick bay supplies?”  He inquired. 
 
    “Up to the gills,” George Westcott replied.  “Just send your chaps across; they can take whatever they need.” He sniffed, looked across the hazy width of the anchorage.  “In exchange, I’ll happily take any 50-calibre ammo you can spare.  My chaps pretty much shot themselves dry yesterday morning!  That was quite a fight, what!” 
 
    The two men parted, patting shoulders and exchanging rueful smiles; nearby, survivors from the Canberra were already trooping across the gangways, wrapped in blankets against the chill of the new day. 
 
    Alan went back up to the bridge. 
 
    While Broadsword was alongside, Naiad was virtually defenceless, with the other vessel obstructing her weapons.  Again, things were what they were, the immediate priority was to get the rest of the survivors off the capsized liner. 
 
    “Broadsword may be diverted to San Carlos Settlement, sir,” he was notified.  It seemed that 43 Commando were setting up a reception depot for able bodied survivors.  A significant quantity of supplies had already been landed up there, and Royal Engineers had begun to level an emergency air field where several helicopters had now found a temporary sanctuary. 
 
    Alan acknowledged this, glancing again at the looming bulk of the beached Canberra rearing out of the water to the starboard side of the frigate.  He sighed and then, feeling like he had taken his first deep breath in hours, determined to keep out of his officers’ way for a few minutes; even though the temptation to run around like a headless chicken was seductively appealing. 
 
    A glance at the radar repeater showed several nearby contacts despite the reflective clutter of the nearby hills and bluffs, which made the more distant ships merge or disappear into the background mush. 
 
    If the Argentine carpet-bombing had been a little better concentrated – many bomb loads must have fallen short once the defensive barrage found the range - they would be in a fine old pickle this morning.  That said, attempting to cover every square foot of an inlet nine miles long by, in places, two miles wide was a mighty challenge.  For all that there might have been as many as twenty ships in San Carlos Water last night, randomly scattering a couple of hundred bombs around the fifteen to twenty square miles of the anchorage was not really a very efficient way of going about the job; and in a perverse sort of way, it was a little surprising so many ships had actually been hit, sunk or damaged.  It was pure sod’s law that Canberra should have taken at least two hits, especially from relatively big bombs. It seemed as if the Lagan Empire had probably succumbed to a delayed action bomb that had landed in the water alongside her bridge, breaking her back when it detonated.  Moreover, the Intrepid’s ailments were all to do with one very big bomb, a 2,000-pounder probably, which had gone off in the water near her bow.  Something similar had happened to the Diana, with one particularly close near miss exploding alongside her aft twin 4.5-inch gun house, causing widespread shock damage, stoving in several plates above and just below her waterline near her stern and starting fires which had burned most of the night. 
 
    Alan would have dwelt on the randomness of the fates if he had not been so tired, or if he believed it would have made any difference.  Once upon a time, he would have told himself that nothing was impossible once a few old Talaveras set their minds to it; but now he wondered. 
 
    David Penberthy was still, presumably, in command of the Assault Group on board the Bulwark – thank goodness they still had her Wessex Vs, which he could hear busily shuttling around to the north.  Dermot O’Reilly was the Landings Operations Officer, assuming he was still in one piece.  Peter was captain of the Task Force’s one old-fashioned battleship heavy cruiser; Jack Griffin would make sure no harm befell him.  And Alan had the Naiad, to his mind the finest ship in the whole damned Fleet! 
 
    Yes… 
 
    Five Talaveras; that ought to be enough to get the job done! 
 
    

  

 
   
    08:45 (GMT) 11:45 (Local) 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Henry Conyers Leach waited until the door to his stateroom – Peter Christopher’s day cabin because ‘Flag Staff Country’ had taken a direct hit from at least two 6-inch rounds fired by the General Belgrano – was closed behind the last man to arrive, Captain, or more correctly, acting-Commodore Dermot O’Reilly, ferried out to the Liverpool by one of the Fearless’s Wessex V troop carriers. 
 
    CINCSATF like to keep ‘O’ Group – Operations Group – meetings short and sweet, restricting himself to ensuring that all the key players understood what he wanted, and by when, and leaving his most trusted officers to simply get on with it.  So, in addition to Leach, going around the table clockwise sat Rear Admiral David Penberthy – who had been dropped off by another Wessex at daybreak and who had been in conference with Leach for the last hour - Commander Alexander Berry, Leach’s acting Staff Captain, Peter Christopher, Captain James Watkins, the US Navy’s senior South Atlantic Task Force Operations Liaison Officer, and last but not least, Dermot O’Reilly.  Absent was a representative of Ground Commander, Major General Ian Gourlay’s Staff; more than somewhat busy on shore this morning and besides, this council of war was to be focused almost exclusively on Navy matters. 
 
    “David and I have had a chance to have a jolly good chin-wag,” Henry Leach prefaced.  “I know it’s risky the both of us being in the same place and all that, but I felt it was important that we put our heads together properly before going our separate ways again.” 
 
    He sniffed, terrier-like at the air, his expression only mildly pugnacious because he was not a man given to amateur dramatics. 
 
    Leach went on: “About now the politicos will be in a dead funk back in Oxford but,” he shrugged and made a waving away gesture, “however, self-evidently, we are the ones who still own the seas around these islands.  Not forgetting those two Argentine cruisers loitering to the north but that apart, I think we’ve pretty much sunk the other side’s armada, what,” a sigh, “and I’d be amazed if the Junta has got any aircraft left capable of inconveniencing us further.  On the debit side, insofar as we had it before, we don’t have air superiority over the Falklands Archipelago anymore, and I’d guess that a lot of the equipment we were counting on for the breakout from the San Carlos Sector bridgehead is still on board the Canberra.  Something else to bear in mind; I haven’t got a full report yet but it seems as if the Argentines mounted a significant attack on our lines around Cerro Montevideo and Tercer Corral last night.  There might still be skirmishes ongoing in that sector.  Apparently, the enemy got through our lines at one stage and for a time it was distinctly dicey.  Be that as it may; I’m sure our ground forces can deal with whatever the enemy throws at them.  Overall, recent events tend to reinforce, to my mind, the robustness of the plans we made before the first ship sailed for the South Atlantic.” 
 
    The C-in-C seemed to realise that he was about to deliver a pep talk to men he had no need whatsoever to pep-up.  He grimaced and corrected his tone. 
 
    “So, to recap.  We possess a secure base at South Georgia and reinforcements are on the way.  Despite the events of the last twenty-four hours, we remain ashore on East Falkland in strength.  Therefore, the immediate priority must be that we repair our ships, re-configure the fleet to protect our troops ashore and maintain the pressure on the trespassers on these islands until such time we are in a position to renew the attack.  The first thing on the agenda must be fleet security; to that end, at the conclusion of this meeting, Liverpool and every available Fletcher will ready themselves to sortie to ‘cover’ those two bloody Argentine cruisers.” 
 
    Bantu, the C-in-C’s black and white tom cat chose that moment to jump up onto his master’s lap. 
 
    “Any comments or questions, gentlemen?” 
 
    James Watkins was clearly ill at ease. 
 
    “My apologies, Admiral,” he prefaced, “as I’ve said to you already, I’m not sure where I sit in all this, but…” 
 
    “You can speak freely, Jim.  You are among friends.” 
 
    “Is it your intention to engage those cruisers?” 
 
    Henry Leach nodded. 
 
    “Yes, in due course, it is my intention to tidy up the battlefield.  They are in play and represent a clear and present threat to the Task Force.  If they approach the archipelago I will engage them.” 
 
    Peter Christopher waited for his American friend to follow up on this but when he did not, posed a broader question. 
 
    “Where are we with Hermes and the units still en route for South Georgia, sir?” 
 
    “That’s a damned good question, Peter!” 
 
    The younger man smiled. 
 
    Henry Leach shook his head: “Suffice to say that I know exactly what I want to do with Hermes and all those Kestrels the Victorious is bringing down here; but,” he glanced, only just stopping himself winking at James Watkins, “as our good friends in the Lost Colonies say, the ultimate decision is likely to be made at a level a tad above my pay grade!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4  
 
      
 
    Saturday 15th November 
 
    House of Commons, 
 
    Christ Church Hall, Oxford 
 
      
 
    Before the October War the House of Commons had sat on a Saturday on only three occasions: on 2nd September 1939, prior to the declaration of war on Germany the following day; on 30th July 1949, this sitting being something of an administrative oddity occupied by summer adjournment debates and never repeated for ‘ordinary business’ again; and on 3rd November 1956 at the height of the Suez Crisis.  Of course, the Commons had gathered more than once at the weekend since 27th October 1962 but customarily this had reflected a somewhat more, post-cataclysm laissez faire attitude by the House’s business managers, rather than a last, desperate attempt by the Government of the day to cling to the last vestiges of its dignity, and more importantly, to its legitimacy. 
 
    Despite the Ministry of Defence’s and the Cabinet Office’s most strenuous attempts to impose a news blackout, and when that failed, to threaten ‘D’ Notices, possible criminal prosecutions under the Official Secrets Act, and to re-invoke the punitive sanctions available under the Emergency Powers Acts enacted after the October War, presently still on the statute books but effectively, by cross-party mutual agreement, in abeyance since the end of the French Campaign, the US media had dubbed yesterday ‘Black Friday’ and by that morning – despite TV and radio stations in the British isles being thoroughly muzzled - every national newspaper had done its level best to graphically detail what little was known about the true extent of the disaster which had befallen the South Atlantic Task Force.  As is invariably the way of such things, the lack of official, or in any way verified or verifiable information, had simply made the headlines more strident and fed an already rapacious rumour mill based in part, at least, on the preposterous, triumphalist claims emerging from Buenos Aires. 
 
    Several papers carried reports that the Ark Royal and the Liverpool had been sunk, along with a score of other ships and claimed that Argentine cruisers had shelled the invasion beaches!  No accusation had more incensed the Government, and the Navy, than the lie that the South Atlantic Task Force was in total disarray and that its surviving frigates and destroyers had fled out to sea leaving Royal Fleet Auxiliaries, tankers, ammunition ships, merchantmen and landing craft defenceless, and the Royal Marines stranded on East Falkland surrounded by vastly superior Argentine ground forces! 
 
    The trouble was that several leading editors, men for long under Margaret Thatcher’s thumb – unkind critics said ‘under her heel’ – had scented blood in the water and had not hesitated to suggest that the Angry Widow had feet of clay.  That morning, people in the street had jeered as the Prime Minister’s car had driven into the city from the Government Compound at Headington Quarry. 
 
    Thus, when at a few minutes after two o’clock that Saturday afternoon, as the Prime Minister entered Christ Church Hall, the Commons fell silent.  It was a breathless, deadly silence.  It was as if the wolves knew that, at last, they had had their prey at their mercy.  The silence was transient, in a moment like a great wave, the howls of derision crashed into and through the timid, mechanical cheers and formulaic platitudes of the Government’s supporters. 
 
    Several times the Speaker of the House demanded calm before crying: “A statement by the Prime Minister!” 
 
    Margaret Thatcher was pale, a perfectly coiffured seemingly smaller and slighter incarnation of herself; transparently tired and for the first time, a little haggard, hollow-eyed. 
 
    However, anybody who had anticipated any hoarseness, or a quavering in her voice, or any sign of irresolution, were to be rudely and hastily disappointed. 
 
    “Mister Speaker!”  Suddenly, her voice had that familiar hectoring, glass-scratching quality leavened by something that might have been an unlikely tincture of self-deprecation.  “Contrary to the lies and false rumours being propagated by Britain’s enemies without, and sadly, within, I stand before you today to report to you that British arms have prevailed in the recent battles in the South Atlantic.” 
 
    This blanket assertion took practically everybody, including the majority of her back benchers, by surprise. 
 
    She went on: “Let us dispense with hypocrisy and crocodile tears.  Please do not accuse the Government of sleepwalking into this war in the South Atlantic; it was ever a perilous undertaking and it remains no less so today.  Sometimes, the price of doing the right thing must be paid in the blood, and in the lives of people to whom we owe more than we can ever repay.  In an ideal world, I would reserve my remarks for a time when our gallant servicemen were not in harm’s way.  However, in the modern world, such circumspection is impossible.  At this time, I ask honourable members to remember, that circumstances demand that I am bound to limit my remarks only to the refutation of the most outrageous claims made by the Argentine Military Junta, a foul, totalitarian dictatorship by any description, to avoid gifting our enemies any information which may further endanger the lives of our troops in the South Atlantic.” 
 
    There was nothing feigned about the fury this provoked on the Opposition benches and the rolling of eyes on the National Conservative side of the House, although the latter was restricted to MPs sitting relatively distant from their leader. 
 
    “A great battle has been fought at sea,” the Lady declaimed, “in the air and on the land for command of the Falklands Archipelago.  It seems that the Argentine Republic threw its entire Navy and every available aircraft at our gallant Task Force, and that on land attempted a large-scale pincer assault on our secure, unmovable bridgehead on East Falkland.” 
 
    Flanking her on the Government front bench the Secretaries of State for Defence, Sir Ian Gilmour, and of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Francis Pym, sat arms-crossed, grimly staring down their opponents a few feet away across the Despatch Table.  Having just come to the Commons from a briefing with the Chief of the Defence Staff, Field Marshal Sir Michael Carver, what both men had concurred was a ‘rare bare-knuckle exposition’ of the latest ‘state of play’ in the South Atlantic, neither man regarded the situation in which the United Kingdom’s armed forces, or the Government of which they were prominent members, with anything remotely akin to equanimity.  Quite the reverse, in fact; worse, they suspected that if the Prime Minister strayed a single, ill-advised word from the prepared, and War Cabinet agreed text in her hand the life expectancy of her administration would herein, be measured in hours and days, rather than in weeks or months. 
 
    “I regret that there are unpatriotic elements in this House,” the Lady went on angrily.  Had not every eye been riveted upon her, witnesses would have seen her closest lieutenants blanch, visibly wincing in several cases. 
 
    The Leader of the Labour Party, Peter Shore was on his feet gesticulating at the Prime Minister but unheard above the roar of indignation around him. 
 
    The Speaker bawled: “ORDER!  ORDER!” 
 
    “We are all patriots in this House!”  Shore shouted.  “Just because we are not all war-mongers does not infer a lack of patriotism…” 
 
    He had more to say; but nobody heard it. 
 
    The Speaker of the Commons, Charles Fletcher Fletcher-Cooke, Queen’s Council, and since 1951, the Member of Parliament for Darwen had, with members out of their seats and threatening to brawl in the aisles, suspended the sitting by then. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    103 Nautical Miles north of Cape Dolphin, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The old cruiser’s 8-inch 55-calibre main battery rifles were trained on the nearest of the two Argentine cruisers, the Hercules, while the Fletcher class destroyers Murray and Stirling, and the Leander class frigate Ajax had taken up positions on the flanks of the second ARA ship, the Nuevo de Julio. 
 
    Both Argentine vessels were dead in the water, their guns trained fore and aft and now that the Liverpool’s escorts had closed to within two miles of the Hercules, it was being reported that the former Cleveland class light cruiser USS Wilkes-Barre, was flying what looked like white flags and signalling by lamp – less than coherently in part-scrambled Morse Code – that she wished to surrender. 
 
    Peter Christopher and Henry Leach exchanged thoughtful looks, both a little furrow-browed, as was Captain James Watkins, USN, standing nearby on the Liverpool’s bridge.  The heavy cruiser had reduced speed to twelve knots and was about to cross the Hercules’s bow at a range of a little more than three thousand yards. 
 
    That was point-blank range for her main battery. 
 
    Other than snatching ten-to-fifteen-minute disturbed cat naps, Peter had not slept for the best part of three days and few of the officers and men under his command were significantly better rested, granted he had authorised men to try to sleep, in shifts, at their posts when they could, which was not an option open to him. 
 
    Overnight, the Liverpool and her escorts had sortied from Falkland Sound to seek out and destroy the two loitering enemy cruisers; while a hundred-and-twenty-miles to the east, the Fletcher class destroyer Inverness and the Whitby class frigate Plymouth, had steamed to rendezvous with the Tribal class anti-submarine Ashanti – which had been ‘marking’ the derelict Veinticinco de Mayo for the last twenty-four hours – on a mission, depending on circumstances to board, give aid to or sink the Argentine carrier.  The Task Force had kept ‘radar eyes’ on the former flagship of the Argentine Navy ever since the battle.  A battle already unofficially referred to as the Battle of Pebble Island - the nearest substantial landfall, albeit only by a few hundred yards - from the position where the Ark Royal had gone down. 
 
    The nuclear submarine Warspite had previously observed the other enemy aircraft carrier, the Indepencia II capsize and sink at around noon yesterday; unlike the Veinticinco de Mayo, there had been no other ARA ships on hand to assist her, or to recover survivors.  Warspite had later reported that the aged ARA destroyer Entre Rios had been in company with the crippled carrier overnight and was ‘making a right royal dog’s breakfast of taking on board survivors!’ 
 
    The Entre Rios was a fourteen-hundred-ton pre-Second War ship built by Vickers Armstrong at Barrow, ironically on the same slipways as the Royal Navy’s nuclear hunter-killers were constructed.  Modelled on the old G-class ships, she was long and lean with her original 4.7-inch 1940s guns, directors and radars and right now her captain and his crew must be feeling very, very alone in a big and decidedly hostile ocean. 
 
    Valiant, the second of the three SSNs supposedly ordered to depart the ‘combat zone’ over a week ago, which had gone precisely nowhere it seemed – Flag Officer Submarines was going to have to answer for that one day soon – was in contact with an ARA corvette, the King, limping towards the mainland at six knots some one-hundred-and-thirty miles to the west-north-west; while the Churchill, which it transpired had also ‘stayed behind’, had been stalking the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules for the last thirty-six hours. 
 
    A yeoman handed CINCSATF a signal flimsy. 
 
    Henry Leach studied it for several seconds. 
 
    “Blast!”  He murmured, and handed it to Peter Christopher. 
 
    Fleet Headquarters had just received authority to re-commence unrestricted submarine warfare in Operations Area INVINCIBLE; that is, within a two-hundred-mile circle centred on a point several miles north east of Fox Bay in the middle of Falkland Sound. 
 
    Peter did not even think of saying: ‘Better late than never!’ 
 
    Not least because he knew his thoughts were mirroring Henry Leach’s. 
 
    “Send to all SSNs,” the older man declared, unhesitatingly.  “Submarines in the SATF area of operations including INVINCIBLE require the specific authority of CINCSATF to fire on any target.”  He took a breath. 
 
    He went on to order the message to be broadcast in plain text and required acknowledgement with the utmost urgency from all three SSNs currently operating in-theatre. 
 
    The TBS circuit buzzed.  With the ship at Battle Stations Peter had the con and took the receiver the Bridge Talker handed him. 
 
    “Murray, sir,” he was informed. 
 
    “Liverpool,” Peter acknowledged. 
 
    Commander Tom Bell, the captain of the Fletcher class destroyer Murray – Aussie Bell to all and sundry because he had been born and brought up in Melbourne, Australia before his father, a Rio Tinto man, had moved back to England in 1950s – sounded a little baffled. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure the Argies are trying to surrender to us, sir!”  The other man confirmed that the only flags flying from the enemy cruisers’ halyards and jackstays were white blankets and that their crews seemed to be gathered on deck, and were currently milling about aimlessly.  “I think the chaps on those ships may have mutinied.  I’d hazard a guess that some of the officers may have locked themselves away, perhaps, in places like their ships’ radio rooms.  I’m holding position at around twenty-five-hundred yards with my torpedo tubes trained on the Nuevo de Julio.  Do I have permission to close with the enemy and ascertain what’s going on, sir?” 
 
    Henry Leach had overheard everything. 
 
    He nodded decisively. 
 
    “Yes, let us avoid further unpleasantness if at all possible.” 
 
    Peter communicated this to Tom Bell. 
 
    Around them the men on the Liverpool’s bridge visibly relaxed a fraction, breathing quietly unambiguous sighs of relief.  Thus far, the cruiser’s casualties had been negligible in the big picture of the carnage through which the Liverpool had steered in the last few weeks – nine dead and twenty-two seriously wounded – but nobody had any real appetite for another killing match like the one with the Santissima Trinidad and the General Belgrano south of the archipelago only forty-eight hours ago. 
 
    

  

 
   
    House of Commons, 
 
    Christ Church Hall, Oxford 
 
      
 
    Lady Marija Christopher and her secretary-companion-friend Mary Griffin had travelled up to Oxford yesterday afternoon before the news of the great battles in the South Atlantic had begun to break in Winchester, where the women and their sister, Rosa Hannay and their ever-growing brood of bambinos lived in sleepy St Cross overlooking the idyllic water meadows of the River Itchen.  The two women – well, Marija - had come to the capital to fulfil speaking engagements and to attend several other public functions scheduled as long ago as August and September. 
 
    ‘Peter, Alan and that rogue, Griffin safe,’ the note handed to Mary by the youthful lieutenant the professional head of the Royal Navy had despatched to greet the women at the train station before they had any inkling of the disasters unfolding over eight thousand miles away, had said. 
 
    Marija knew she ought to have been reassured but the idea that the First Sea Lord would find time to put her, and her sister’s minds at rest when it was likely countless other wives would, at that moment, or very soon, be living in a hellish limbo in terror of the telephone ringing or a knock at their door by an Armed Services Welfare Officer and Chaplain, made her feel more than a little guilty. 
 
    Mary had put a call through the St Cross. 
 
    ‘Alan is OK!  Whatever you hear on the TV or read in the papers, all the boys are OK!’ 
 
    Marija had listened as her friend had communicated the message without preamble, before Rosa’s terrors could emerge from the dark places that each of the women knew from experience were never really that far below the surface.  Marija and Rosa had lived through the Battle of Malta, nursed desperately wounded men in its aftermath and survived assassination attempts; Mary had survived the nightmare of the siege of the British Embassy at Wister Park in July 1964, during which she had had unspeakable things done to her, and been forced to watch dreadful things happening to others.  Yes, each of them understood the darkness that lived in every soul; and each of them, Mary most of all, understood that if one ever let that darkness define one, one was lost. 
 
    Now, Marija and Mary sat in the crush of the small Strangers Gallery – in reality, just a few benches next to the area packed with reporters, many of whom had encroached into the supposedly secure space allocated for VIP visitors to Parliament, amongst whose number they, apparently felt they belonged. 
 
    The assumption of airs and graces – of any description - were not things entertained by the St Cross sisters; they were Navy wives pure and simple and everything else, Marija’s public engagements and their shared involvement in all manner of naval charities, including the Talavera Benevolent Society dedicated to the care and well-being of the families of the men killed in the Battle of Malta, was the least that dutiful naval wives could do in the prolonged absence at sea of their husbands. 
 
    That in England, as she had been in the United States, and Australia, Marija was increasingly treated as a VIP in her own right, who could have easily filled her diary, every minute of every day with public engagements, interviews, photo calls and meetings, and that at home in Malta she was, much to her discomfiture, regarded as some kind of princess across the water, was a thing that, at least within the shelter of the St Cross bubble – protected by armed police officers at all times – might be escaped. 
 
    However, this was not the case when she ventured outside that little haven of sanity she shared with her sisters and their bambinos.  In Oxford, she was a very public person and that evening she was due to dine with an unlikely joint delegation from the Maltese Labour Party, and its sworn opponents the resurrected and now, from what her correspondents told her, ever more popular National Party of the Maltese Archipelago.  She had been dreading that, especially since she had learned that her good friend, thirty-five-year-old Paul Boffa, the ridiculously youthful-looking editor of the Times of Malta, had speculated – quoting well-informed sources in the British FCO - that Maltese independence from the old country could now happen as soon as 1971 or 1972.  Lord Harding-Grayson had mentioned as much to her over tea and biscuits on an earlier visit to the capital that summer. 
 
    ‘Tom’ had asked her how she felt about that. 
 
    1971 or 1972? 
 
    ‘Ambivalent,’ she had replied, reminding him that whatever people expected from her ‘at home’ in Malta, she was a ‘Navy wife’ and that was the life she had chosen. 
 
    Thank you very much! 
 
    Except she knew nothing was ever that simple. 
 
    For example, her husband was at war thousands of miles away and now, as she witnessed one of the great Parliamentary clashes - of all time, so far as she knew – she really ought not to be wondering about affairs on Malta, now or in the future.  She had enough on her plate already; three bambinos, for example, and the last thing in the world she was going to ask of her husband, her personal prince among men, was to give away his brilliant naval career just so that she could run home to her little island in the Mediterranean to mediate between the warring political factions! 
 
    Which, she was very much afraid, was exactly what her countrymen had come to Oxford to inveigle her to do.  Or rather, realistically, to sound her out about… 
 
    Tom Harding-Grayson had remarked to her, with none of the disparagement of many of his junior colleagues that: ‘Malta one day will be a country but it will suffer the same challenges that say, Coventry, or Wolverhampton might have if they suddenly became independent countries.  It is a large village, inter-dependent on many of its neighbours and yet, to outsiders, its politics seems very much like those of a London Borough, of little importance to those outside its boundaries, while being everything to those within.  Malta will truly become a country only when it understands that it is not just a coalition of islands in the stream but a community with a shared purpose and a shared set of values…’ 
 
    The Prime Minister was back on her feet. 
 
    “I unreservedly withdraw my remark questioning the patriotism of the members of this honourable House,” she said stridently.  “I confess that I am not immune to the strong emotions in play at times like this.  I apologise to the Leader of the Opposition and hope that he will accept my remorse in the spirit it is offered.” 
 
    Marija held her breath. 
 
    From where she and Mary sat, at the end of the Great Hall, only a few feet off the floor, the main players – some thirty or forty feet away seemed almost close enough to touch. 
 
    Peter Shore, a prematurely stooped, sparsely-made man with lank, thinning hair rose to his feet, eyed the Prime Minister for a moment and then with immense dignity, half-bowed, half nodded to his sworn adversary, before wordlessly resuming his seat. 
 
    This gesture had caught Margaret Thatcher off guard; she fumbled with her papers, clearly needing a few seconds to collect her thoughts. 
 
    “I thank my honourable friend,” she said, a little stiffly but then she was not a woman famous for her deftness of touch or spontaneous empathy.  Leastways, not in public. 
 
    Marija knew the private Margaret Thatcher; few others did and that was exactly the way she preferred it.  The Prime Minister was a godmother to all her bambinos, and there had never been any politics in their uniformly congenial relations over the years. 
 
    “Our indefatigable armed forces fought not one but four major battles yesterday,” the Prime Minister went on.  “The first among these took place many miles north of West Falkland, and was fought between the ships and the aircraft of the Ark Royal Battle Group, aircraft based on the Argentine mainland and two enemy aircraft carriers.  Our ships were attacked by a force of as many as eighty to a hundred Argentine aircraft.  Although both enemy aircraft carriers were disabled, one has sunk and the other is a burning hulk, I regret to have to inform this House that the destroyer HMS Leith, and the frigates HMS Whitby and HMS Jaguar were hit and subsequently had to be abandoned, or were sunk.  Of the seven hundred or so men on these ships, I regret to have to inform the House that perhaps two hundred may have died in the attack, or are provisionally listed as missing.  At this time, it is impossible, too early to compile a definitive casualty list.” 
 
    The Prime Minister braced herself. 
 
    “Aircraft flying from the Ark Royal attacked and hit, repeatedly, both the Argentine aircraft carriers.  Sadly, after coming under attack by at least thirty enemy aircraft, the Ark Royal sustained several hits by large bombs, including several weighing in excess of one-thousand-pounds.  In her damaged condition, she was unable to recover any of her aircraft.  Many of our courageous airmen will almost certainly have overflown the Falkland Islands and ejected, a small number having landed on territory held by our ground forces.  However, it is my sad duty to have to inform the House that despite strenuous attempts to save her, HMS Ark Royal has had to be abandoned; it is feared that over five hundred of her brave crew of two-thousand-four hundred officers and men may have been lost…” 
 
    It was at this juncture, in the momentary dead silence of the chamber that members seated directly opposite the Government front bench would later swear that they saw tears in Margaret Thatcher’s steely blue eyes. 
 
    Undeniably, she sniffled momentarily before carrying on. 
 
    “Concurrently, at a little after dawn, under the command of Captain Sir Peter Christopher, HMS Liverpool in company with two destroyers and a frigate engaged a numerically larger Argentine Squadron attempting to force an entry to the southern entrance to Falkland Sound.  It is my information that shortly after the action began, at relatively long-range, the cruiser Santissima Trinidad was seen to be hit, and within seconds, that ship blew up.  Thereafter, the second enemy ship, the General Belgrano continued the engagement until when badly damaged and on fire, the ships under Sir Peter’s command ceased firing so that he could make a personal appeal to the General Belgrano’s commanding officer to surrender, and thus save further loss of life.  Sadly, when the enemy opened fire on the Liverpool, Sir Peter was obliged to sink the Belgrano.  At the conclusion of this battle, Sir Peter declared a ceasefire so that the Argentine cruisers’ escorting destroyers could participate under a flag of truce in the subsequent search and rescue operation.” 
 
    Marija’s heart swelled with pride but wondered at the toll that such a savage sea fight would, undoubtedly take on her husband’s soul. 
 
    “While the battles at sea were raging,” the Prime Minister continued, doggedly determined now, “a number of aircraft previously held in reserve by the Argentine defenders around the Falklands Archipelago mounted hit and run attacks on our ships in San Carlos Water and on our positions ashore within the bridgehead.  One destroyer, HMS Diana was badly damaged in San Carlos Water and during these attacks and other vessels suffered minor damage from splinters and machinegun fire.  As many as fifty men were killed in the course of these attacks, the majority on the Diana.” 
 
    The Prime Minister paused, as if to give her horrified audience a chance to absorb a little of the bitter gruel she had fed them in the last few minutes. 
 
    “Last night, Argentine heavy bombers attacked our ships in Falkland Sound and in San Carlos Water and dropped bombs on landing and lodgement areas adjacent to the same.  It is evident that the aircraft involved in this raid were former RAF Lincoln heavy bombers sold to the Argentine after the Second World War, and that at least ten such aircraft dropped six- to seven-ton bomb loads during the raid.  Further, we believe that as many as six of the attacking bombers were shot down by missiles and naval gunnery.” 
 
    There was the minutest quiver in her voice, warning of still more dreadful news to come. 
 
    “Near the end of this raid, which lasted in all only some six or seven minutes, the troopship SS Canberra was struck by a number of large bombs which wrecked her bow section.  In foundering, the Canberra ran aground in relatively shallow water, meaning that when she sank her entire port side and approximately twenty to thirty feet of her hull remained out of the water; mercifully, this meant that although at the time of her sinking she may have had as many as eighteen hundred men aboard, we believe that at least sixteen hundred, and perhaps many more, were rescued by a flotilla of vessels co-ordinated by Commander Alan Hannay of HMS Naiad.” 
 
    Margaret Thatcher seemed to draw strength from this. 
 
    “It happened that the majority of the troops carried down to the South Atlantic by the Canberra had already been put ashore by the time of the bombing raid.  I am given to believe that some of the men who were disembarked earlier in the day played a key role in repulsing the Argentine ground assaults on the bridgehead last night.  Two other ships were sunk at their moorings during this raid.  The Royal Fleet Auxiliary Lagan Empire and the minesweeper HMS Repton, with the loss of some one hundred lives.” 
 
    Marija saw many MPs leaning forward, yearning to learn more even as they came to terms with their shock. 
 
    “In addition to the actions I have previously described, an Argentine assault on our southern lines was interdicted with naval gunfire and then repulsed by the Royal Marines in the Mount Sussex Sector.  Simultaneously, a more serious and concerted assault was made on our northern lines, resulting in very fierce fighting during which the Royal Marines and members of the Vindrey Brigade suffered forty-five dead and over a hundred wounded.  Initial estimates assess the enemy’s casualties as being in the region of one-hundred-and-twenty dead and at least as many injured, including at least twenty prisoners of war.” 
 
    Margaret Thatcher had recovered much of her regal self-assurance. 
 
    “Before I came to the House, I spoke to President Brenckmann at some length.  We concurred that the measures taken to give Doctor Kissinger’s peace process one last chance to persuade the Argentine Junta to come back to the negotiating table had, given the events of the last forty-eight hours, failed beyond hope of immediate resuscitation.  Matters were given an additional frisson of urgency by the fact that two Argentine cruisers remain, loitering to the north of the Falkland Islands, presenting an ongoing threat to our ships and operations on land.  Moreover, the Argentine, having demonstrated its willingness to use every weapon at its disposal to kill our servicemen, we agreed that henceforth, military considerations should take priority over diplomacy.” 
 
    She halted, looked around the hall. 
 
    “Therefore, I have reinstated orders authorising British submarines in the South Atlantic to seek out and destroy any Argentine ship on the high seas within the Total Air and Maritime Exclusion Zone code-named INVINCIBLE around the Falklands Archipelago!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Sunday 16th November 
 
    San Carlos Settlement 
 
    Blue Sector, San Carlos Bridgehead 
 
      
 
    Major General Basil ‘Ian’ Spencer Gourlay, OBE, MC had taken a few minutes after Church Parade that morning to collect his thoughts; just a few minutes to walk alone, to study the lay of the land down in the south eastern quadrant of San Carlos Water with the powerful binoculars loaned to him by David Penberthy, and to gaze thoughtfully across the still waters of the great inlet at the ships dispersed across the breadth of the deeper waters to the north. 
 
    Hereabout the anchorage narrowed between White Rincon and Poker Point, and while the cluster of buildings in Ajax Bay were visible a little to the north the high bluffs beyond were shrouded in mist.  As far south as here at San Carlos Settlement – not to be confused with Port San Carlos at the north eastern corner of the inlet – the water, even a couple of hundred yards off shore was still navigable for the Task Force’s frigates and destroyers but not the big merchantmen and anyway, no big ship’s master would want to manoeuvre his ship in the shoaling waters below Ajax Bay.  As if to warn off unwary mariners the maps showed the position of a building, presently a derelict, called Wreck House. 
 
    There were few real villages on the Falklands; just settlements of a handful of buildings, built sometimes around a single farmstead – a station, or an ‘estancia’, a ‘stay’ on the way to somewhere else on the archipelago - sparsely dotting the landscape.  However, Ajax Bay had once been more than just a settlement, home to a refrigeration plant owned by the Colonial Development Company in the decade before the October War.  It had been built to freeze down mutton for an export trade that was never economically viable, although apparently, there were signs of new building work and recent site surveys marking out fresh foundation trenches to be dug, as if the Argentines had half-heartedly re-examined the whole project at some time during the five long years of the occupation.  42 Commando had camped out in the abandoned factory buildings and by the time of the air raid, a couple of nights ago, preparations had been well in hand to set up an emergency casualty clearance and surgical hospital at Ajax Bay.  Hopefully, that morning’s arrival of the Hospital Ship Himalaya, looking unnatural in her bright-white livery with her helicopter pads fore and aft – ugly scaffolds piled on top of her already high decks – which had moored, temporarily, off Red Hill Point would take the pressure off the existing casualty station in 46 Commando’s north-eastern sector and 42 Commando’s rudimentary extant clearing station at Ajax Bay. 
 
    Raising the glasses to his eyes again, the South Atlantic Task Force’s Ground Forces Commander watched a Wessex V, almost lost in the haze, hovering over the Himalaya’s stern and squashing down on the broad pad, men emerge from under cover to lash down the helicopter and to bear her human cargo away into the innards of the converted liner. 
 
    It was a huge risk bringing the Himalaya into San Carlos Water; albeit a calculated risk.  For all that she might present a helpless target, her white hull and red crosses might be some protection, at least from air attack by day.  More pertinent, it was doubtful the Argentines had the wherewithal to mount another spectacular like they had done on Thursday.  True, the enemy had inflicted terrible wounds on the Task Force but actually, in so doing he had probably ‘shot his bolt’ and it was unlikely he had anything left in his aerial and naval lockers to hurl.  That was not to say that occasional hit and run air raids were not to be expected; clearly the men defending these islands were not going to meekly throw in the towel. 
 
    He became aware of a presence at his shoulder. 
 
    Gourlay turned, swapping taciturn salutes with the Adjutant of 43 Commando, Major Richard Nevil ‘Nev’ Coates.  Coates was an old, wartime commando like Ian Gourlay, a ranker of his own age who had grown with the corps over the years and now, in his late forties, moved, especially in the morning, with the righteous stiffness of a man who had acquired more than his fair share of wounds in the Balkans, Malaya, Cyprus and more recently, in France. 
 
    Ground Force HQ was being set up inside 43 Commando’s Base Sector, and Nev Coates’s presence had been priceless in smoothing the process; not least because everybody in the Corps knew, liked and profoundly respected the, nowadays, somewhat grizzled veteran who never went anywhere without his trusty F-S - Fairburn-Sykes – fighting knife secreted about his person and an old-fashioned Webley Mark VI revolver holstered at his right hip.  ‘Gun-slinger-style’ he would quip, flashing a predatory, toothy smile. 
 
    The F-S was another throwback to the birth of the Corps, designed by those hard-nosed evil street-fighting geniuses William Ewart Fairburn and Eric Anthony Sykes, the two old Shanghai policemen who had taught ruthless hand-to-hand combat skills to the first, Second World War commandos.  The Fairburn-Sykes was a dagger with a foil grip, eleven-and-a-half inches long with a seven-inch tapered double-edged blade sometimes loosely described as a stiletto.  It was designed to be a stabbing weapon, in practice, it had often been employed for slashing and of course, as every old commando knew, when in doubt, always twist the blade before one pulls it out… 
 
    Legendarily, Nev Coates foreswore the newer, 13-shot Browning 9-millimetre semi-automatic in favour of his Webley because he maintained that in close combat: ‘Give me my faithful old Elephant gun any day!’ 
 
    “The ‘O’ Group is complete, sir!”  He reported. 
 
    “Thank you, Nev.” 
 
    The helicopter landing area was about a quarter-of-a-mile away from the HQ perimeter; all the more reason for giving the Royal Engineers free rein to get on with levelling the ground on the peninsular sticking out into San Carlos Water east of the settlement, where two very large Argentine bombs had landed the other night. 
 
    He and Nev Coates trudged back towards the collection of tents erected around the red and green-roofed houses of the unfortunate, now displaced Argentine sheep farmers and fishermen who had occupied them for the last five years.  Much to the liberators’ surprise, it seemed that out in the Camp, at least, the Argentines had expected anybody who wanted to stay to swear an oath of allegiance to the Republic; and evicted anybody who did not want to play the game.  So, what with one thing and another, neither Gourlay or his men had a great deal of sympathy for the interlopers who, in this area, although not everywhere apparently, were exclusively post-invasion immigrants from the mainland.  The two Royal Marines detoured around the biggest of the bomb craters excavated in the recent bombing raid – probably caused by a 2,000-pounder – and passed into the HQ compound. 
 
    The visitation by the Argentine Air Force’s Lincolns had occupied every spare man digging deeper and building up thicker-walled sangars and shelters in and around the settlement, which fortunately, other than for a few blown-in windows, had survived the raid intact. 
 
    43 Commando had requisitioned but only just begun to clean out, a sheep shed when the HQ Company had moved in; nevertheless, the barn-like wood and corrugated iron structure sufficed for most meetings and briefings.  It was the largest structure in the settlement, out of the wind and dry.  Even on a sunny day, not that they had had any of those yet, the south-westerlies blew at an average of seventeen miles an hour and as it was always wet, and rarely warm, any wind chilled a man to the bone.  The Operations Section had set up a map wall and a big, albeit not very stable-looking plank table on rickety trestles, where further charts and documents were spread-out and heaped, very neatly (because the show was being run by the Royal Marines). 
 
    It was crowded in the ‘sheep shed’; Gourlay swapped salutes with Steuart Pringle and Sergey Akhromeyev, grinned acknowledgement to Dermot O’Reilly, looking cheerfully bruised and battered from being knocked down by the blast of one of the near misses that had inconvenienced the Intrepid, the commanders of both 42 and 43 Commandos, and forty-two-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Michael Walsh - who had requested deferment of his promotion to full Colonel, enabling him to command 3rd Battalion, the Parachute Regiment (3 Para) for the duration of its OPERATION SOMERVILLE  deployment - and the commanding officer of the 2nd Gurkha Rifles (more correctly the 2nd King Edward VII's Own Gurkha Rifles (The Sirmoor Rifles), thirty-eight-year-old Lieutenant Colonel John Chapple.  All the major participants had brought several aides and staffers with them to take notes and to speed the dissemination of information and orders that would surely result from this battlefield get together. 
 
    Idly, the Ground Forces Commander could not but be unaware that a single fortuitously, or not inconceivably since their enemies had shown their mettle in recent days, a well-placed Argentine bomb or shell might wipe out the entire higher command cadre of the land forces on the Falklands.  However, putting that thought aside – since he had no intention of calling a second such high-level O Group conference again in the near future – he wasted no time getting down to business. 
 
    “Welcome, gentlemen.  The last few days have been, I suspect, something of an eye-opener to the people back home,” he observed ruefully, “but not I think, for any of us in this barn.” 
 
    This was greeted with a round of barely suppressed laughter 
 
    In fact, little that had occurred in the last few days had not been predicted in one, or other, of the numerous sand table war games and small scale exercises mounted by the original South Atlantic Planning Group.  The Task Force had not achieved air superiority over the theatre of war, and inevitably, it had suffered for the lack of it.  But then, one of the foundation planning assumptions for the whole endeavour was that achieving air superiority would be a nasty, and possibly costly business, particularly for the Navy, and that was exactly the way it had turned out! 
 
    Presently, nobody had air superiority but what little air support the occupiers might expect from the mainland, or the ARA, was a drastically diminished asset; if in any meaningful sense, it still existed at all.  To all intents, the Task Force’s helicopters now had the skies to themselves; and that – for the poor bloody infantry – was a huge win, sad though everybody was about how many good men and ships had had to pay the price to arrive at this point. 
 
    Practically everybody had a billy can of tea or coffee warming his hands. 
 
    Nobody smoked at one of Ian Gourlay’s briefings. 
 
    Gourlay had noted that even Sergey Akhromeyev was less distant than he had seemed in England; perhaps, the company of other fighting men, men by whose side he and his men had already fought with no little distinction, had thawed some small part of his icy Russian soul. 
 
    Ian Gourlay made eye contacts. 
 
    Everybody was standing, half-circled around the Royal Marine as he had moved in front of the map wall with his rump pressing against the rough-hewn table below it. 
 
    “First things first; the good news.”  He smiled grimly.  “Much to the chagrin of the Submarine Service those two Argie cruisers up north have done the sensible thing and surrendered to us.  The Liverpool and her little friends are escorting them south where the Navy plans to park them in Falkland Sound.  Apparently, their crews mutinied when they were informed that they were about to have the honour of taking part in a ‘death run’ towards the Task Force,” he added sarcastically.  He sobered a moment later: “You will have heard by now that we had to scuttle the Ark Royal.  I’m told that one of our SSNs did the deed, as it did at first light this morning for the Veinticinco de Mayo.  Unlike the Ark, where we were able to rescue well over eighty percent of our people, the ARA made such a mess of lifting people off their two carriers, that most of the eight hundred survivors taken off the Veinticinco de Mayo and the handful of men recovered from the sea at the site of the sinking of the Indepencia II, are now on board our ships.  Despite offers of a truce the two Argie escorts in the area cleared off when our ships appeared over the horizon.  One other side note to Thursday’s battles; I gather that the count of downed enemy aircrew in our hands has now passed thirty.” 
 
    All of this was incidental to the men in the sheep shed. 
 
    Gourlay knew this.  The first object of this morning’s exercise was to give everybody a chance to drink their tea, or coffee, and to get their heads into the game. 
 
    “Including Steuart and Sergey’s casualties in the Cerro Montevideo fight, and the casualties suffered by 42 and 43 Commandoes in repelling the enemy incursion in the Sussex Mountain sector, the Task Force’s running tally since the commencement of the landings phase of OPERATION GRANDSTAND was, at around zero seven hundred hours this morning, 1,296 dead or missing in action presumed killed, 857 injured or otherwise wounded, about four hundred of whom will require hospitalisation of at least seven or more days, and many of whom will be sent home at the earliest opportunity.” 
 
    Unrepresented at the conference was 1st Battalion, the Scots Guards, who had suffered eighty-nine dead and missing, and fifty-nine seriously wounded in the sinking of the Canberra, and lost practically all its weapons and combat stores.  Further to this, supply-wise, although they had disembarked with personal weapons, the men of the Vindrey Brigade, 3 Para and the Gurkhas had also lost seventy to eighty percent of their combat supplies.  The sinking of the Lagan Empire, and the damage to the Resurgent, had further exacerbated the supply situation for the pathfinder units – 3 Para, 42, 43 and 46 Commando – already ashore in the beachhead.  But there was nothing Ian Gourlay could do about that, not right now.  So, he was not going to worry about it, or tolerate anybody else belly-aching on that score.  Not that he imagined that was going to be a problem in this company. 
 
    “Dermot, do you have more up to date information on the Navy side of things?” 
 
    The tall, rangy Canadian grimaced. 
 
    “Those Argie cruisers have bunkers roughly half-full, and about two weeks’ rations on board.  We’ll refuel our ships from them once they’re anchored in the Sound.  It may be that some of the chaps – conscripts in the main, I’m told - on them will volunteer for some of the heavy-lifting we’re going to need ashore in the coming days, or weeks.  Ark Royal’s survivors will be shared out around the fleet; a lot of the Air Group survivors will be invaluable going forward if they are assessed as fit for ongoing service.  That’s all for the future though.” 
 
    Gourlay appreciated that the Commodore, Landing Operations, had deliberately stopped short of stealing any of his thunder. 
 
    “Thanks, Dermot.  The Scots Guards will go into reserve at two company-strength in the 42 Commando Sector while re-organising and rehabilitating.  Right,” he rubbed his hands together, “what everybody wants to know is what is going to happen next.  If I may, I’ll briefly recap Plan A, then I’ll discuss Plan B.  After that, I shall leave you fellows to go away and plan how to implement it!” 
 
    OPERATION SOMERVILLE had been planned as a continuous sequence of phases building pressure and at some stage, it was assumed that the Argentines would see the writing on the wall, come back to the peace table or basically, give in.  Nobody had predicted – well, not seriously – that the occupiers of the Falkland Islands would launch a massive, all or nothing attack careless of casualties likely to wreck their Navy and their Air Force.  But that was what the enemy had done; presumably hoping to fatally undermine British resolve. 
 
    The SAPG had gamed this possibility but discounted it; it simply lacked plausibility.  The Navy and the Air Force factions of the Junta had just thrown away their chips in the game of Argentine power politics.  The Armada de la República Argentina and the Fuerza Aérea Argentina no longer existed as entities capable of projecting power beyond the mainland of the Republic.  To throw away all those irreplaceable assets in a single, reckless throw of the dice was…insane. 
 
    In any event, the Task Force’s resolve was not about to be undermined.  Or if it was, it was not going to happen down here in the South Atlantic! 
 
    That said, it was inevitable that there was going to have to be a ‘sorting out’ period while the politicians despaired, panicked and generally ran around like headless chickens (on both sides of the British ideological divide) like historically, they usually did when something had not gone exactly according to plan on the battlefield.  Ian Gourlay had little doubt that he and Henry Leach would be the scapegoats for the Government’s catastrophic failures of diplomacy, that was the fate of professional soldiers down the ages; at the end of the day the only reason politicians tolerated fighting men in the first place was that they needed to have somebody to do their dirty work for them and to take the can if anything went wrong. 
 
    However, the one huge benefit of being eight thousand miles from the Ministry of Defence in Oxford, and a certain Lady currently residing at Headington Quarry, was that nobody in the South Atlantic could quickly be called to account, or compelled to stand before a board of inquiry, or a trial yet. Or even better, called before the court of public opinion because down here, none of that mattered.  So, in the meantime, he and his officers would get on with doing the job; winning the war. 
 
    Always, that was, assuming the people who had been so keen to send the Task Force to the South Atlantic in the first place did not lose their nerve! 
 
    It was all academic, Ian Gourlay planned to win the war. 
 
    “You will all be aware, some of you painfully aware,” he declared, quirking a mischievous grin in Dermot O’Reilly’s direction which the Canadian mirrored, unoffended, “that after OPERATION UPLAND GOOSE, the Joint Staff Combined South Atlantic Operational Planning Group, came up with a ground force requirement stated as: H Hour +24, 2,100 men ashore; D+3 to D+4, 4,400, and by D+8 to D+11, 6,900.  Frankly, I always viewed that as highly optimistic.  The weather is the joker in the pack in these latitudes.  In the event, our casualties on D-Day were minimal, inferring that the troops due to be landed by the Canberra would effectively double our fighting power within days of coming ashore.  Logistics aside, on the manpower front we are where we thought we would be, albeit a few days behind schedule.  Basically, the Argies are not going to kick us out of the bridgehead.  We are here to stay.” 
 
    Of course, because of the quantities of equipment and supplies lost on the Canberra and the Lagan Empire, and the crying need to reorganise the Task Force at sea, none of which was going to be resolved quickly, major offensive operations on land were out of the question at this time.  In fact, the most urgent problem was probably what to do with the two former Cunard cargo liners, Carmania and Franconia, carrying nearly three thousand men and their equipment – the near thousand-man strong battle groups of the 2nd Battalion Coldstream Guards, and the similarly ‘beefed-up’ 1st Battalion the Green Jackets, the four hundred men of the 201st Royal Marines Combat Engineering Company, and a large contingent of Royal Engineers – who were originally supposed to be ‘in theatre’ in the next forty-eight to seventy-two hours. 
 
    That was not going to happen now. 
 
    “OPERATION GRANDSTAND always foresaw a period of three to four weeks building-up depots and a series of tactical spoiling actions to gradually expand the beach head and to develop forward jumping off points for what was loosely termed the ‘big push’ in mid-December.  Thereafter, the assumption was that the supply situation would facilitate a fourteen-day ‘push’ on a northern axis to secure the Teal Inlet and Mount Kent Sectors as a base for subsequent operations, and if this went well, to probe the enemy’s main defences in the mountains to the west of Stanley-Puerto Argentino.  In an idea world, we would conduct these evolutions simultaneously with at least two battalion-strength combat groups operating in the south against the Darwin-Goose Green isthmus.” 
 
    In theory, such a southern ‘diversion’ would have the benefit of isolating enemy forces on the Darwin-Goose Green isthmus, and any Argentine units on Lafonia, while threatening a second line of advance east along the southern coast road towards Bluff Cove and Fitzroy reducing the enemy’s ability to concentrate his - already numerically superior forces - against the main, Teal Inlet advance. 
 
    “In a way, nothing has changed,” Gourlay said.  “The original object of the exercise was to take and hold ground east of Teal Inlet and around Mount Kent, and to establish forward bases and supply depots ahead of an assault on the mountain defence line anchored by Mount Longdon and centred on the twin peaks of Two Sisters, guarding the approaches to Stanley-Puerto Argentino early in the New Year.  In this, our planning assumed that by then we would have reached our maximum combat strength, with about nine thousand men in the field.  Well, it is looking as if we might actually have between seven and eight thousand by then.  Another assumption that no longer applies is that we’ll have Ark Royal’s Phantoms and Buccaneers ruling the skies above us.  However, not all is doom and gloom.”  He looked to Dermot O’Reilly, who nodded acknowledgement and took the floor. 
 
    “CINCSATF’s thinking is that Hermes will shortly resume operations, certainly as a helicopter deck but possibly also hosting a number of Kestrel interceptors,” the other man announced.  “Between them, she and Bulwark brought ten Kestrel interceptors down to the South Atlantic; seven or eight of them have been declared operational, are currently working up and hopefully, several of them will embark on Hermes.”  He pursed his lips, sucked his teeth. “I won’t try to sell you a line,” he qualified, “we don’t have a date for when Hermes is likely to be seaworthy again, so what I’ve just said reflects a deal of wishful thinking at the moment. The possible availability of the Kestrels at some stage, is one of the reasons the construction of short runways hereabouts, and at Port San Carlos has been prioritised.  If Hermes does not get back into the battle, we need other options.  Kestrels aren’t just one trick ponies; people get carried away with the vertical take-off and landing thing; but they operate even more efficiently as short take-off and landing airframes.  As to running the new airstrips, we have no shortage of suitably qualified and experienced men from among the Ark Royal’s survivors; they will be re-assigned to man these air bases.” 
 
    The tall Canadian registered the polite, rather underwhelmed reception the news received.  He got it: a maximum of ten short-range jets with limited ground attack capabilities were better than nothing but a ten-aircraft air force did not equate to air superiority over the battlefield, given that they all had reason, good reason to suspect the enemy probably had more aircraft hidden away around the archipelago, waiting to pounce the moment they and their men squelched out into the Camp to march on Stanley.  He felt a twinge of guilt about holding back the information that HMS Victorious was on her way south with two whole squadrons of Kestrels and several Sea Kings, or that the thirty or so Kestrels ‘on the way’ were Mark IIs, not the Mark I specialised interceptors that would be operating off the deck of the Hermes.  The RAF had specified a ground-attack capability for its Kestrels and been prepared to accept a minor – around five to seven percent – all-round degradation of the Mark I’s straight-line speed to accommodate its revised ‘multi-role’ requirement. 
 
    Dermot could live with his twinge of guilt. 
 
    He nodded to Ian Gourlay, who re-took the floor. 
 
    Everybody in the tent knew about the handful of Kestrels which had been brought down to South Georgia; the majority had imagined that initially they were for local air defence in the event the ARA attempted to interdict the Task Force’s rear base areas at Grytviken and Leith Harbour.  Few imagined that those ‘little toys’, the opinion of many in the RAF - despite the ‘tricks’ the sub-sonic Kestrels performed in public, like the vertical take-off and landing stunts – were serious warplanes.  This was a thing reinforced in the public imagination by the antics of the now disbanded Anglo-US Eagle Squadron which despite the raucous fanfare around it, had achieved nothing of note in its inauspicious combat debut at the tail-end of the fighting in France.  Most of the units’ aircraft had been grounded most of the time due to technical issues; mainly the unreliability of their revolutionary early-production Pegasus IIB power plants in actual war-fighting conditions.  Lately, the impression had been that the RAF had ‘given up on the subsonic Kestrel’ and was investing all its hopes in the joint UK-US (allegedly mainly American) P1154 development project of the supersonic version of the ‘little’ Kestrel, now codenamed ‘Raptor’. 
 
    Still, a few Kestrels were better than nothing! 
 
    “So, we’ll be moving on to Plan B,” Ian Gourlay put to the Command Group.  “Unavoidably, there is an element of waiting to see what the other side does next in all this.  The Argentines and ourselves both have less options, less pieces on the board in play at the moment.  One thing we can be sure of, is that the Argentine garrison is not going to be re-supplied any time soon.  It remains to be seen how significant that is; given that we and they, are both sitting on an island overwhelmingly populated by hundreds of thousands of penguins and sheep!  Basically, neither of us are going to starve the other out; not for a while, leastways, although looking at ways of denying the enemy livestock must be high on our priority.  That said, relying on the enemy to get fed up with mutton before we do is not a viable strategy!” 
 
    Dermot O’Reilly had stepped back. 
 
    He knew what his counterpart was going to say; what he needed to know was how it was received. 
 
    Sobering a little, Ian Gourlay became stern: “First things first; we must establish ourselves, immovably on these islands.  Second, we must forget about what might, or might not happen at home.  We may be here for a long time; get your men settled into camp routine, keep them as sharp as possible; keeping dry, and tolerably optimistic is the name of the game.  Third, plan on the basis that no major ground operation will be undertaken for three to four weeks.  Four, supplies,” he quirked a grin, “apart from mutton, will be in short supply for at least this initial period; so, what we have to hand, will be allocated on the basis of strict operational requirements.  You will all be asked to find guard details to keep an eye on the large number of prisoners in our hands; in this respect, I expect the highest standards of military discipline to be observed in guarding prisoners of war.  Any funny stuff will be severely dealt with.  Please make that clear to your people.  Lastly, patrolling activities, carry on at the present high intensity but pull in your horns if you start taking casualties.  I do not want to lose people unnecessarily.  We have good SIGINT,” signals intelligence, “the Navy is listening to everything the Argies say and do, and in extremis there will be helicopters tasked for aerial reconnaissance and the insertion and recovery of special forces teams behind enemy lines.  Make sure that your chaps understand that there will be plenty of time for heroics later.” 
 
    This established, he went around the room – or rather, the barn – receiving succinct situation reports from each unit commander.  He kept things short and sweet: combat strengths, readiness, head counts, logistics status and tasks in hand for the next forty-eight hours; for example, the extension of defensive works, the movement of supplies, rotation of companies and any planned aggressive reconnaissance activities in each man’s sector. 
 
    This was a little unusual but today, Ian Gourlay wanted his field commanders to go away with a general feel for the ‘big picture’ in the bridgehead.  That would enable them to better deal with whatever each of them had in front of them in the coming days, especially, if the enemy attempted another major probe of his defences.  He did not think this was likely, having expanded his perimeter to take in all the ground north of San Carlos Water, and several miles south and east of where he now stood, he had achieved defence in depth, pushing the Argentines back into their enclaves at Goose Green and established a picket line along the high ground south of Tercer Corral, mindful that in so doing he was denying the Argentines the use of any of the obvious jumping-off points, had they been contemplating further attacks south of the San Carlos River.  In other words, the Task Force owned the north western corner of East Falkland and all the important high ground on this side of the island.  Moreover, since the enemy had been pushed several miles back from the coast, the gunline in Falkland Sound, shooting at medium to long range could now direct ‘falling’ shot onto any enemy advance on his positions, doubling and tripling his available artillery support. 
 
    It was a common misconception that naval gunfire support was in some way omnipresent.  The Navy’s big guns were not designed to shoot over hills, it had precision rifles, not howitzers or mortars.  As Peter Christopher’s squadron had proved on the first night of OPERATION GRANDSTAND – and of course, at Grytviken – shooting over open sights at short-ranges the Navy could be devastating but for suppressing targets farther away, say, on the reverse slope of mountains or hills, or for reducing ground fortifications, even the biggest naval rifles could be, and often were, completely useless.  It was only when the range lengthened, usually beyond six or seven miles for the smaller rifles, and almost twice as far for the 8-inch blunderbusses of HMS Liverpool, that the gunline really came into its own.  Accurate shooting at close range on flat ballistic trajectories against a dug-in enemy was a mug’s game; but once the range lengthened sufficiently for shells to fall at steep, or near vertical terminal trajectories, well, that was an entirely different story! 
 
    In fact, this was one of the principal reasons Ian Gourlay had expected the Argentines to pretty much fight to the death on the beaches – assuming they had it in them to fight to the death anywhere – because they had to know that once they were driven back into the hinterland NBS (Naval Bombardment Support) was going to be an ever-present nightmare. 
 
    There had been much discussion about why, in the aftermath of the Liverpool squadron’s initial ‘smash and grab’ fire suppression mission, 1st Commando Brigade had been allowed to go ashore unmolested.  Until the attack on the 46 Commando lines in the Cerro Montevideo-Tercer Corral Sector, Ian Gourlay had been starting to believe that the Argentines did not have their heart in the fight.  He still was not convinced that they did, have their heart in it, that was but that action had demonstrated, if little else, that his adversary, Hugo Bonham Garcia, possessed units he trusted to climb out of their defence works and fight in the open. 
 
    That was good to know. 
 
    If only because it confirmed much of what was written in the Argentine Marine’s weighty intelligence file. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Monday 17th November 
 
    St Cross, Winchester 
 
      
 
    In retrospect, Lady Marija Christopher had ceased to take politics and politicians at face value – or in any way to give either the profession or its practitioners the benefit of the doubt – the day, over seven years ago, her little brother, Joe, had been arrested by the British at the request of the US Central Intelligence Agency five days after the night of the October War. 
 
    Intrigued by her brother’s avowedly socialist leanings, he liked to call himself a Marxist but he was nothing of the sort, in retrospect she had never really been very taken by the Nationalist Maltese polemic and despite her innate suspicion of its leader, Dom Mintoff, been much more sympathetic to the aims and philosophy of her home archipelago’s Labour Party.  That said, lately, she did her best to separate ancient from modern history; setting to one side the fact that the Nationalists had been pro-Italian before the Second War and sadly, unlike the Labour Party, relatively quiescent during much of 1963, the year of martial law which had spawned the Women of Malta Movement of which Marija, had inadvertently become the spokesperson and figurehead of by the time her future husband’s father, had been appointed C-in-C in the Mediterranean and begun the fraught process of winning back hearts and minds by returning the archipelago to civilian administration. 
 
    However, all that was in the past. 
 
    As she often reminded her countless correspondents and periodically noted in her weekly opinion pieces for the Times of Malta, nothing had happened since December 1963 to make her change her mind: the slate was clean and she had a completely open mind about who was best to lead her country – well, the country of her birth – into an unknown and unknowable future.  All of which exacerbated her growing infuriation with the impasse between the two principle political parties. 
 
    That and their increasingly childish antics. 
 
    Only the Labour Party’s emissaries had turned up for what she had hoped would be a reconciliation in Oxford.  Apparently, the Nationalists were so outraged by the Maltese Labour Party’s recent behaviour in office – aided and abetted by an allegedly spineless Governor General in the Verdala Palace who had, allegedly, allowed Mintoff and his thugs to get away with murder – that they had refused to be associated with any talks about talks with the ‘bully boys’ their sworn opponents had sent to Oxford. 
 
    Marija knew the Governor of Malta to be anything but ‘spineless’; and so far as she knew nobody had been allowed to get away with ‘murder’ either! 
 
    The new Minister of State at the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, formerly Sir Iain MacLennan but in recent days ennobled as Lord MacLennan, had attempted to intercede and earned the opprobrium of both parties because he had publicly endorsed, and praised the ‘wise and judicious’ administration of Sir Hugh Mackintosh Foot, the United Kingdom’s former Permanent representative at the old United Nations, the last Governor of Cypress, and the safest, of safe gubernatorial hands currently overseeing the somewhat fractious archipelago. 
 
    Serendipitously, Marija had anticipated that the Maltese Labour Party and the Nationalists would play their normal ‘party games’; the opportunity to do so in full sight of the British press was far too good an opportunity for either of them to miss. 
 
    Now, Marija was sitting in the drawing room of the old house in St Cross preparing herself to present a picture of seraphic calm as she waited for her visitor, fifty-six-year-old Vincent ‘Ċensu’ Tabone, a man she had known practically her whole life who was now the distinctly embattled, and publicly although rarely privately, rather prickly leader of the re-constituted Nationalist Party of Malta. 
 
    Mercifully, Tuesday was one of the days her irrepressible, inexhaustible first born, Elisabetta, attended a ‘play group’ with Mary Griffin’s equally mendacious little angel, Jack junior, so, as she made an effort to settle her nerves the gentle creaking of the old house around her was not disturbed by the sounds of screams, or of something breaking.  The other bambinos and her youngest, ten-month-old Michael, were in Rosa’s capable hands, ably assisted by their ‘house nanny’, a local Navy wife of Mary’s age, some five years’ the Maltese sisters’ senior. 
 
    Marija started as the doorbell chimed. 
 
    Ironically, what made today’s interview so difficult was that unlike Dom Mintoff, whom she intuitively mistrusted and actually, insofar as it was relevant to anything they had ever discussed, did not like, Doctor Ċensu Tabone was an old, and very dear family friend. 
 
    She was, therefore, untypically shy and a little nervous when Mary Griffin ushered the leader of the Nationalist Party of Malta into her presence.  Notwithstanding they had continued an unbroken monthly correspondence, they had not actually seen each other since 1966, when Marija and Peter had holidayed in Malta on their way to Australia. 
 
    They shook hands a little awkwardly. 
 
    Then Marija – deciding the formality was well, stupid - stepped towards her visitor and they hugged, like an uncle and niece before shuffling back, she self-consciously smoothed herself down. 
 
    She was wearing a colourful, covering everything sort of frock of the kind she had often worn as a girl in Sliema, with her nutmeg dark hair drawn back and piled into a bun, a style that was increasingly popular in England that year as the shackles of austerity began at last to be unlocked. 
 
    “How are you, my dear?”  The leader of the Nationalist Party of Malta inquired solicitously. 
 
    The leader of the Nationalist Party had, for many years been the Calleja family doctor in Sliema.  An eye specialist he had nevertheless, always taken a keen interest in Marija’s miraculous recovery from her crippling childhood injuries; moreover, he had been one of the few members of the Maltese medical establishment that Marija’s friend and mentor, Margo Seiffert, had ever had any time or respect for. 
 
    “I am well, and counting my blessings as always,” Marija smiled.  She looked to Mary Griffin, who had remained in the room, her shorthand pad in hand.  “Mary will minute our discussion, Doctor.” 
 
    “Yes,” the man smiled.  “And you will report every word to the Architect,” he added, wryly. 
 
    At Marija’s invitation they took chairs around a coffee table; for the moment they ignored the waiting tea service. 
 
    The long-time Leader of the Maltese Labour Party, Dom Mintoff, had trained as an architect and had had a major part in spending – or if one was being cynical, mis-spending – the multi-million-pound, totalling some £30 million in the end, post-Second War reconstruction grants awarded to the archipelago in the 1940s and 1950s. 
 
    “Yes, as I will report every word of what was said in my meeting with the Labour Party’s honoured representatives in Oxford,” Marija re-joined, smiling placidly, “to you, at the conclusion of our interview, Doctor.  Mary has prepared a set of minutes for you to take back home with you.” 
 
    “Very efficient,” the man murmured. 
 
    “That would be Mary, not me,” Marija quipped gently. 
 
    Tabone looked to her American Personal Secretary, quirking a smile of rueful self-deprecation. 
 
    “You must find the Byzantine machinations of my little archipelago’s affairs rather small beer, Mrs Griffin?” 
 
    Mary, these days a plumply busty presence broadcasting bustling energy, retorted: “No way!  I was born and raised in small town upper New York State and Maltese politics have nothing on town hall politics stateside!  Anyway, just for the record, I and my husband consider ourselves to be honorary citizens of your beautiful islands, sir.” 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow. 
 
    He guessed, well assumed, truth be known, that Marija would have fully briefed her American sister on the participants in this last weekend’s…dance. 
 
    Therefore, she would know perhaps that he was the youngest of ten children, that his maternal grandmother shared Marija’s mother’s Sicilian blood; and that his father had been among the first Maltese-born doctors to study in England before pursuing a career as a District Medical Officer on the island of Gozo. 
 
    Ċensu Tabone was Jesuit-educated, qualifying in pharmacy and then as an MD at the University of Malta in the 1930s.  After Army service during the war, he had specialised in ophthalmology, studying at Oxford, and interning at Moorfields Eye Hospital in London in the latter 1940s before in 1948, returning to Gozo to successfully head a campaign to eradicate trachoma, a disease caused by Chlamydia Trachomatis causing an agonising coarsening of the inner eyelid which left untreated, damaged the cornea and led to blindness.  During the 1950s he had become a world expert in his field, leading other drives to fight the disease in the Far East and Iraq, working for the World Health Organisation.  A member of the Council of the University of Malta, he had come to politics relatively late, missing only by chance – a call to attend a neighbour, an old lady, who had had a fall - the Nationalist conclave at Mdina where so many of his colleagues had been murdered in April 1964.  Throughout his political career, and in between his times ‘off archipelago’ working abroad, he had continued to run his Sliema general practice; the agency through which over the years, the Calleja and the Tabone families had become so close that right up until Joe’s marriage in America, Marija’s mother had secretly entertained hopes of a match between one or other of Ċensu’s elder daughter’s and her youngest son! 
 
    Maria recognised that Ċensu Tabone had put on his family doctor face.  There was nothing arch about this; it was just who he was at heart and beneath his balding pate, his eyes radiated quiet concern.  Like all good doctors he was an accomplished listener who missed very, very little. 
 
    “It must be difficult for you both, and for Rosa, too,” he observed, glancing to Mary Griffin before returning his full and undivided attention to Marija, “not knowing what you will hear next on the radio, or read in the papers about events so far away in the South Atlantic?” 
 
    Marija deflected this. 
 
    “We’ve got used to not trusting a lot of what we hear and read,” she said, her tone subtly reminding her former doctor that she was anything but the unworldly little princess of a decade ago. 
 
    The former mistress of the United Kingdom’s most important overseas mission in Philadelphia, and later of the vice-regal halls of Yarralumla, a confident of presidents and prime ministers, and through it all, a global celebrity on a par with any movie star, was, whether she liked it or not, a major player in her native archipelago’s politics, and a woman of influence, wherever and whenever she elected to so be.  There could be no doubt who was the supplicant in this room, and it was not the thirty-three-year-old naval wife sitting before the leader of the Maltese Nationalist Party.  
 
    He read all this in her voice, also a note of underlying apology, as if Marija regretted that things were, what they were, and that they both knew that she held all the cards. 
 
    He nodded sagely. 
 
    “I strongly suspect that the Dom sent his people to Oxford to convey to you his vision for our homeland?”  He asked, rhetorically. 
 
    Marija just smiled. 
 
    ‘Politics is just poker,’ Lady Bird Johnson had said to her when she and Peter had visited the LBJ Ranch in Stonewall Texas. 
 
    Three years ago, on their farewell tour of the United States they had never managed to get farther west than Texas. 
 
    ‘You know what cards you’ve got and that’s all that matters.’ 
 
    Jackie Kennedy would never have said a thing like that but then the woman who had been First Lady only around two hundred days, was an older, very political wife who had never been anything other than totally involved in her husband’s political battles.  Lady Bird was not a great letter writer; nevertheless, they kept in touch.  That was how she knew that although the former President had remained aloof from last year’s campaign, his personal political machine had swung in behind Walter Brenckmann and several ‘Johnson people’ now held senior posts in the White House and Cabinet.  That said, nobody had seen Bobby Kennedy’s appointment as J. Edgar Hoover’s successor coming! 
 
    Marija focused, waiting for her old friend to continue. 
 
    “Please, do not misunderstand me,” he said, “I too have expectations, dreams if you will; but I did not come to England to parrot the words of my party’s latest manifesto.” 
 
    Mary Griffin’s pencil was scratching, her shorthand already falling onto a new page as she sat with the window at her back, almost but not quite an anonymous silhouette. 
 
    “Oh?”  Marija breathed, inclining her face a fraction to the right, her gaze curious. 
 
    “It is a common mistake in political life,” Tabone observed, “to think that one has all the answers.  It happens in all professions, I imagine.  Especially,” he grimaced, “in medicine.  Sometimes, despite this we surprise ourselves.  Forgive me, you yourself are a living, talking, walking exemplar of the old truth that doctors routinely do their patients a great dis-service by refusing to admit to impossible possibilities, Marija.” 
 
    Mary Griffin gave her friend a slightly narrow-eyed look which Marija registered, and acknowledged with a tiny shake of the head.  Marija had discovered quite early in their shared time together in Australia, that Mary’s presence in the room often made it much easier to, as it were, ‘cut to the chase’ in a conversation with somebody who wanted something from one. 
 
    Of course, in Australia, Marija’s role had not been political, in the main she had been preoccupied with the running of Government House, and wielding ‘soft’, apolitical influence, waging ‘charm offensives’ in contemporary parlance.  The trouble was, back in England it was impossible to just be the dutiful Navy wife she had been reconciled to being.  Peter understood.  They were too – they hated the word ‘famous’ – well-known to be anonymous ever again and if people expected too much of them, there was very little that they could do about it… 
 
    It was not fair; but that was the way it was. 
 
    “But my bones still ache,” she said, ruefully, “although not every day.” 
 
    She and Ċensu Tabone studied each other for a few seconds. 
 
    Oddly, there was nothing uncomfortable in the quietness. 
 
    “And,” the man chuckled ruefully, “I don’t think that there is anything I, or the Architect, can teach Lady Marija Christopher about this game we play.” 
 
    Marija smiled, as if a little confused. 
 
    “I am just a humble Navy wife, Doctor.” 
 
    “Of course.”  A sigh.  “You will have realised by now,” he shrugged, “that the real reason I am here is not to talk of my dreams for our country; but to discover what your vision might be,” he said simply. 
 
    The other thing Lady Bird had said to Marija was: ‘There are no surprises in politics; once you figure out what somebody wants, really wants, I mean, you can always do business with them.’ 
 
    For some reason, out of nowhere, it occurred to Marija that Jackie Kennedy had not been a political animal in the way her successor was; she preferred to talk about art, music, fashions… 
 
    Which woman had taught her more? 
 
    Marija thought for a moment, hoping her quietness would be interpreted as reflective of some profound insight, not just the consequence of wool-gathering. 
 
    Sometimes, she wondered what had become of the naïve girl who had gone down to Sliema Creek with Joe to watch the vessels of the 7th Destroyer Squadron desperately trying to get out to sea on the night of the October War? 
 
    On that night, a little over seven years ago, everything that had happened to her since would have seemed too incredible, unbelievable, and yet, here she was talking realpolitik with Ċensu Tabone in the way she had at the weekend with Dom Mintoff’s proxies, asking herself if any of her countrymen actually understood what was really at stake for the people they claimed to represent back in Malta? 
 
    The kind of independence people talked about before the war was a Cinderella goes to the ball kind of fairy tale in the post-October 1962 world.  They still believed they were being crushed beneath a foreign – albeit a fairly benign - oppressor’s heel; not just being protected from themselves and the greedy-eyed theocratic, ideological, grasping nationalistic sharks circling them in the Central Mediterranean.  The Italians and the Sicilians both looked at the Maltese Archipelago in the same way the people in Oxford regarded the Isle of Wight, something that rightfully belonged to them.  On the southern shore of the Mediterranean a resurgent revolutionary-Islamic regional super-power, Egypt had extended its empire as far east as the borders with Tunisia and was spreading, evangelising its own Marxist-Muslim philosophy throughout northern Africa.  It was only five years ago, that the Russians had attempted to invade Malta.  If that was not bad enough, the seaborne commerce which had once made her homeland a potential economic jewel in a glittering azure sea, had still not recovered to anywhere near its pre-war levels.  Malta was impoverished, wholly dependent upon her friends for her survival.  ‘The British’ might not be perfect but in exchange for guaranteeing the security of the archipelago and underwriting its economic viability, they would not demand a quid pro quo which involved embracing Islam, or Communism, or in the case of the Italians, nasty neo-fascistic politics, or of the Sicilians, turning Malta into a haven for the Mafia!  Sometimes she despaired of the tunnel vision of her countrymen! 
 
    All this she set to one side. 
 
    She had fixed her old family doctor with a thoughtful gaze. 
 
    “I have no view on the subject other than that of a housewife, Doctor,” she prefaced.  “So, any remarks I might make would be of a purely personal nature, indicating allegiance or support for no party or faction.” 
 
    “That goes without saying.” 
 
    And the Moon is a balloon… 
 
    Marija wet her lips with the tip of her tongue, hesitated. 
 
    “From what I learned of the likely modifications to the original proposed 1964 or 1965 independence settlement in informal conversations with Lord Harding-Grayson last autumn, it seemed to me that those arrangements offered a good model, certainly, a place to start from.  My understanding was that the concept was to build a new nation state, which implicitly, would be a full member of CMAFTA, the Commonwealth Mutual Assistance and Free Trade Association, from day one.  The Foreign and Commonwealth Office is very aware that the most contentious issue over here, and on Malta, obviously, going forward in the early years of independence will be that of the identity of the Head of State; personally, I do not care for a republican model but ultimately it will be for the people of the archipelago to decide who will sit in the Verdala Palace and whether that person is a Governor-General or a President.” 
 
    Ċensu Tabone opened his mouth to speak. 
 
    Marija raised a hand, smiling apologetically. 
 
    “Things would be so much easier if, for example, the parties could agree to an interim period of say, not less than two years, ideally at least five or more during which the ties with the Old Country are, if possible, set in stone.  But for this to happen the Head of State situation must be clarified and all parties must sign up to it, realistically, in advance of independence.” 
 
    Ċensu Tabone’s eyes opened a little wider than he knew.  He had anticipated no little beating around the bush; not a direct line to the thinking of the British Government. 
 
    “The obvious way to address this question would be to hold a referendum of some sort.  Perhaps, after the parties have agreed a name, or names of a person around whom they could if not support, then tolerate as a head of state in the initial post-colonial phase of independence.  The choice put to the people would be, for example, should so-and-so be your President, or would you prefer that Her Majesty the Queen remain Head of State.  I should imagine the debate would then focus on how much power ought to rest with the legislative arm of government – the Maltese Parliament – and how much with the executive branch, the Presidency.  Or,” Marija smiled, “if the parties, for the sake of argument, you and Mister Mintoff, wish to specify that the presidency should be a largely ceremonial role.  It seems to me that if the parties can agree among themselves about the best way forward, within the CMAFTA family that is, that the British Government would be generously supportive of such an approach.” 
 
    Ċensu Tabone said nothing. 
 
    Marija hoped she was not alarming her old friend. 
 
    “You see, with goodwill, all things are possible, Doctor.” 
 
    “I wish I shared your optimism, my dear.” 
 
    Mary Griffin’s pencil stopped scratching; it was as if the penny had dropped and suddenly, she understood what might be going on.  The problem was that she did not believe it. 
 
    The leader of the Nationalist Party of Malta hesitated, then, gathering his courage, he asked the question which, he was certain, Dom Mintoff’s people would have asked when they met Marija. 
 
    “You would be prepared to put yourself forward for the presidency, Marija?” 
 
    Mary Griffin’s sharp intake of breath caused both Marija and her visitor to involuntarily glance at her.  She smiled a tight-lipped smile at them. 
 
    Marija had hoped her discomfiture would be less evident today than it had been to Ċensu Tabone’s political rivals at the weekend.  Her brow furrowed. 
 
    “I cannot make that decision,” she protested quietly.  “You should know that…” 
 
    “But if your name was put forward?”  Tabone pressed.  His expression softened as he dug inside his jacket and produced a folded newspaper clipping. 
 
    The women looked to each other, their lips sealed. 
 
    “If I may,” Ċensu Tabone prefaced, “I shall read from a letter to the editor of The Times of Malta, of last September: ‘The world is changing faster than we know.  “All things are possible.  For example, if it was up to me the first thing that I would do would be to invite the United Nations to Valletta.  Where better to build a new meeting place for the world than in the islands known throughout history to be the melting pot of the Mediterranean, both ancient and modern?’ 
 
    Marija blushed, felt the heat rise in her face. 
 
    “That was just an ‘opinion piece’,” she objected.  “Something that I hoped would spur discussion.  I was curious what the parties would make of it.” 
 
    “Oh,” her old friend murmured.  “So, it was not the first line of a popular manifesto?” 
 
    “No!”  Marija closed her eyes for a moment.  “No,” she said again, this time without angst.  “I will not deny that I miss my homeland, or that sometimes, I despair of the parochialism and the in-fighting of your supporters and those of the Architect.  But presently, I am not free to return to Malta, or to directly involve myself in the politics of the archipelago.  My husband and my bambinos,” she glanced at Mary, “my sisters and my family, they are my life.  That,” she sighed, “is what I have told Mister Mintoff, through his representatives, and personally, to him by letter.  This is a thing I would discuss with my husband; but as you know he is far away.  This is not a thing I would burden him with at this time.  Perhaps, on his return we may discuss it.  But until then…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Hercules 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    It seemed that most of the officers of the two cruisers had barricaded themselves in their wardrooms, or sought sanctuary wherever they could when the crew had first refused to obey orders, any orders, before mutinying and taking over the two ships. 
 
    The Hercules had mutinied first.  Many petty officers, and all the senior chiefs had attempted to bully and generally intimidate, and when that failed, tried unavailingly to reason with the leaders of the mutiny.  Afterwards, they had given in to the inevitable and simply done their best to stop the anarchy around them sinking the ship.  No ship stayed afloat indefinitely of its own accord, not least because most ships leaked and somebody had to make sure the vessel remained on an even keel and that the pumps were working. 
 
    The crew of the Nuevo de Julio had mutinied when their officers had ordered her guns to be trained on the Hercules; which, all things being equal, had been a particularly stupid thing to do. 
 
    How on earth did they think that was going to end? 
 
    In any event, when the prize crews came aboard the Hercules, and a couple of hours later, the Nuevo de Julio, nobody was more relieved than the despairing, outraged chiefs and the frightened officers barricaded below decks.  It was discovered that several men had been injured – about a dozen seriously, in brawls and widespread disorder onboard the ships, with perhaps fewer than a dozen men having been thrown, it was unknown if they were dead or alive at the time, overboard on the Hercules, and three more on the Nuevo de Julio – but this was just gangs settling scores, it seemed, otherwise, the mutinies had not developed into the bloodbaths that they might easily have resulted had it not been for the looming, threatening presence of suspected British warships circling at the extreme range of the two cruisers’ radars. 
 
    With thirty-man prize crews under the command of the Executive Officers of the Murray and the Ajax respectively, the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules had slowly steamed into Falklands Sound that morning, anchored and tied up alongside each other with their bows about four hundred yards north-north-east of Cat Island with the Murray – formerly the USS  Lewis Hancock (DD-575) – the only Allen M. Sumner class destroyer transferred to Royal Navy service which had retained both her quintuple 21-inch torpedo launcher mounts, anchored less than half-a-mile to the west with her fish aimed at the side of the outboard cruiser, the Hercules. 
 
    Just in case. 
 
    In the meantime, Liverpool’s Gunnery Officer, Lieutenant Commander Fred Dickens, had led several squads across to the prizes to supervise the ‘spiking’ of their guns – specifically, to remove, or where this was impractical to disable the breech blocks of the ships’ main and secondary battery rifles, and to organise the removal of all smaller calibre ammunition from the cruisers.  From tomorrow, the plan was for the Task Force’s destroyers and frigates to come into Falkland Sound to top off their bunkers from the estimated four thousand tons of oil in the cruisers’ tanks. 
 
    Thankfully, none of the mutineers had shown the least inclination to continue the fight; quite the reverse, most of them just wanted to go home. 
 
    “Back in October forty-five I was caught up in a mutiny,” Henry Leach had confided to his Flag Captain. 
 
    CINCSATF and the Liverpool’s commanding officer were standing on the cruiser’s quarterdeck, eyeing the two anchored prizes during a rare break in the rain. 
 
    “Really, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, not a very nasty one, mind you.  I was on the Javelin; we were off Rhodes and a lot of the hostilities only men were pretty cheesed off by the post-war return to a more spit-and-polish regime.  A number of men refused to work, in the jargon, although I’m sure that if there had still been any Germans around, they’d have jumped straight to it.  Anyway, it qualified as a mutiny because one fellow – a leading rate, if I recollect - was prosecuted for the afore-mentioned offence.  Everybody over-reacted, they always do; it wasn’t as if the chap’s involved were distantly related to Fletcher Christian, or anything; my captain and his second-in-command both got the heave-ho over it.  People said I comported myself creditably but I don’t remember doing anything remotely Nelsonian.” 
 
    The rain was falling again. 
 
    Later, at Leach’s request Peter went across to the cruisers. 
 
    He discovered that Argentine officers were going around in pairs, threes and sometimes larger groups; they were completely unnerved and basically, terrified of their own men. 
 
    He found his visit a little unsettling in more ways than one; unable to make up his mind if the Argentines were looking at him as the Butcher of Grytviken, or the husband of Lady Marija Christopher,” he admitted when he got back to the Liverpool. 
 
    Both ARA cruisers looked a little down on their luck from a distance and once he was on board, he soon realised neither was remotely ship-shape.  He tried speaking to several ratings hanging about at the top of the gangway; but none of them seemed to understand his Spanish. 
 
    “They’re Indians from somewhere in the north-west, it’s all jungles up there, sir,” he was informed.  “I don’t think they understand what their own officers are saying to them, let alone which is port or starboard, or fore or aft!” 
 
    Peter did not have much time for officers who gave orders they ought to have had the common sense to understand would not be obeyed.  Consequently, he was curtly polite with the Nuevo de Julio’s commanding officer and was less than impressed by the majority of his departmental heads when he questioned them about the mechanical condition of their ship.  He was similarly under-whelmed by the general condition of the mess decks, and the visible deterioration of both cruisers’ fabric below decks. 
 
    He reported back to CINCSATF over dinner that evening, the first time either man had sat down for a proper ‘civilised meal’ in days. 
 
    “Given the way she conducted herself, I can only assume the General Belgrano was in a significantly better state of operational readiness than either of those two hulks moored off Cat Island, sir,” he declared, with no little feeling. 
 
    The two cruisers were dirty, filthy inside and out, and it was readily apparent that the ARA’s interpretation of the word ‘mothballing’ was ‘leaving a ship to rust to perdition’.  Below decks the passageways stank of overflowing heads, rotten food and unwashed humanity.  There was equipment in the machine spaces which, un-lubricated or just plain neglected, had corroded so badly it was never going to run again.  Fred Dickens had reported that both cruisers had at least one main battery rifle with breech blocks in such a poor state of repair that they were accidents waiting to happen; specifically, liable at some stage to fail and cause in ‘in-barrel’ explosion which would kill everybody in the turret, and conceivably flash down into the shell-handling and magazine spaces on lower decks. 
 
    Fortunately, morale was not a problem in the Task Force. 
 
    The survivors of last Thursday’s battles, having had time to collect their wits, had adopted a universally bloody-minded attitude best expressed as: ‘now we’re here we’re jolly well going to see it through’ not just on the Liverpool but everywhere one looked. 
 
    It was as if the spectacle of the two captured Argentine cruisers moored in Falkland Sound was proof positive that nobody was going to drive this particular pride of British Lions off its kill! 
 
    “The big question now, Peter,” Henry Leach speculated, as Leading Steward Carmelo Boffa, the countryman Marija had recruited to look after her husband, cleared away the soup bowls, “is whether the politicos in Oxford hold their nerve.” 
 
    CINCSATF was far too polite to directly ask him: You know that bloody Thatcher woman better than I do; what do you think she’ll do next? 
 
    However, reading Henry Leach’s mind, Peter was tempted to re-join that if anybody understood their mercurial Prime Minister, then it was Marija not him! 
 
    On further reflection, he refrained. 
 
    Instead, he offered: “I don’t think that taking a backward step comes naturally to the lady.” 
 
    Henry Leach had said nothing, listening patiently because he knew there was more. 
 
    “Respectfully,” Peter continued, “no matter how much the Chiefs of Staff are tearing out their hair, there have been times in the last few years when I think she’s been the last man standing in the room.” 
 
    The older man essayed a thoughtful smile. 
 
    “Yes, that’s my impression too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 18th November 
 
    Puerto Argentino General Hospital 
 
      
 
    Major General Juan Carlos Rey had recovered consciousness on Saturday morning to be confronted by a very familiar, formidable, striking-looking woman of indeterminate middle years with big hair and a distinctly matronly presence. 
 
    She had not been pleased to see him. 
 
    ‘Welcome back to us, General,’ she had said, with every indication of existential vindication, as if she had expected him to do something incredibly stupid all along, ‘you had us all worried when they brought you in!’ 
 
    He had not seen that woman since. 
 
    That was a small mercy; she had a lot to answer for. 
 
    Once upon a time, a long time ago, he had believed that he was an honest man, an honourable man and then that woman had come into his, and many other half- and wholly-lost men’s lives. 
 
    He also recollected having been visited, three times by a charming lady whom he now knew to be the spouse, Donna Elena, of the Commander of the MLFG - the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición – Hugo Bonham-Garcia, the hero of the re-conquest of the islands in 1964. 
 
    This he had pieced together from fragments of memory. 
 
    Actually, very little had really made much sense to him until the last twenty-four hours or so.  The good news – what little of it there was – was that he was fairly sure that he was recovering, if only because he hurt, practically everywhere.  The bad news was that they only doped him up at night. 
 
    That meant that medicines were running short already… 
 
    Now, he stared at the large, smiling man who had marched purposefully to his bedside, pursued by a posse of nurses and that woman… 
 
    “Horacio,” Rey croaked. 
 
    The Military Governor of the Malvinas loomed over him, chortling. nodded and for a horrible moment the man in the hospital bed thought he was going to clap him on the shoulder. 
 
    “You’ve been out cold the last couple of times I visited you,” Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza guffawed as if he did not have a care in the world. 
 
    The man who had been the Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force last week marshalled, with what seemed like an exhausting effort, his thoughts: “Who?”  He asked.  “Who has taken my place on the mainland?” 
 
    “Facchetti,” he was told.  “I hope he’s as good a man as you said he is?” 
 
    “He is, the best…” 
 
    Rey had known Brigadier Antonio Facchetti for over fifteen years, since the younger man, his protégé, had been a star cadet; however, he had only been Deputy Chief of Staff of the FAA for the last three months and was, therefore, a relatively late recruit to the conspiracy and something of an unknown quantity to many of the others.  There had been a great deal of discussion about bringing him in earlier but, as things had turned out – with Rey’s indisposition here on Isla Soledad, nineteen hundred kilometres south of where he was supposed to be in Buenos Aires, Facchetti’s late inclusion in the plot was in retrospect, almost prescient.  Had the man not been on their side things might easily be falling to pieces by now. 
 
    The note of recrimination in the voice of the Governor of the Malvinas had not been lost on his drugged-up, uninvited, and unexpected unwelcome guest on the archipelago. 
 
    “They’ve co-opted him onto the Junta,” Horacio went on.  “Agustin Lanusse had no choice, I suppose, not if he was keeping that clown Gnavi at the top table.”  The Governor of the Malvinas took pity on the Air Force man.  “The English sank most of the ARA, well,” he snorted, “the part of it that didn’t mutiny or surrender.  Credit where credit is due, your boys did a lot of damage.  You sank the Ark Royal, and that great big liner…” 
 
    Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, the large woman at Horacio Mendoza’s shoulder was not in such an emollient frame of mind.  For the first time, there were no medical staff, no witnesses in Carlos Rey’s room and she was clearly not at all happy to see him, still less reconciled to his presence on the Malvinas. 
 
    “The Canberra,” the woman beside him trumpeted loudly.  “They say there were still thousands of troops on that ship at the time!” 
 
    Rey thought he might just have imagined her saying that.  His world was becoming blurry again. 
 
    He was starting to suspect this was all a bad dream. 
 
    Or was that just wishful thinking? 
 
    “My crew,” he muttered.  “What happened to the others…” 
 
    He felt a pressure on his arm, and might have imagined what he heard next. 
 
    “The pilot and one of the gunners didn’t make it.  The other five were only lightly injured…” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza and his predecessor’s widow exchanged thoughtful looks as they stood over the unconscious man in the hospital bed. 
 
    “I still can’t believe he could be so fucking stupid!”  Francesca Ibarra de Madrid snarled almost but not quite under her breath. 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    His normally cherubic countenance was creased with worry lines. 
 
    “Well, he’s here now.  Thank God his man, Facchetti, seems to be,” he hesitated, “reliable.” 
 
    They both recognised, if they had not before, that Antonio Facchetti must be a real street fighter to have hung on in there long enough to get a seat on the Junta; the others would have tried very hard to elbow him aside to put one of their own people in the FAA Chief of Staff’s office.  So, maybe Carlos Rey was right about him after all. 
 
    The woman had folded her arms tightly across her breasts, and with no little angst gestured angrily at the oblivious Carlos Rey. 
 
    “We needed him in the capital to keep the fucking colonels from ruining everything, Horacio!” 
 
    Mendoza sighed. 
 
    “Yes.  But now he’s here and when the time comes, we must trust Facchetti.  That is all that has changed, my dear.” 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid pouted, scowled at him. 
 
    “And,” the Governor of the Malvinas went on, “when we walk out of here, everybody needs to see us smiling.  Try to remember, that we are pleased that,” he shook his head, and waved dismissively at the oblivious man in the hospital cot, “this idiot, is still alive…” 
 
    “Yes, well, for the moment,” the woman muttered irritably. 
 
    The man in the hospital cot stirred, then slept again. 
 
    They waited a moment before, with a sigh, Horacio Mendoza agreed, placatingly: “Quite so.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HQ Company Compound 
 
    43 Commando, San Carlos Settlement 
 
      
 
    Major Lionel Colvin trudged wearily into the Mess Tent.  He was soaked through like the rest of the men he had led back from Charlie Company’s lines on the eastern slopes of Sussex Mountain, having just been relieved by Delta Company, 43 Commando.  One of Intrepid’s surviving LCU’s was due to transport his boys back to the company reserve area in 46 Commando’s Sector north of the San Carlos River; but that was not until tonight.  In the meantime, his men needed to get out of the rain, dry out, warm up and get some proper hot food down their necks. 
 
    “Hello, Nev,” he called, spying 43 Commando’s Adjutant chatting with a knot of officers on the other side of the tent. 
 
    The other man wheeled around and grinned broadly. 
 
    “I say chaps,” Nev Coates exclaimed, “we must have won the war, Lionel’s back!” 
 
    “Very funny!”  The newcomer scowled, only part in jest, there was something – cold and perennially wet – about the Camp that eroded any man’s sense of humour if one had the misfortune to be out in it any length of time. 
 
    Approaching the younger man Coates put his arm around his shoulders, suddenly serious. 
 
    “I heard you lost another chap to a sniper last night?” 
 
    Lionel nodded. 
 
    “The bastard clipped another of my boys this morning.  Well, him or another shooter.  There’s still a lot of Argie special forces activity down there since that Combat Engineering outfit pulled back yesterday morning.  I think we need sporadic NBS on the Camilla Creek area tonight, just to shake the bastards up a bit.” 
 
    Notwithstanding Falkland Sound was lousy with destroyers and frigates, Naval Bombardment Support missions were not the easiest thing in the world to organise right now.  A lot of the ships out there were licking their wounds, and rumour had it that a sizable flotilla had already been sent back to South Georgia to repair and refit.  Worse, Bulwark – the Task Force’s only available flight deck - was standing out to sea each night, taking most of her helicopters with her.  That said, finding the wreck of that ARA sub in Brenton Loch had partially calmed the Task Force’s rampant submarine fever – it was not as if the enemy had had many of them, only two or three at most, to start with – but understandably, after what had happened to HMS Rhyl in the northern approaches to Falkland Sound, people were a little twitchy about things at the moment. 
 
    “That’s already in hand, old boy.” 
 
    Lionel was almost out on his feet. 
 
    The veteran Royal Marine decided his younger comrade needed to hear some good news: “You’ll be glad to hear that I got word that Paddy is sitting up and taking nourishment,” Coates told his friend.  “Or at least he was last night!” 
 
    News that Paddy Ashdown was not just out of danger and on the road to recovery suddenly made almost all of Lionel Colvin’s troubles evaporate.  Almost, when a man was as dog tired as he was, nothing short of an overdose of amphetamines was going to have a lasting effect. 
 
    Lionel could not remember sitting down. 
 
    “I reckon a week in the line at a time is going to be the limit, Nev,” he sniffed.  “After that, it’s downhill all the way.”  He knew he was not telling the other man anything he did not know.  “If the weather ever actually improves, we might stretch it out a bit but if my chaps can’t hack ten or eleven days straight in the field, nobody can.” 
 
    “It’s the same for the other side, old man.” 
 
    Lionel nodded. 
 
    Neither man wanted to dwell on the fact that, at least on paper, the ‘other side’ had two to three times as many combat effectives as the friendly forces landed thus far. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camino Xavier Lombardi, Puerto Argentino 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    The celebrations had not lasted long; the faux euphoria of those who still took anything Radio Nacional, the Junta’s faithful mouthpiece, had faded.  There might still be great outpourings of patriotic ecstasy on the streets of Argentine cities but by now, there would be Masses in progress for the dead and the grim, communal realisation that despite the suicidally courageous sacrifices of the Navy and the Air Force; the war continued. 
 
    The last two nights the British had shelled the air base on Cap San Felipe, and a host of new public safety ordinances had had to be introduced effectively closing schools, banning the sale of inessential items and further tightening the rationing system.  Inevitably, Puerto Argentino was now to be subject to rolling power cuts to save diesel, four hours on, eight hours off.  It was said that the troops in the field had been forced to butcher sheep running wild in the Camp to supplement their rations. 
 
    Apparently, flocks of sheep had been herded to the east of the mountains defending Puerto Argentino; the garrison’s long-term – well, several weeks certainly – answer to the dangerously fast run-down of the stocks held by the port’s food depots. 
 
    Worst of all, because in better times, the families of so many of the men of the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición had been joined on the archipelago by their families; the anguish and the grief of the bereaved wives and children of the Marines who had died in the Battle of Cerro Montevideo was not a thing that could be divorced from the battlefield, it was a barely contained nightmare that touched everybody in Puerto Argentino. 
 
    ‘We gave the English a nasty shock,’ Elena Bonham-Garcia’s husband had confided to her when, ever so briefly, their paths had crossed yesterday, ‘but our boys paid a heavy price.’ 
 
    Hugo had been upbeat in the way soldiers are but Batallón de Infantería de Marina 3, supported by elements of the 4th and 11th Infantry Regiments had suffered over three hundred casualties, including over a hundred dead and missing in being driven back into their original starting lines three kilometres west of Cerro Montevideo.  3rd Marines had led the assault at a cost of fifty-seven dead and seventy-two wounded, with well over half its casualties suffered by the elite troops of the unit’s Assault Group; the dead included the battalion’s second-in-command and a company commander.  The attack had gone ahead as planned despite the non-arrival of seven of the ten armoured personnel carriers allocated to the operation.  Ironically, their absence had probably contributed to the element of surprise which had enabled the first wave to break through the enemy lines; but later meant that when the British counter-attacked that there were few, if any rallying points for the by then, weary MLFG men. 
 
    Elena heard the Jeep squeal to a halt outside the residence.  Rosa, the sixteen-year-old niece of the former Governor of the Malvinas who had been entrusted to her care by her aunt, Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, opened the door.  Elena had been in the kitchen with her daughter Lucia; who, having none of the self-conscious shyness of her teenage honorary big sister spontaneously and with a shriek of delight had run to greet her father and Uncle Pablo. 
 
    Elena greeted her husband with an entirely proper peck on the cheek.  Hugo looked a little grey, very tired obviously, and she could tell his old wounds were troubling him more than somewhat.  This she knew for a certainty because he did not even think about attempting to sweep Lucia up in his arms.  Behind him stood the watchful, reassuring broad-shouldered muscular presence of Chief Petty Officer Pablo Finocchiaro, a pistol at his hip and his M3 submachine gun slung casually over his left shoulder. 
 
    “Do you have long?”  Elena asked. 
 
    Both Marines were clean-shaven, spic-and-span, wearing freshly-laundered battledress fatigues, probably their first change of clothes for a week, likely drawn from the Moody Brook stores, which the MLFG were systematically running down, emptying, knowing that sooner or later the now mostly abandoned compound would surely be targeted, and likely, obliterated by the enemy.  Granted, that risk had receded a little since the sinking of the enemy’s biggest aircraft carrier; however, the risk had not gone away.  Nobody knew what had happened to the Hermes, the other carrier known to be operating in the South Atlantic, and nowhere in or around Puerto Argentino was beyond the range of the big guns of the British fleet blockading the archipelago. 
 
    Elena’s husband gestured for Pablo Finocchiaro to follow him inside. 
 
    “You will stay long enough to drink coffee!”  Elena declared and neither man objected. 
 
    “We’ve just met some of the wives,” her husband explained.  “I wish there was more time,” he shrugged.  “Pablo and I will be going over to the Salvador Water Sector this afternoon.”  He sighed.  Here in his home with his wife and daughter fussing around him he could afford to let down his guard and be a husband and a father, not a commanding officer for a few minutes.  His thoughts were disjointed.  “Thank you for everything you are doing with the wives, my love,” he added simply. 
 
    Elena rushed back to the kitchen, listening as Lucia began to gabble with her father and his formidably grizzled bodyguard.  Meanwhile, Rosa joined her in the kitchen, dusting cups and saucers, glancing at the kitchen clock because the next power outage was due in only a few minutes and often, the electricity went down ahead of schedule.  It was mid-afternoon now, fortunately it had been a bright day – the sunniest for a couple of weeks, in fact – so, the candles positioned throughout the residence could stay unlit for a while longer when the lights went dark. 
 
    “The British contacted us this morning,” Elena’s husband said ruefully. “Just a short call; they have started to send the Uruguayan Authorities lists of all of our people in their hands.”  He shook his head, ruefully amused: “They actually apologised for the delay in notifying us!” 
 
    “Am I allowed to ask how exactly the English can talk to us whenever they want?”  Elena inquired, her face clouding.  Their elder son, Juan, had been on the Veinticinco de Mayo.  Or at least, he had been the last time they received a letter from him over seven weeks ago… 
 
    She and Hugo thanked merciful God that their youngest son, Carlos, was thousands of miles away, by now on his way to or in South Africa awaiting a slow boat home, safe. 
 
    “This time they tapped into one of the surviving land lines somewhere in the Camp.  If I had to guess, one of the lines through to Puerto San Carlos.  Previously, it was by VHF radio, possibly a submarine lying just off the coast breaking into one of our command frequencies.”  Elena’s husband grinned at Pablo Finocchiaro who always sat bolt upright in his commanding officer’s presence.  She felt for him; he would never be wholly at ease in a setting such as this, the parlour of the residence.  “They tell me that General Rey will pull through,” her husband announced. 
 
    “That’s good news.  That was such a brave thing he did.” 
 
    Like everybody else, Elena had no idea what had possessed the Chief of Staff of the FAA and a member of the ruling Junta to recklessly risk his life, or to risk placing himself in his enemy’s hands in such a ridiculously gallant way. 
 
    All too soon the two visitors departed. 
 
    As Elena, Lucia and Rosa waved at the Jeep as it rattled into the near distance clouds began to scud across the sky, and to the east the colourful roofs of the port town grew dull, drab as the gloom descended once again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Entre Rios 
 
    Ushuaia, Isla Grande de Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The Entre Rios had nosed into the wide bay at dusk after entering the Beagle Channel’s Atlantic entrance that morning.  Despite the rain and the biting wind over a hundred of the men saved from the Veinticinco de Mayo had come up on deck, lining the starboard rail as the old destroyer manoeuvred onto an emergency buoy a cable’s length – around two hundred metres – offshore.  The anchor chains ran out, shivering the whole ship.  Two other destroyers were anchored to the west, closer inshore, the old Fletcher class ships, Espora and Rosales. 
 
    Twenty-three-year-old acting Lieutenant Commander Carlos Hugo Bonham-Garcia, the most senior survivor of the sinking of the Veinticinco de Mayo on board - the ship’s former Paymaster Commander had died of his wounds last night - eyed the other destroyers with a weary, and for a man of his tender years horribly jaundiced eye as the light began to fade.  The Espora and the Rosales had been attached to the Southern Strike Force and the absence in the anchorage of the Cleveland class cruiser Santissima Trinidad and Admiral Varela’s flagship, the General Belgrano told him everything he needed to know about the fate of the ‘southern pincer’ of OPERATION RIVADAVIA. 
 
    He could see that there was a crowd on the stern of the nearest Fletcher, the Espora, mostly of bedraggled men like his fellow survivors. 
 
    ‘We’ve been ordered to make for Ushuaia,’ the Entre Rios’s captain had informed him that morning, his face black like thunder after having abandoned the mass of men cowering away from the smoke and the flames on the Veinticinco de Mayo’s forward flight deck.  The man had denied point blank that the English had offered a truce to enable as many survivors as possible to be saved, even though many men had read parts of the messages blinking from the signal lamps of the cautiously approaching enemy ships.  The bastard had run away when the enemy frigates arrived with just one-hundred-and-seventy-nine of the carrier’s two thousand plus man crew aboard. 
 
    It was cowardice on an epic scale… 
 
    At the time Juan had still been concussed, shambling around in a daze, struggling to come to terms with what had happened. 
 
    All he remembered was standing in the LDSO sponson on the stern of the carrier when the first bombs went off…he had been knocked unconscious; and afterwards he had learned his people had carried him down to the Veinticinco de Mayo’s stern gallery to escape the flames.  At some stage the Entre Rios had run herself alongside the transom of the by then drifting, fiercely burning flat-top and a number of men had been lowered by rope, jumped or been dropped onto the hastily piled mattresses, bollards and netting strewn across the destroyer’s forecastle to break their fall.  Apparently, Juan had jumped, or rather, been pushed or blown overboard around the time the fires began to consume the stern of the carrier. 
 
    He remembered virtually nothing of it. 
 
    Just the roaring of the huge fires and the crackle of 20-millimetre rounds lighting off. 
 
    And that the sea on fire. 
 
    That must have been burning bunker oil laced with AVGAS.. 
 
    Whatever… 
 
    Aboard the Entre Rios he had regained consciousness staring up into a smoky, grey sky, hurting practically everywhere; a good sign because it meant he could still feel his whole body and it was proof positive that he was still alive, not just dreaming… 
 
    Only two other men who had been with him in the LDSO sponson at the time the Veinticinco de Mayo was mortally wounded, had survived. 
 
    And now he was truly at the ends of the earth… 
 
    The only other time that Juan had been this far south was when he had joined the La Argentina for his midshipman’s cruise just after his eighteenth birthday.  That had been a thoroughly miserable experience, the old cruiser had ventured out to sea in mid-winter, rolled like a barrel for a few days and returned to Ushuaia where she had spent the rest of the ‘cruise’ at anchor.  Juan and his fellows had been so bored that they had attempted to explore and to enjoy the delights of the port city but discovered, quickly, that the latter were non-existent.  The place had been as drab and cold as it looked from the deck of La Argentina. 
 
    Needless to say, he had applied for pilot training the moment he had returned to civilisation - the training base at Puerto Belgrano - and in the intervening five years had never once, not even for a nanosecond, yearned to be re-acquainted with the southernmost city in the world. 
 
    Actually, even this claim was probably another Junta white lie; there was a Chilean town, Puerto Williams, situated on Navarino Island on the other, southern side of the Beagle Channel. 
 
    Now, Juan stared past the Espora and the Rosales at the twinkling lights of the port, framed by the dark bulk of the Martial Mountains, over twelve-hundred metres high and at this time of year still snow-capped, the most southerly foothills of the Andes. 
 
    Juan lingered at the rail, unwilling to go below to face the others.  They looked to him for leadership, he was their chief now and he knew he was not up to the job, and that their faith in him was nonsensical.  Worst of all, he felt as if he had left his people, his friends behind to die… 
 
    He tried to focus on something other than his guilt. 
 
    What counted for modern civilisation had come to this part of Tierra del Fuego only within the last hundred years, bringing with it typhus, measles and other endemic diseases to which the local Yamana peoples had absolutely no natural resistance; not that the merchant adventurer latter-day conquistadors, civil servants and ARA men had cared: when the first census had been conducted in 1893 nobody had even bothered to include ‘natives’ in the survey.  In fact, the ‘city’ had grown outwards around its prison, founded in 1896, and its port, its main – possibly solitary - significance to the great men in faraway Buenos Aires being that it represented a geographical marker claiming all of Tierra del Fuego for the Republic. 
 
    Early in its history, Ushuaia had become the Argentine’s equivalent to the French Devil’s Island, the place where the worst of the worst, the men convicted of the most heinous crimes were transported, locked up and the keys thrown away.  Inevitably, it was not long before political prisoners joined the general criminal population.  A military prison had been built in 1903, with the growing penal archipelago being merged into a single administrative entity before the First World War.  They said that when Juan Perón closed down the prison in 1947 and its guests were relocated all around the country, that their gaolers remained, en masse in Ushuaia which probably explained why the last time Juan had been here, the city had been such a miserable, buttoned-up sort of dump. 
 
    The Naval base now sat on the footprint of, and occupied several of the old, barely modified or updated, prison buildings; this was hardly to be wondered at since a posting down here at the end of the world had a great deal in common with a sentence of internal exile! 
 
    Juan made his way to the destroyer’s bridge. 
 
    “Respectfully, when can I tell my people that they will be transferred ashore, sir?”  He demanded of the ship’s commanding officer.  He reminded the older man: “Many of my people are injured and in need of urgent hospital treatment…” 
 
    “I don’t know.”  The older man was angrily, and very obviously, at the end of his tether.  “Both Espora and Rosales have survivors on board also, they’ve already been here over twenty-four hours!” 
 
    Juan had grimaced an apology. 
 
    For the first time he guessed that he was not the only man on the Entre Rios with a sorely trouble conscience. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 19th November 
 
    Camp Oro, 
 
    Teal Inlet, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The Battle of Cerro Montevideo had confirmed much of what Hugo Bonham-Garcia had already known about both his own men – his Marines, leastways – and the elite battle-hardened combat units the enemy had sent to re-conquer the Malvinas. 
 
    The British had sent their Navy, almost all of it, and the crème-de-la-crème of their ground forces to the South Atlantic: Royal Marines, parachute troops, Guardsmen, Gurkhas, their pet Russian mercenaries and, it was now suspected, every available special force hard case.  Man for man, his troops were up against the battle-hardened veterans of several of the elite, finest fighting battalions on the planet.  If anybody had needed reminding of this harsh reality, beneath Cerro Montevideo 3rd Marines had had 46 Commando at its mercy and then, everything had changed because just when their lines seemed to be disintegrating, the English – with men of the Vindrey Brigade mixed-up with them – had counter-attacked with such ferocity that even Hugo’s Marines, after holding their ground for some minutes had broken and been forced to pull back.  At points in the line his boys had had a three or four to one advantage in men and what was more, fortuitously struck at the very moment the Russians were beginning to pass through 46 Commando’s rear echelon to man their perimeter.  At no point had the enemy retreated, even when over-run he had kept on fighting and that had held up 3rd Marines just long enough to make all the difference. 
 
    Or that was one way to look at it. 
 
    Now the dust had settled Hugo was a little afraid that if the rest of 3rd Marines and the two two-hundred strong Company Battle Groups of the 4th and the 11th Regiments had poured through the gaps in the British lines in hot pursuit, the enemy would probably have closed the hole in their perimeter behind them, and destroyed the entire nine-hundred-man assault force in detail.  Pretty much at their leisure.  The more he thought about it; the more he felt as if he had had a very, very lucky escape.  He could have lost the whole of the 3rd Marines, not to mention the sharpened spearheads of both the 4th and the 11th Infantry regiments. 
 
    As he had remarked to Pedro Morales, whom he had left in command in the Puerto Argentino Sector: ‘I think I just learned some of the lessons my opposite number, General Gourlay, probably learned over twenty years ago!’ 
 
    These were lessons hammered home by what had happened to Leopoldo Galtieri’s assault group on the march north between Camilla Creek and the British lines west of Sussex Mountain.  By the time the leading elements of the 107th Combat Engineering Regiment had blundered into contact with what they now suspected to be pickets of the Royal Marines of 42 Commando, it had been harried and whittled down by naval gunfire, exhausted by its advance over near impossible ground – kilometre upon kilometre of waterlogged dunes and peat bogs – been brutally repulsed, and then chased most of the way back to just short of its original start line, the heavily fortified Darwin-Verde de Ganso perimeter. 
 
    The 107th was probably finished as a fighting unit having suffered thirty percent casualties, including: forty-three men dead or missing, and twice as many wounded or incapacitated by trench foot or other ‘routine’ movement injuries, mainly lower leg sprains, twists and breaks caused by attempting to hump thirty or more kilos of equipment, weapons and ammunition over treacherous ground in the pouring rain, and the unrelenting physical and psychological wear and tear of being permanently soaking wet in an environment in which night time temperatures often fell to near, or below zero even before the wind chill factor was taken into account. 
 
    Hugo had slept on a blanket in one of the barns requisitioned by the 3rd Marines overlooking Salvador Water, one of the anchorages many on his Staff had predicted might be where the English would first come ashore.  It would have been a bloodbath if the enemy had attempted landings here; which was almost certainly why they had opted for San Carlos Water over thirty kilometres to the west. 
 
    That morning he ate breakfast and chatted to the 3rd Marines’ officers and senior NCOs.  The battalion was knocked about but ready to get back into the fight, albeit with only two fighting companies, not its original three.  Hugo had quashed any suggestion of diluting the two intact companies to reform the decimated assault company; that sort of thing was a luxury one could not afford in the face of this enemy. 
 
    Privately, he had resolved that 3rd Marines’ and Galtieri’s 107th CEB’s experiences last week would not be repeated.  Self-evidently, not even his best troops could stand against the invaders in open battle, henceforward the ground war – small-scale raiding apart – would be conducted from behind fixed defences unless or until, the enemy made a mistake. 
 
    This he was not counting on but it was always as well to be prepared, just in case.  However, in this unlikely circumstance, it would be his Marines – absent their Army comrades – who would seek contact with the enemy in open ground, in front of the Army’s entrenchments because mobility and tactical flexibility were going to be at a ludicrously high premium the next time. 
 
    This he had already discussed with the Military Governor of the Malvinas.  Although few men were more outwardly gung-ho than Horacio Calvi Mendoza; he shared Hugo’s contempt for the great men in the Casa Rosada in Buenos Aires who had ordered an all-out attack on the enemy bridgehead. 
 
    ‘If those idiots want to replay Picket’s Charge at Gettysburg, they are welcome to come out here and get on with it!’  Hugo’s chief had boomed derisively. 
 
    Oddly, Hugo was by no means downcast. 
 
    Offensive campaigning, any movement off-road, just moving from A to B, was a near-insoluble problem on these islands.  If and when the enemy emerged from his lodgement on the western side of Isla Soledad, he still had over eighty kilometres to negotiate to reach Puerto Argentino.  There was only the one single-track, easily blocked road through the mountains, valleys, creeks, bogs, jagged rocky boulder-strewn slopes and nowhere was there shelter from the daily rain, or the ever-present biting wind.  And even when the English approached the end of their long, fighting march, assuming they fought their way past Teal Inlet and the slopes of Mount Kent, Puerto Argentino was still defended by its western mountains, from where his soldiers would be able to see every move the enemy made and rain artillery upon their heads. 
 
    However, although he was by no means pessimistic – certainly no more than he had been several weeks ago – he was a little thoughtful about what, after talking to his wife, was a slow but definite erosion, a cooling of his relations with the island’s new Governor.  For all his bluster and bonhomie, Horacio Mendoza was no longer quite the reassuring presence he had been back in the days when he was Hugo’s direct military commander on the archipelago, unencumbered by the weight of his responsibilities for the civilian administration of the whole Malvinas Archipelago.  It was hard to put one’s finger on but since the British had landed at San Carlos Water, Horacio was…different.  It was as if he had something extraneous distracting him; something in the back of his mind, dogging him all the time.  When one spoke to him it was as if he was only half-listening, thinking ahead to what he was going to say next.  And then there was his apparent fascination with Donna Francesca.  Pedro Morales had recounted a rumour that the pair of them had been involved back in the day, ardent Perónistas too, apparently in the mists of history. 
 
    Hugo did not understand why his friend had pretended, from the start, that he had never met the lady before he came back to the archipelago.  And why had he never been fascinated with the woman during his previous stint on Isla Soledad when he must have encountered her many, many times? 
 
    According to Pedro, if the tittle-tattle he had picked up through intelligence channels was half-way correct, the woman had been Horacio’s mistress off and on for years… 
 
    At one time a few years ago, he had set her up in a hacienda in the Cordoba hills… 
 
    Elena thought it all seemed…strange. 
 
    And now, just as she was asking herself if she really knew who Francesca Ibarra de Madrid was; he was asking himself if he really knew Horacio Mendoza as well as he thought he did.  Or rather, had until a couple of weeks ago.  None of this ought to matter but it did, because out here on these islands they were alone; help from the mainland was not coming and if they could not trust each other, who could they trust? 
 
    He went for a stroll with the commanding officer of Camp Oro, a competent artilleryman, one of Horacio Mendoza’s proteges, and the CO of the 3rd Marines. Alejandro Di Maria – a steady, cerebral soldier whose cool-headed at Cerro Montevideo had prevented a rout after his assault company had been thrown back by the British - leading them towards a beach where they could talk without being overheard. 
 
    ‘Gentlemen,” he said, halting to gaze north towards the low bluffs guarding the channel to the sea, several kilometres distant, almost lost in the haze as the breeze tugged at his fatigues.  “By now you will know me well enough to appreciate that I hate to make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    He re-iterated that last week’s offensive operations, only ever designed to be spoiling attacks, would not be repeated. 
 
    “Not in strength, anyway.  Fortunately, we have a little time to reflect on the lessons we have learned.  Our Navy, our Air Force and we ourselves, here on the ground hit the English with pretty much everything we had to hand last Thursday and basically, it is my impression that our enemy hardly flinched.  And,” he shrugged, “why would they?  I daresay, that among the men now ashore on Isla Soledad will be veterans of the Gulf War, the battles for Cyprus and Malta, the liberation of France and several small colonial wars we have never even heard of.”  He half-grimaced, half-grinned at this juncture.  “We already had the example of how ruthless our opponents can be on South Georgia.  It may be that all we achieved last week was to halt, for a while, enemy overflights of the Malvinas, we shall see.  In any event, going forward we must fight to our strengths from here on in.  Thus, although we shall defend positions like this,” he gestured expansively about himself, “here at Camp Oro, our object will not be to repulse the English but to bleed them, slow them down without incurring heavy casualties on our side.  Our mantra will be slow, orderly fighting withdrawals to our mountain lines in front of Puerto Argentino.”  He smiled wanly.  “Remember, even if we are sick to the back teeth eating mutton by the end of it, our job is to outlast the invaders.  Sooner or later their supply chain will begin to over-stretch, or their leaders in Oxford will lose their nerve; all we have to do is delay, delay, delay.”  He paused, sucked his teeth.  “We must be honest with our men; tell them the way it is.  They will not be thrown to the wolves in pointless frontal attacks but I expect them to hold their positions when so ordered, and withdraw – in good order - at times of our choosing, gentlemen.” 
 
    What Hugo did not say was that he planned to concentrate his Marines into a mobile fighting reserve which, in extremis would be deployed in a spoiling role to retrieve otherwise dire tactical situations; for example, if one or more of the Army regiments suddenly broke and ran away. 
 
    He understood only too well the limitations of the majority of the officers and men under his command, among whose soldierly deficiencies was no lack of moral courage in the face of the enemy.  The underlying problems were institutional, not personal. 
 
    The Army – and to a lesser degree, even his own beloved Marines – laboured under the handicap of a military system organised around compulsory wholesale national service.  While undoubtedly, the Junta, more by accident than design, had sent several of the best units in the Army to the Malvinas, the fact remained that approximately two-thirds of the enlisted men on Islas Soledad – he had written off the eight hundred troops trapped on Isla Gran Malvina, they were effectively prisoners of war now - were extended eighteen month or two-year draftees aged between eighteen and twenty-one. 
 
    In the Marine infantry units, the proportion of draftees was much lower, with the majority of the men with the highest service gradings, serving beyond their statutory twelve-month service obligation during the year of their nineteenth birthday.  In the Marines, since the creation of the MLFG, any man who earned a qualification badge in at least two ‘specialisations’ – for example, among other qualifications, marksmanship, field craft, automotive repair, demolition work, or parachuting – was raised to Marine Private First Class, or if he had already achieved that rank, Lance Corporal and offered the chance to remain in the Corps at that rank initially for a period of one to five years.  Originally introduced in 1966, this had undoubtedly, judged by the morale of the 3rd Marines despite their savage handling at Cerro Montevideo – an indefatigable esprit de corps that was transparently superior to that of any of the Army formations on the archipelago. 
 
    On paper, the core of the MLFG – the fighting reserve he planned to withdraw into Puerto Argentino in the coming days – only numbered around a thousand combat effectives.  However, supported by an Amphibious Vehicle Battalion, an over-sized Marine Amphibious Engineer Company, a Marine Machine Gun Company, two Marine Anti-Aircraft Units, a full-strength Marine Field Artillery Battery equipped with 6-inch howitzers and at least two diving squads, responsible for naval clearance, tactical duties like reconnaissance and raiding, engineering and salvage work, that front line ‘combat’ element was approximately doubled in size, and its capabilities multiplied.  Moreover, although the MLFG Headquarters Company appeared to be structured as a two-hundred-and-fifty strong tactical reserve comprising eighty percent combat effectives, with a dedicated Communications Group operating as a separate, fifty-man entity, it was always intended that it should function as a spearhead assault group. 
 
    So, potentially Hugo had created a force which would be up to 2,500-strong, packed full of his best trained and physically toughest fighting men, while planning to employ the impressive – certainly when listed on the order of battle – Army units under his command which he knew to be top-heavy with pen-pushing staffers and ancillaries many of whom rarely if ever picked up a gun, frightened, baffled and desperate draftees just trying to survive this nightmare, and presumably, a fair number of zealots who had actually volunteered to defend the Malvinas, to man the ever-thickening, deepening, more convoluted trench lines and bunkers in the mountains guarding the western approaches to Puerto Argentino. 
 
    The Argentine Army tended to call battalions ‘regiments’, therefore although there were elements of thirteen ‘regiments’ on the Malvinas, three of which were supposedly ‘mechanised’ with a nominal field strength of around 6,750 men, until the English Task Force had sailed for the South Atlantic, most of them only had two to three 100 to 140-strong fighting companies, which meant that as recently as June or July, at best those ‘regiments’ could only have fielded in total approximately 2,500 combat effectives of whom at least half might be one-year or retained eighteen-month conscripts.  Problematically, in rapidly bringing those regiments up to, and in some cases, over complement, with eighty percent raw recruits, conscripts, it was by no means guaranteed that any given unit’s actual combat power or efficiency had been improved in any meaningful way. 
 
    Hugo would have fretted over that if it would have made any difference.  Now that the crisis had arrived and the enemy was literally at the door, Horacio Mendoza had given him carte blanche to deploy the so-called Malvinas Brigade, formed by men of the 2nd, 4th, 5th, 6th Mechanised, 7th Mechanised, 9th, 11th, 14th, 21st Mechanised, and 25th Regiments, supported by an incoherent mix of miscellaneous company, battery and platoon-sized units, principal among which were the 4th and the 6th Artillery Regiments, the latter still nominally assigned to the defence of the wrecked air base and the settlement of Puerto Argentino, with each regiment equipped with at least eighteen 105-millimetre guns, to execute the new ‘delay and defeat’ strategy. 
 
    To this end, Hugo had now subordinated the majority of the other Army and Air Force units on the Malvinas to support the MLFG HQ Company Battle Staff, headed by his second-in-command, Pedro Morales.  These other units included the 600th Anti-Aircraft Regiment’s score or so of 20-millimetre Oerlikon cannons, originally sited in fixed emplacements around Cap San Felipe, which were now, along with the Oerlikons and heavy machine guns of A Battery of the 104th, widely distributed around Isla Soledad defending several smaller grass strips, including those at Goose Green and on Pebble Island. 
 
    Another unit, the 603rd Combined Aviation Battalion which had once had as many as forty helicopters on its order of battle, albeit scattered around East Falkland, in theory sufficient to deploy one of the EA Regiments in the role of US-style air cavalry, was now reporting only seven operational aircraft with crews. 
 
    The now much depleted 107th Combat Engineering Battalion had been one of three such formations represented on the Malvinas.  The others, at company-strength were the 10th and the 201st battalions, reserve formations sent, like the 307th to the archipelago without much of its heavy equipment, or in the case of the 201st, its communications or its logistics platoons. 
 
    Spread out around Isla Soledad were the sixty men of the 607th and 608th ‘Commando Groups’, committed to reconnaissance and sniper interdiction roles in the Camp and patrolling the perimeter of the enemy’s San Carlos bridgehead. 
 
    Mobility, just moving men and equipment around Puerto Argentino was a huge problem that dominated Hugo’s thinking.  Transport and logistics companies and the 10th Armoured Car ‘group’, equipped with a mix of Second World War US Army M8 Greyhounds armed with a 37-millimeter cannon and machinegun-armed M3A1 scout cars, had been stationed on the archipelago prior to the ratcheting up of tensions that spring; but only equipped to support a ground establishment about a quarter of the size of the bloated forces now on the islands. 
 
    Strangely, one of the last units to arrive at Puerto Argentino before the blockade, had been a second company of Military Policemen, the 185th sent to the archipelago to reinforce the 182nd shortly after the declaration of the TAMEZs in early September.  Since nobody believed they would be anything but a hindrance in an actual combat situation, nine out of ten MPs had been disarmed and re-deployed on guard duties, traffic control and in air raid warden roles. 
 
    As Horacio Mendoza had declared when he and Hugo had reviewed the order of battle shortly after his arrival as Governor: ‘It is exactly the sort of command a mad hatter would have designed!’ 
 
    Personally, Hugo was of the view that a few ‘mad hatters’ at the Libertador Defence Ministry Building in Buenos Aires might actually improve the administration of the Armed Forces of the Argentine Republic! 
 
    Again, he would have worried about this too, if he had thought it would do any good; instead, he was focused, sniper-like on the things that he could do to maximise the effectiveness of the forces under his command, the better to frustrate the invaders without needlessly throwing away the lives of good men. 
 
    If, when all this was over, he was still alive he planned to go looking for the men who had callously abandoned his sixteen-year-old son in a war zone on South Georgia, probably sent his eldest boy to his death onboard an antique aircraft carrier last week, and conspired to trap his wife and twelve-year-old daughter in the middle of a hopeless siege. 
 
    Hugo was loath to admit it, even to himself; but the most apolitical general officer in the Argentine Republic had been pushed too far, once too often. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Thursday 20th November 
 
    HMS Victorious 
 
    685 Nautical miles North of Leith Harbour, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Jock!”  The older man declared irascibly as soon as the cabin door was firmly shut at his back.  “You can’t make a bloody omelette without cracking a few eggs, man!” 
 
    This did nothing to improve the mood of thirty-one-year-old Acting Commander John Cunningham Kirkwood ‘Jock’ Slater, for his sins – he must have been truly wicked in some former life – the commanding officer of the former fleet aircraft carrier, now middlingly fast transport ship, HMS Victorious. 
 
    “If you recollect the idea was that we deliver all the cargo to the Task Force, Hal,” he reminded forty-eight-year-old Air Commodore the Honourable Harry ‘Hal’ Chesney-Grigson. 
 
    The former Spitfire pilot and one-time inmate of Stalag Luft III, of ‘Great Escape’ fame and Nazi infamy, brushed this aside with a broad grin. 
 
    Not for the first time, Jock Slater was finding the RAF man’s insouciance less than beguiling. 
 
    If the ill-tidings about the Hermes’s ‘stripped’ turbine blades had sent a frisson of well, if not panic – because that was not the Navy way – then undignified alarm through the Admiralty, it was not hard to imagine what the news of the Ark Royal’s sinking must have done in those musty corridors at Fleet HQ last weekend.  Or what the reaction was going to be when he reported that he had already broken – well, misplaced three and written-off a fourth – of the thirty-one vertical take-off and landing RAF Kestrel multi-role ground attack-fighters he had been entrusted to deliver post haste (and safely, that is, in one piece) to South Georgia. 
 
    The loss of the Ark Royal’s Phantoms and Buccaneers and Hermes’s likely inability to operate her own fast jets, doubled or tripled the importance of every Kestrel airframe in his charge and he had already lost four of them! 
 
    Everything had gone swimmingly with prepping, spooling up and eventually test flying the first couple of Kestrels and Chesney-Grigson’s men had soon got the hang of lassoing any aircraft that got too close to the edge of the flight deck after a couple of close calls.  Undeniably, there was something utterly mesmerising about the whistling roar of a Rolls-Royce Pegasus engine at maximum thrust lifting a Kestrel off the deck and the odd-looking aircraft rocketing away into the distance.  Landing was no less hypnotising, and initially, not to say a little terrifying. 
 
    Landing back on the carrier was the problem. 
 
    Coming in from dead astern did not do the trick; nobody knew why that was.  Turbulence had something to do with it, probably.  Strangely, it seemed the knack was to sidle up alongside the ship from the port quarter, and then slide slowly to the right before cutting the power and sinking down… 
 
    Looking at the Kestrel’s undercarriage, especially the slender wing struts, Jack was amazed the whole thing did not just collapse under the kite every single time! 
 
    But somehow, time and again, Kestrels settle down safely; right up until the moment one did not.  The pilot had misjudged it, or there was a power fluctuation with the Pegasus, or whatever.  In any event the fighter came down with a horrible clanging thud and Slater had been astonished that there was no explosion, or fire. 
 
    The day afterwards a Kestrel had fallen out of the sky ten miles from the Victorious and the nearest of the escorts, the Allen M. Sumner class destroyer Headington which had raced to the crash site and had found precisely…nothing. 
 
    Another engine problem, most likely a power surge had taxied a Kestrel straight over the end of the angled deck; the pilot had hit the eject button but drowned before he could be rescued from the water by the Victorious’s second escorting destroyer, the Bromyard.  The general consensus was that the poor fellow had been knocked unconscious exiting the cockpit.  
 
    Thankfully, today’s incident had not been fatal, a small mercy for all concerned other than the very shaken pilot who had experienced an engine flare-out while practicing a strafing run on the Headington.  Then, as he had been blasted clear his aircraft’s port wing tip had scored the top of the destroyer’s aft twin 5-inch gun house before cartwheeling into the sea. 
 
    “By my count,” Hal Chesney-Grigson remarked, “thus far we’ve had one-hundred-and-sixteen successful take-offs and one-hundred-and-thirteen safe deck landings.  Yes, we’ve lost four kites and a couple of chaps, which is a damned shame and yes, we had a few dicey moments but actually, what we’ve been doing is breaking completely new ground.  None of my chaps were trained to fly at sea, let alone to operate a still experimental, well developmental, would be more accurate, aircraft type off the deck of an aircraft carrier.  Goodness man, we’ve proved the Kestrel doesn’t need a fully-fledged aircraft carrier; just give it a flat piece of deck and voila, it becomes a ‘Sea’ Kestrel!” 
 
    That said, Jock Slater’s orders – ever more specific orders every time he re-read them - had actually been to transport thirty-one Kestrels and the four remaining serviceable Fleet Air Arm Sea Kings – belonging to 824 Naval Air Squadron - down to South Georgia.  Nowhere did his orders speak of working up the VTOL fighters of Nos. 105 and 112 Squadrons (RAF) to a fighting pitch, and thereby risking accidents and fatalities, on the voyage south.  Basically, on the day he had conned the old carrier – in an agony of nerves – out into the Solent, past the old Victorian forts, north east of the Isle of Wight into the English Channel he had honestly thought his biggest problem was going to be not running his huge, unexpected command, onto a rock between Portsmouth and Stromness Bay! 
 
    “Hermes is still at Leith Harbour,” Slater explained, changing the subject.  If he got cashiered for exceeding his orders and for losing four invaluable, irreplaceable aircraft then well…he got cashiered; there was not a lot he could do about it.  The funny thing was that the ship, which had been an unholy mess, a disgrace actually when she departed the Channel, had slowly, surely become distinctly shipshape as her ‘air group’ honed its skills. 
 
    It helped that for all Victorious’s ailments, and her advanced state of decommissioning when he had retrieved her from Fareham Creek and the scrapheap, her original designers and builders had got most of the important things right, and thereafter, subsequent ‘good men’ had built on those strengths in her various refits and reconstructions in the following three decades.  Even as launched – eleven days after the outbreak of war in September 1939 – Victorious was a bigger, roomier ship than the post-war Hermes, powered with three, rather than two sets of Parsons geared turbines.  Thus, while both ships presently had one turbine ‘set’ dismantled, and in Victorious’s case she did not even have a propellor attached to her port shaft, the old warhorse could still steam at better than twenty knots and manage better than fifteen on just her central shaft.  Granted, even had her steam catapults not been removed, that was not fast enough to safely operate modern aircraft; but it was not as if Hermes was likely to be in any condition to resume spitting De Havilland Sea Vixen fighters and Blackburn Buccaneer strike aircraft off her deck any time soon either. 
 
    No, all things considered, Jock Slater was proud of his skeleton crew and aerial excursions and alarms apart, his mission had gone off surprisingly well.  Moreover, if anything, the bad news about the Ark Royal and the Canberra had made his hastily thrown together crew even more determined, in a typically bloody-minded British way, to deliver the old carrier’s cargo to the South Atlantic Task Force. 
 
    Also on the plus side, he was pleased with the way Victorious’s two escorts had upped their game on the way south.  Again, like his command they had gone to sea with virtually scratch crews with a high proportion of ‘first-time’ sea dutymen.  The daily air guard, search and rescue and air defence drills facilitated by the operation of the Victorious’s Kestrels and Sea Kings, had turned what otherwise would have been a boring, uneventful cruise into a prolonged, rigorous training exercise. 
 
    Today, the Bromyard, formerly the USS Purdy (DD-734), was holding station about a mile astern, and the Headington, in her previous life the USS Samuel N. Moore (DD-747), was roving ten miles ahead of Victorious in a radar picket role.  The two destroyers were handsome vessels, twenty-two hundred tons, armed with six 5-inch dual-purpose guns in three twin gun houses capable, in their prime of over thirty-five knots although these days, only probably a very respectable twenty-nine or thirty.  They were tough, rangy, hard-hitting ships designed to roam the fastness of distant oceans.  Both ships having sailed significantly under-crewed, it seemed that recent events around the Falkland Islands were likely to resolve, for the duration of OPERATION SOMERVILLE, the manning issues – numerically at least as spare men were re-assigned to new ships – across the Task Force. 
 
    Jock Slater changed the subject. 
 
    He smiled, shrugging off his premonitions. 
 
    “I’ve reported to Fleet Command that I intend to make landfall off Stromness Bay an hour or so after dawn local time on Sunday, Hal.  I was hoping for an update on Hermes’s status but sadly, none was forthcoming, I’m afraid.”  He grinned.  “We are to rendezvous with the Norfolk tomorrow, she’s in company with the Carmania and the Franconia, so it’ll be quite a little flotilla steaming into Stromness Bay, what!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Horacio Calvi Mendoza, Governor of the Malvinas y Territorios del Atlántico Sur had donned a set of battledress fatigues absent any insignia of rank other than the normal cotton name badge sewn onto his left breast.  He knew his luncheon guest was not a woman to be impressed by showy uniforms and regalia, quite the reverse, in fact.  It was one of the fascinating, counter-intuitive things he had learned about the lady in their long, extremely pleasurable – and sometimes fiery, positively incendiary – relationship many, many years ago. 
 
    Francesca had been the young wife of a senior officer when Mendoza had met her.  More courtesan than spouse and just as he had been a much younger, svelte version of himself in those days she had been, all curves, a goddess with dark, flashing eyes trailing a coterie of admirers, and it was said, several lovers, none of whom could satisfy her…hunger. 
 
    She had out-lived that husband. 
 
    ‘Don’t mess up my hair!’  She had stipulated the first time they made love. 
 
    Actually, love rarely came into it.  It was ravening lust, manic then greedy fucking, every position they could think of and he had soon discovered that she could be incredibly imaginative, and was always very demanding.  Not to say, cold sometimes but then that was half the attraction because like him, Francesca was never one to take her eye off the main thing.  When they were younger the main thing had been just surviving, his continuing to climb the greasy pole of military advancement, and later real politics because that was how you got your hands on the glittering prizes; wealth, influence, and respect and if everything went according to plan, ultimately, power. 
 
    He had already been married, to a woman who deserved better but who adored him and who, on her father’s death had brought land and wealth into his hands. 
 
    Men had swarmed about Francesca, much to her husband’s ire but since he was not the sort of fellow to challenge a possible rival to a duel, he had simply fulminated, plotting his revenge. 
 
    So, it had happened that after their first, reckless encounters both parties soon recognised the advantages of conducting their affair discreetly.  She had married another old man, outlived him; and then latched onto ‘the weasel’, Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid, whose life she had gone out of her way – many, many kilometres out of her way – to make thoroughly miserable. 
 
    It was to be expected that Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid was also the sort of reptile who made a point of having his own revenge.  He had discovered that, at least in past times, his wife had been Mendoza’s mistress and presumably, thought he had had his revenge on Horacio by conniving to have him sent home from the plum garrison command in the Republic, that of the Malvinas. 
 
    The Weasel was not to know that Mendoza’s enemies had previously despatched him to the Malvinas purely to remove him from the political chess board on the mainland; and that it was Horacio who had spread the rumours that he was, again, fucking Francesca.  Whereupon, the imbecile had obliged him by ending his exile on Isla Soledad! 
 
    It was one thing being exiled; but it needed to be at the right time.  This was a thing which had finally been put right that autumn, just in time to put the conspirators back in track.  Proving, if proof was needed, that even weasels had their place in the order of things! 
 
    There was a portrait of the Weasel, a very bad one, hanging on the wall of Francesca’s bedroom in her river front Buenos Aires apartment; she liked to have sex beneath it.  Sometimes, even with Horacio, although in recent years her tastes had migrated towards younger, more energetic bed-mates, now and then in pairs, and by repute, on one legendary occasion, with every midshipman in the gunroom of the Nuevo de Julio!  But Mendoza knew that she had always had other lovers, even nowadays when her figure was no longer hourglass, she still retained a certain sensuous aura of raw sexual allure and besides, as any young officer knew – any worth his salt, anyway – it never did any harm to sleep with the wife of a powerful man.  Well, unless you were caught in flagrante delicto, obviously… 
 
    Mendoza might have got angry about that when he was younger; these days it was a passing irritation, no more.  And besides, more than one influential recruit to the conspiracy had found his way into their camp via Francesca’s bed. 
 
    After his wife’s death Horacio had been careful not to flaunt his infidelities - one had one’s public character to think of – while cultivating the persona of an affable bumbler more preoccupied with the innocent enjoyment of feminine company and the society of the horsy, polo-playing fraternity of the Cordoba Garrison, than he was with his Army career who did not give a damn who was actually running the country.  It was a role he had played to a fault, although in the circles he moved he could not help but, now and then, demonstrate an acuity of intellect and a command for his profession that put the dunces around him to shame.  However, even that had worked to his benefit of late; Augustin Lanusse and that strutting, bombastic clown Juan Carlos Onganía had only needed to be embarrassed once, or twice, to want to be rid of him…and here he was again, back in the prime position to settle their hash, all over again! 
 
    It amused Mendoza that Francesca was deeply suspicious of his friendship with Hugo Bonham Garcia, and even more sensitive about his regard for the famous Marine’s wife, Elena, whom she clearly in some strange way, considered to be a potential rival.  No matter how many times he assured her that ‘the Malvinas are a desert’ and that it had only been Donna Eleanor’s cooking and the companionship of her husband, a ‘real soldier’ which had made his previous sojourn on the archipelago ‘bearable’ while he waited for their plans to gestate, and the anticipated concatenation of circumstances to serendipitously align in their favour. 
 
    Nonetheless, it had not been until he returned to the mainland that he had truly appreciated how, superficially at least, attached he had become to young Lucia Bonham Garcia and her brother, Carlos.  He had never had children; but young one’s such as the brother and sister would have almost made it worth the effort.  Of course, getting sentimental about things would never do, and it was a thing he would have to avoid in future. 
 
    Francesca had agreed that his first posting to the Malvinas was a necessary part of the grand design; a convenient partial separation which would allow planning to proceed, seemingly in their absence and therefore, under the radar of the Junta.  In the event, as if to prove that all things come to those who have the patience to wait, when eventually, the trigger had been pulled and the Malvinas Crisis threatened to tear the Junta apart and, entirely predictably, the colonels had begun to gnash at their masters’ heels, the violent denouement of Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid’s Governorship could not possibly have been choreographed better! 
 
    Granted, Francesca had almost been blown up, too. 
 
    That had not been a part of the plan; but even that had worked out marvellously.  It had given her a priceless opportunity to, at last, become a ‘public’ person both on the islands and more importantly, at home.  And what a persona she had created for her public; her point-blank refusal to ‘run away’ back to the mainland with her disgraced husband had struck a chord with everybody.  If the British had their Angry Widow the Malvinas had discovered its Avenging Angel! 
 
    And now they were painting a picture of a new romance. 
 
    When Horacio Mendoza’s guest arrived, he noted her tiredness, neither of them had slept well last night but as always, she had gone to no little trouble with her hair and meeting Horacio’s eye, she beamed at him for the watching servants and staffers. 
 
    He wondered if she found it as surreal as he did that after all these years they would soon be able to live, openly as man and wife.  And if everything went well, as king and queen of all they surveyed. 
 
    “Everybody wants to know if our guns hit any of those bloody ships last night, Horacio?”  She asked in complaint as the flunkies stepped back, or departed. 
 
    The British had bombarded the airfield twice last night, and elsewhere several hours apart, just to wake them all up! 
 
    The Governor of the Malvinas stepped up to her, took her right hand and planted a gallant, not a salacious kiss on the back of it.  He was beginning to suspect that she had been over-doing the coquettishness when she was around him.  He was amazed more people had not seen through that long before now. 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea,” he confessed.  “All we do know, is that one of those English ships must have been that big cruiser, the Liverpool, possibly escorted by two or three smaller vessels.” 
 
    Disconcertingly, the enemy vessels had come within a mile or two of the southern shores of Isla Soledad, lingering off Port Harriet for over forty minutes unhurriedly lobbing shells as far inland as Mount Challenger, peppering the positions along Wall Mountain before moving along the coast shelling the Dos Hermanas – Twin Sisters - and Mount Tumbledown sectors.  Most disturbing of all, the enemy had returned again, this time to target the Moody Brook Compound for the first time, ripping up the parade ground, destroying two empty warehouses and demolishing the base chapel, and thereafter – indicating that they had spotters on the ground – precisely dropped a salvo of big shells into the middle of Puerto Argentino Harbour, just to let the defenders know how vulnerable the port was to naval bombardment.  After a two-hour break, the shelling had begun again, this time churning the rubble of the airfield at Cap San Felipe.  Lastly, an hour before dawn, shells had rained down on and around Sapper Hill.  That morning, telephone lines were down all over the eastern half of Isla Soledad and if anybody had been so naïve as to think that after the recent battles the English would meekly re-load their ships and go home had been rudely, and comprehensively disabused of the notion. 
 
    “Dare I ask what is on the menu for luncheon?”  Francesca inquired, asking a question she could reasonably expect her host to know the answer to. 
 
    Thankfully, it was not mutton, rather the fare was tinned meat, beef probably and various root vegetables after a vaguely chickenish soup. 
 
    “These days I feel very much like mutton dressed up as lamb,” the late Governor’s widow declared cheerfully. 
 
    Horacio’s face fell, he hoped not too theatrically. 
 
    “Not at all!  Not at all!”  He protested with a vehemence that surprised him almost as much as it did his mistress. 
 
    They sat down, sipped at their soup and broke small, freshly baked roundels of bread. 
 
    “I shall forego a meal this evening,” Francesca averred.  “Otherwise, I won’t be able to look Donna Elena in the eye, and besides, since I’ve been ‘on the ration’ all my old clothes have suddenly started fitting me like a glove again!” 
 
    “The whole idea of harvesting the mutton bounty of these islands is that such meat will not be on the ration,” Mendoza reminded her. 
 
    The lady put down her spoon and regarded him thoughtfully for a moment. 
 
    “Hugo is right when he says that if we are to stand up to the English then we must be as lean and as fit as they are.” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza grimaced and patted his belly, which, although not as prominent as it had been during his last spell on the archipelago broadcast to all and sundry that he was not starving just yet. 
 
    “You’re a big-boned man, you need to carry a little spare flesh,” he was assured in a tone which inferred that that was exactly how she preferred her men. 
 
    Once again, he was astonished by how effortlessly the woman rolled his very soul in the palm of her hand, given that his informants in the capital told him that ‘the old mare’ had been regularly ‘covered’ by a succession of young, very ‘svelte twentysomething thoroughbreds’ the last time she had been on the mainland. 
 
    “You’ll be delighted to hear that General Rey continues to recover,” Mendoza said, his tone tainted with sarcasm.  Neither of them had been impressed, not even a little, by the airman’s Quixotic arrival on the island.  The idiot was supposed to be on the mainland; now his role in the drama was being played out third-hand by a man whose loyalty and reliability was not to be entirely trusted.  “Sadly,” Mendoza went on, “we lost another couple of our boys at the hospital last night.  I don’t think it was because the generators went down; they were just too badly hurt.  We have a marvellous hospital but there are too many men with burns and shrapnel wounds…” 
 
    Francesca never knew if Horacio Mendoza was being empathetic or just going through the motions. 
 
    She changed the subject. 
 
    “I’m worried about Facchetti,” she said abruptly. 
 
    Mendoza raised an eyebrow but held his peace. 
 
    “Actually, I’m worried about a lot of things,” Francesca continued lowly, accusatorily. 
 
    They were both aware that staffers or stewards could interrupt them at any moment.  They had to play their parts a little longer and there were dangers in speaking frankly, even in the heart of the Governor’s Palace, where the men of the re-armed 185th Military Police Company now patrolled the corridors and guarded the gates. 
 
    “We have done what we can do,” Mendoza declared flatly.  He shrugged.  “I am in communication with our people in the capital and in Cordoba.  We are where we need to be, a long way away from Buenos Aires.  Out here, our hands will be clean when what needs to be done,” he sighed, “is done.”” 
 
    The woman scowled. 
 
    Worried by the way his mistress had ‘carried on’ the last time she had been in Buenos Aires, Mendoza had had her watched like a hawk since her return to the Malvinas.  Initially, he had been sceptical when he learned that she had not so much as flirted with a single young officer in her time on Isla Soledad. 
 
    Such devotion to duty! 
 
    Such selfless abstinence! 
 
    No wonder she had been in such a strange mood the last few days.  Normally, if she was worried about something she would tear into him, all the better to stir his passions.  Of course, these days, if they paused to think about it, if they weakened their worries would bury them but that was what happened when one played for the highest imaginable stakes. 
 
    “How can you be so bloody calm?”  She demanded. 
 
    “Calm?  I wouldn’t say I was calm, my love.” 
 
    Francesca groaned. 
 
    He held up a hand. 
 
    “Our people are in place,” she was reminded.  “The Junta has, like a maddened bull, charged into a brick wall.  The people will be enraged; they will call for new men in the Casa Rosada.  Now, we must wait; things must be allowed to play out.  We knew this would be hard, and that it might end badly for us.  We must be patient, wait for our moment.  In the meantime, we are in control of our destiny.” 
 
    Mendoza could tell that she was not convinced. 
 
    He opened his mouth to go on but was forestalled by a sound at the door.  A steward entered; sweet was about to be served. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Friday 21st November 
 
    HMS Warspite 
 
    NW of Pebble Island, West Falkland 
 
      
 
    Commander Max Forton had been on a wearying roller-coaster of a journey in the last ten days.  It was one thing having Argentine blood on his hands; another entirely to know that hundreds of men, his comrades had probably died because he had jumped the gun sinking the cruiser La Argentina and the destroyer Almirante Brown.  Nor had he taken any satisfaction, not one miniscule bit, in finishing off the Veinticinco de Mayo after the Inverness, Plymouth and Ashanti had completed their mercy mission rescuing the carrier’s survivors.  Two heavyweight Mark VIIIs had done the job, the old Essex class ship going down by the stern on an uncannily level keel in a broiling fog of steam as the fires deep in her bowels were finally extinguished.  By then the hulk had drifted clear of the continental shelf and gone down in waters between a thousand and two thousand feet deep. 
 
    Warspite had remained in the area for two hours, cruising slowly at periscope depth; just in case anybody else had escaped the carrier.  There were only bodies, and very few of them, bobbing lifelessly in their Mae Wests in a spreading slick of bunker oil and floating debris.  Thereafter, the submarine had been directed to patrol in an arc west of the Falkland Islands approaching to within a hundred miles of the Argentine mainland. 
 
    The seas were empty of shipping and in a few minutes, it would be time to turn west again, and cover the same great lonely swath of the South Atlantic a second time.  Albeit dog-legging to the south before vectoring northward for several hours before closing with the coast of South America. 
 
    Nobody got to be the captain of a Royal Navy SSN without proving, time and again his psychological resilience, that he had a surfeit of the right stuff – whatever that was – which had been tested to destruction in the white-hot stress of the Perisher Course, the gruelling make or break examination of a man’s suitability to command one of Her Majesty’s submarines.  However, no man is an island, and Max Forton was painfully aware that he had not been on top form in the last week, all the while half-expecting to receive a signal from Fleet HQ relieving him of command.  In fact, he had confessed as much to his second-in-command, Lieutenant Commander Vernon Timothy ‘Tim’ Dunbar-Naismith; there was no room for sentiment in the control room of a nuclear hunter-killer. 
 
    The younger man had nodded. 
 
    ‘I hope it doesn’t come to that, sir.’ 
 
    And then the two men had quietly got about their duties. 
 
    Presently, they were bent over the chart, newly marked with the last reported positions of the two Argentine carriers, the Ark Royal, and the Leith, the Whitby and Jaguar.  The first Battle of the Falkland Islands, fought to the east of the archipelago in December 1914 had been a one-sided affair, with over two thousand German sailors killed and captured, in which the British ships suffered only ten dead.  The second Battle of the Falklands, fought in the waters to the south, north and west of the islands, had in terms of ships lost and men drowned, on paper at least, been a more even fight but the butcher’s bill and the ships sunk were never the whole story. 
 
    Ark Royal was worth any two, or three old unmodernised, poorly handled Second War Essex class carriers; true the ARA had lost four cruisers, two of them shot to pieces, and two surrendered with not so much as a whimper.  Moreover, the Argentines had lost five men for every one the Royal Navy had sacrificed but sometimes wars were not won or lost on the field of battle.  What was opaque, impenetrably so for the men of the Warspite and of the rest of the South Atlantic Task force eight thousand miles from home, was the impact of their battles on the moral capital of the Government in Oxford, and the intolerably stretched fortitude of the people of their homeland, a country finally beginning to emerge from the long night of the post-cataclysm struggle for survival. 
 
    Max Forton did not doubt for a moment that the Task Force would prevail, eventually, if it was allowed to go about its business.  The trouble was that there was nothing remotely as dangerous to it in the waters of the South Atlantic, as there was in England.  Not that he was paid to think about that sort of thing. 
 
    The day before Warspite had administered the coup de grâce to the Veinticinco de Mayo, she had been tasked to sink the abandoned hulk of the Ark Royal; Fleet HQ had been worried she might drift into shallower water – less than two hundred feet – where, in theory, divers or salvers might conceivably, one day delve into her secrets.  Max Forton had made sure the job was done with maximum brutality, just to get the whole dreadful business over and done with as quickly as possible.  Four torpedoes had torn out her port side and she had capsized in less than two minutes, sliding down into the abyss hundreds of feet below where the light of the Sun could ever touch, as good as lost forever. 
 
    Max Forton had felt physically sick watching the great ship die in the cross-hairs of the attack periscope. 
 
    It might have just been the vagary of the water column, or some thermocline effect but whereas the Veinticinco de Mayo had gone quietly, the Ark Royal had gone down with a moaning, haunting grinding and rumbling as if she was tearing herself apart as she fell into the cold, deathly pressurized blackness of the abyssal deep. 
 
    “This leg,” Max Forton said, “we’ll head south west before we go northward, that way we ought to be able to cover a bigger search area before we turn due west.  I wouldn’t put it past the Argies to send out a couple of spy trawlers, or maybe one of their other subs.” 
 
    “Or a radio relay ship, perhaps?” Warspite’s Executive Officer offered. 
 
    Forton shrugged. 
 
    By now the last of the Argentine undersea telephone cables west of the archipelago would have been severed – torn up by grapples trailed by a frigate or a destroyer trawling the shallower waters of the continental shelf west of the archipelago, forcing the occupiers to communicate with the mainland by radio alone.  Newly established listening stations in the San Carlos Sector would intercept every single radio dot, dash or beep transmitted by, or received by the Argentine defenders, while offshore, Task Force ships conducted around the clock ongoing ELINT – Electronic Intelligence – gathering missions, and periodically attempted to jam local broadcasts. 
 
    Just because both sides were taking a breather while they regrouped and the politicians contemplated their options, or more likely, their navels, it did not mean that the war was on hold. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Casa Rosada, 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    Ghosts stalked the first floor room where in times gone by the Junta had coalesced to steer the Argentine nation from crisis to crisis.  Other ghosts haunted the streets of the Republic, thousands of them, now that the brief euphoria of the days after the Battle of the Malvinas eight days ago, had faded to bitterness and recriminations. 
 
    Since Augustin Lanusse had triumphally stood on the famous balcony and proclaimed ‘a second national rebirth’ and the ‘victory of our valiant forces against the old European imperialist curse’ to an ecstatic crowd in the Plaza de Mayo of countless tens of thousands, and the whole city had been consumed by a weekend-long party, reality had intervened.  Specifically, it had slowly begun to dawn on ‘the people’, the masses who had briefly forgotten all the ills of their day-to-day lives and the harsh reality of the brutal dictatorship of the military regime, that actually, the only thing that had really changed, or been in any way achieved was the almost complete destruction of the ARA, the gutting of the elite A-4 Skyhawk and F-86 Sabre squadrons, and the destruction of practically every aircraft in the FAA’s fighting inventory capable of reaching, let alone doing battle with the English over the Malvinas.  Further, ‘the people’ had worked out that what had been shamelessly trumpeted as ‘ongoing assaults’ on the invader’s ‘crumbling’ beach head, had – since they were no longer referred to in official broadcasts – obviously failed. 
 
    In short, everybody now knew, or had guessed, that the English fleet still blockaded the seas around the Malvinas and that enemy troops were still lodged, firmly, possibly immovably upon the archipelago.  While few on the streets of the capital yet knew how many of their country’s sailors, airmen and soldiers had died in the titanic battles of 13th November – figures of between three and ten thousand were being bandied around – self-evidently, there had been no ‘great victory’ and increasingly, it seemed likely that far from striking a war-winning deadly blow all that had actually been achieved was the immolation of the Navy and the castration of the Air Force.  Now, anybody who had relatives, sons, nephews, cousins, brothers, fathers, uncles, or friends, or even friends of friends on the windswept islands hundreds of kilometres from the mainland in the wastes of the South Atlantic, knew that they were trapped and that they might never see them again. 
 
    Oh, and if the Argentine economy had been in near free fall before the battle, overnight anybody – be it great magnets or the humblest of investors - who had poured vast treasure into the Malvinas project, awakened to discover that their supposedly cast-iron assets, already devalued were now utterly worthless.  The Republic’s financial system had seized-up, the banks had closed their doors, and the secret that the country was bankrupt was out.  At the close of trading on the previous Friday afternoon, there had been no buyers for Government script; the Junta had been technically insolvent for several months and by last Wednesday morning there were riots in several districts of the capital as tens of thousands of angry, frightened people queued to withdraw whatever was left of their life savings from banks which had already closed their doors forever. 
 
    Thirty-five-year-old Brigadier Antonio Facchetti was the last man to arrive at the hastily-called summit, having been delayed some thirty minutes as his armed convoy had detoured around the worst of the chaos on the streets.  Over the weekend Facchetti ha removed his Staff from the giant Libertador Building, besieged in the last twenty-four hours by students and workers out for blood, to a temporary headquarters at La Plata.  He had no idea if Il Presidente, Army Chief of Staff Lanusse or his Navy counterpart, the visibly broken Admiral Pedro Gnavi, had done likewise; however, Facchetti, by far the youngest and most junior member of the Junta was still trying to do his job.  Notwithstanding what little might still be achieved with a few old transport aircraft and four or five patched-up Avro Lincoln bombers, there was little he could do to influence events in and around the Malvinas, there was still the small matter of the air defence of the Republic’s cities and critical infrastructure. to be attended to in what was, after all, the middle of a war. 
 
    “Kissinger has delayed his visit to Buenos Aires,” Augustin Lanusse growled at the newcomer as he took his seat at the top table of the Argentine Government, looking around irritably at the dozen or so mainly Ejército Argentino – Army – staffers and aides who had pulled up chairs around the Junta.  He recognised several prominent Blue Faction colonels, nationalist fascist zealots careful to make sure that they lived comfortably in their haciendas on the outskirts of the capital while other men died elsewhere to further their political ambitions.  There were also a couple of Jorge Anaya’s diehards at Pedro Gnavi’s shoulders.  “Now the Americans want to meet with me in a neutral, third country.” 
 
    Antonio Facchetti did not see what the problem was. 
 
    “Forgive me, presumably I have missed something important discussed before my arrival,” he said, hoping without any great optimism that somebody was going to bring him a cup of strong black coffee before much longer.  “Is meeting Doctor Kissinger somewhere outside the Argentine a problem, General?” 
 
    Augustin Lanusse frowned. 
 
    After the first news of the great battle in the South Atlantic had arrived in the capital, Lanusse had re-issued his decree that henceforth he was to be addressed as ‘Your Excellency’ or as ‘Il Presidente’; but infuriatingly, he knew he could not afford to completely alienate Facchetti.  The Air Force might now be impotent when it came to influencing the defence of the Malvinas; but it remained perfectly capable of mounting major operations to either support, or to attack the Government on the mainland.  In fact, both Lanusse and Gnavi suspected that the rumoured redeployment of several squadrons of fighter and attack aircraft in the last week, had more to do with Facchetti positioning himself to challenge their primacy, than the defence of the Republic’s major cities and ports from possible British air or seaborne attacks. 
 
    Paranoia becomes itself… 
 
    “Of course, it is a bloody problem; none of us can absent ourselves from our posts in the current crisis!” 
 
    “The Americans have supplied us with a new list of the personnel in enemy hands,” Pedro Gnavi announced despondently.  “Jorge Anaya, Varela and Massera are not on any of the lists.  None of the senior officers of the Indepencia II, the General Belgrano or the Santissima Trinidad are either. 
 
    Facchetti digested this without comment. 
 
    Anaya must have been killed; he was not the sort of man who would honourably go down with his ship.  As for Benigno Varela, the commander of the Southern Strike Group and his Flag Captain, Eduardo Massera well, they had been on the Belgrano and by all accounts she had been pummelled into a burning wreck before she sank. 
 
    It irritated the FAA man that his ‘comrades’ had not – as a simple matter of courtesy - deigned to share the regularly updated casualty-survivor lists for their own services with him.  This meant that he only knew the names of the thirty-six FAA airmen in British hands, either recovered from the sea or captured when they abandoned their aircraft over enemy-held territory on Isla Soledad, because the Air Attaché at the US Embassy had personally passed a note to an Air Force information officer.  The majority – at least seventy percent – of the men who had flown off the two sunken ARA aircraft carriers had been FAA men, a thing the Navy refused to acknowledge. 
 
    Given that Pedro Gnavi remained in abject denial over the disgraceful surrender of the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules, it was hardly surprising that the handful of surviving ARA ships larger than a harbour patrol boat were now tied up in port under guard, or quarantined at Ushuaia lest the contagion of mutiny spread into the Republic’s naval bases and ports. 
 
    Facchetti was proud that while the Navy had clearly ceased to be a fighting force; the FAA was still ready, willing and able to continue to defend the Republic.  If he had had aircraft which could actually reach the Malvinas – other than the surviving serviceable Lincolns of I Grupo de Bombardeo of V Brigada Aérea – he knew that he could depend on his crews mounting up, and doing their duty. 
 
    “I want the families of the men who betrayed the Republic punished,” Augustin Lanusse declared. 
 
    Facchetti blinked, Pedro Gnavi seemed too lost in his own world of humiliation and despair to care.  For a moment, at least, until he recognised that ‘Il Presidente’ was talking about purging his ARA faction of the Government. 
 
    He scowled at Augustin Lanusse, who was watching him with cold, raptor-like eyes. 
 
    “Surely,” Facchetti groaned, “all that can wait for later.”  Thank God, he thought, we have the Republics two best ‘real’ soldiers in command on the Malvinas or all would be lost.  “The Americans have untied that dreadful Thatcher woman’s hands; for all we know she might be about to drop a big bomb on our heads.” 
 
    The other men looked at him as if he had just pulled down his trousers and defecated in his service cap.  Admittedly, Facchetti did not actually believe that even the Angry Widow of legend would nuke Buenos Aires; but at least he had got Lanusse’s and Gnavi’s whole and undivided attention! 
 
    He seized the moment. 
 
    “Somebody,” he suggested mildly, “needs to get out there,” he gestured at the closed, heavily draped, locked windows leading out to the most famous balcony in Latin America, “to reassure our people.”  He did not delude himself for a single second that Augustin Lanusse had the stomach for that. “Or get on the TV to try to convince our people that we haven’t lost the war yet, and that they won’t be carrying banknotes on carts to buy loaves of bread by the end of next week.” 
 
    The others, and most of their flunkies, were still looking at him as if he was running around the room slipping and sliding on gory viscera waving a bloody meat cleaver. 
 
    “In the meantime, surely somebody ought to be talking to the fucking Americans!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Churchill House. 
 
    Headington Quarry Government Compound, Oxford 
 
      
 
    The Prime Minister had invited the cameras into the Cabinet Room where, flanked by her Secretary of State for Defence, Sir Ian Gilmour and Flag Officer, Submarines, Vice Admiral Sir Simon Collingwood listening in sombre silence, she read from the prepared statement. 
 
    “It is with great regret that I must announce that shortly after mid-day on Thursday 13th of this month, a faint signal from an emergency position location indicator, a distress buoy transmitting the Submarine Service version of an SOS from Her Majesty’s Submarine Cassandra was picked up by a US Navy ship in the waters south of Rockall in the North Atlantic.” 
 
    The flashes of the cameras of several of the press photographers corralled out of shot of the TV lens, fired at once, and then sporadically as Margaret Thatcher, who was for the first time anybody could remember, visibly shaken, continued, her voice trembling with strain. 
 
    “Such EPLIs are only launched, or break free from a submarine in the direst of circumstances, or sadly, when a vessel breaks up.  I have to report that despite searches by every available ship and aircraft at our disposal, we have been unable to re-establish contact with HMS Cassandra, and no trace of the vessel has been discovered.  It is with immense sadness that the Cassandra and her crew of one-hundred-and-three officers and men are now listed as missing, and must be presumed to be dead.” 
 
    The Prime Minister took a deep breath, composed herself and turned to the grim-faced officer sitting at her left hand. 
 
    “Sir Simon,” she murmured, “will now say a few words.” 
 
    The man who had leapt to international fame for his exploits in command of the Royal Navy’s first operational nuclear submarine, the Dreadnought, for which he had been awarded the Victoria Cross, looked flint-eyed into the cameras. 
 
    “Thank you, Prime Minister.” 
 
    There was a short silence, quickly shattered by the clacking of the photographers’ cameras. 
 
    “In the Submarine Service a man lives hand in glove with deadly peril every moment his boat is at sea,” Collingwood began, his voice ringing with quiet, measured authority that instantly commanded the attention and the respect of the entire room. 
 
    Still a month short of his forty-sixth birthday, Collingwood remained the dapper, lean man he had been in 1963 when he had first taken Dreadnought to sea, and a year later returned a hero from the Mediterranean.  Notwithstanding that the weight of his responsibilities – he had been the man given the Herculean task of creating, virtually from scratch the nation’s nuclear-powered undersea fleet – had added the suggestion of premature lines to his face, and his hair was flecked grey at the temples, he was an exemplar of that indefinable quality, grace under pressure. 
 
    In his world, whatever went wrong, somebody had to be that apocryphal boy standing steady on the burning deck.  In the Royal Navy the man on watch at the time something went wrong owned whatever had gone wrong, and that was that.  That was what he expected of his captains, and he expected nothing less of himself.  That was also the measure of the men he had recruited to deliver the Undersea Fleet Project.  Ironically, it was to identify such men that the Perisher Course – which, as he freely admitted, he had never taken and therefore never passed – had been transformed from a nerve-jangling, exhausting ordeal to the nearest thing to a living nightmare any submariner was ever going to survive. 
 
    Cassandra was gone; and it had happened on his watch. 
 
    He had paused for a moment, assuring himself that his composure remained fully intact. 
 
    “We have satisfied ourselves that HMS Cassandra’s emergency position location indicator was almost certainly released at or around the submarine’s crush depth.  This we know because of the damage it had sustained in its ascent to the surface.  It is likely that the wreck of the submarine lies well over a mile beneath the surface.  It is my surmise, that although the men on board her would have known that their situation was hopeless in the moments before their deaths that thereafter, things would have happened so swiftly that their actual deaths would have been instantaneous, almost certainly coming without immediate warning.  Sadly, I must, again, reiterate and confirm that there is no hope of survivors.” 
 
    For the first time, Simon Collingwood’s gaze dropped to his hands, clasped before him on the green baize of the Cabinet table.  He took a deep breath. 
 
    “I knew all the officers on the Cassandra personally, and many of her other crewmen, some of whom I had the honour to serve with, including three whom I commanded on one or other of Dreadnought’s patrols.  I wish I had known every man better.  Cassandra’s commanding officer, Sandy Woodward and I knew each other before the October War.  Frankly, back in 1963, I was astonished that he was not the man who got the job of commissioning Dreadnought; one day he would surely have flown his flag as C-in-C Submarines.  I have lost a good friend, many good friends, in fact; the Service has lost fine men, men who were a credit to the Navy and the flag to which they willingly swore fealty.” 
 
    He paused again, hardly noticing the flashing of the cameras. 
 
    “There is a reason why every man who steps on board a British submarine is a volunteer; and a reason why service on board a submarine is rewarded by a small extra allowance in pay.  On a submarine a minor problem which would go unnoticed, or be casually scheduled for rectification at some later date, perhaps months down the line, can be and often is fatal.  That is why our people train, train, train and then push themselves to the limits in exercises which, as many submariners will attest, are every bit as intense as real combat.  Nuclear submarines are immensely complicated vessels, vessels of which we make demands unthinkable in former times.  A boat like the Cassandra is at the very cutting edge of materials, engineering and electronic technologies that did not even exist ten or fifteen years ago.  In a very real sense, nuclear-boat submariners are latter-day explorers, like test pilots flying revolutionary new aircraft, and constantly ‘testing the envelope’.  The lives of my friends, of dedicated defenders of these shores might have been extinguished; but their legacy will live on through generations to come.  They will never be forgotten.  I mourn and I salute our brave fallen.” 
 
    This press briefing had first been scheduled for twenty-four hours ago; however, Collingwood had insisted that all the next-of-kin and the families of Cassandra’s crew should be informed first and that tragic task had only been completed that morning.  The Royal Navy’s welfare services and chaplaincy had been hard-pressed in the last week. 
 
    The Prime Minister blinked back a tear, raising a dainty white handkerchief to her eyes. 
 
    “Ian,” she whispered. 
 
    The Secretary of State for Defence roused himself from the depths of his troubled thoughts. 
 
    “I’d like to echo Sir Simon’s words.  I was often in Captain Woodward’s company when he and I sat on the South Atlantic Planning Group Steering Committee.”  He stopped, calculated his words.  “This has been a week in which the Royal Navy, and our other forces in the South Atlantic have been sorely tested, and as always, emerged unbowed.  As the minister responsible for sending them to recapture the Falkland Islands, the human cost weighs heavily on me and frankly, my pride knows no bounds.”  He pursed his lips.  “Let us hope that our enemies take note.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Saturday 22nd November 
 
    Hospital Ship Himalaya 
 
    San Carlos Water 
 
      
 
    The freckled, flaxen-haired nurse who could not have been any older than Lieutenant Cesar Scarpa, FAA, clung doggedly to his uninjured arm as, for the second day, he attempted to perambulate a few metres along the passageway outside the ward he shared with a dozen other seriously injured but slowly recuperating men.  He was one of three Argentines, the other two were ARA enlisted men who chatted with each other but did their best to ostracise him.  That would have upset Cesar had the other invalids around him not been so, what was the English word for it, chatty? 
 
    He stumbled. 
 
    The young woman gripped him firmly until he steadied. 
 
    “It’s a fighter pilot thing, I suppose,” she complained, although not with any real vexation, quite the contrary, almost in approval.  “Being in such a hurry to get from A to B, I mean?” 
 
    Cesar understood most of that. 
 
    His command of English was of the practical, flight-orientated variety which focused on the instant recognition of jargon, acronyms and ‘pilot talk’ but lacked a working familiarity of colloquial idioms. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I think you are right.  I come from a long line of pilots; my Mama says we are all loco!” 
 
    Twenty-two-year-old Nursing Officer Antonia ‘Toni’ Richards, who, having earned her Nursing Certificate at the Manchester Royal Infirmary had been about to start what would have been the third year of her training to become a doctor – everything had been rationalised and training regimes radically compressed and abbreviated since 1962 – sometime in 1971, had needed very little encouragement to volunteer for what was advertised as a short-term secondment to Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service, when it was announced that a Task Force was to be sent to the South Atlantic.  It was a sure-fire thing that her recently-acquired step-father, Dermot, a lovely, funny Canadian who had been on HMS Talavera’s bridge with Sir Peter Christopher throughout the Battle of Malta, who clearly doted on her mother; and her little brother, David, a sub-lieutenant on the County class guided missile destroyer Hampshire, would be in the thick of the action and if she was being honest about it, she had yearned for a change of scene.  England was grey, drab, brown and the idea of an all-expenses paid adventure down to the bottom of the world - she and her fellow nurses all equated the Falkland Islands with Antarctica, which of course was a lot farther south but then medicine not geography was her strong point – had been well, seductive. 
 
    However, thus far, the ‘cruise’ had been anything but glamourous.  And not particularly restful either.  And of course, the Himalaya was a Royal Navy ship and she and her fellow nurses had signed up for a disciplined service, so life in recent weeks and months had had its persistently petty irritations.  Things had been really quite boring until the first casualties had come on board at Leith Harbour, badly wounded Argentine Marines and ARA men, the handful of survivors of the Battle of Grytviken. 
 
    To her surprise, she had quickly got into her stride. 
 
    In the last week the floating hospital had been working twenty-four hours a day and it was only now that a sense of order, a reassertion of any kind of recognisable ‘normal’ hospital regime was possible. 
 
    The Chief Surgeon had only one mantra: ‘Once a man is on board the Himalaya he will survive!’ 
 
    A few men had died, that was inevitable. 
 
    But only a handful, and then only of terrible injuries. 
 
    Toni knew she had learned more in the last few days than she would have learned in a year, or several years in a hospital on land and to her astonishment, she had been fully capable of making herself useful. 
 
    That was the main thing, to be useful. 
 
    That was what her mother had told her when she came on board the Himalaya to wave her off at Portsmouth: ‘You just do what you can do, and if you are lucky you will make yourself useful.  That is all you can do…’ 
 
    Toni had always wondered what it must have been like for her mother working in the plotting rooms tracking those convoys across the North Atlantic in the middle of the Second War, knowing all the time that the man she loved – her father - was on one of the corvettes escorting those lumbering merchant ships past the ruthless, hunting German U-boat packs… 
 
    Yes, to be useful in a war was a thing to be proud of. 
 
    That said, some patients were more compliant than others and military medicine was not, in every respect, anything like what she had been taught in Manchester.  ‘No frills’ was probably the term that best applied and the emphasis was always on getting a wounded man out of his bed and back on his own two feet, or however many limbs he had left, as soon as possible. 
 
    Tough love… 
 
    A lot of men, walking wounded had already been sent back to their ships, figuratively ‘jumping’ at the opportunity to be back with their mates assigned to light duties. 
 
    Not that this was an option for prisoners of war. 
 
    Although, aboard the Himalaya POWs were just patients, of course. 
 
    The Argentine Skyhawk pilot winced; several shards of metal had been removed from his right torso and his rib cage was tightly strapped.  He had knocked his head either ejecting from his aircraft or when he came down to earth near Sussex Mountain and had an impressive collection of gashes and bone-deep bruises.  His left wrist was in a cast, put back together in one of the old liner’s operating theatres the day after he was helicoptered aboard the night after he was shot down. 
 
    Needless to say, his present discomfiture was mainly on account of compression injuries to his lower back suffered during the explosive ejection from his doomed jet. 
 
    Toni let her charge catch his breath as they peered out through a port hole down the length of the misty anchorage.  From their vantage point they could not see the wreck of the Canberra where operations continued night and day to retrieve what stores still remained high and dry in the great beached whale’s hull.  Apart from the Battle class destroyer HMS Corunna, there were no other warships visible in the inlet, just the big assault ships, Fearless and Intrepid, the latter now back on an even keel, and at any one time between six and eight oilers or supply ships were dispersed around the inlet.  Today, the masts of the sunken Lagan Empire were hidden by the Ammunition Stores Ship Fort Duquesne.  While there was a lot less oil slicking on the surface than when the Himalaya had nosed into San Carlos Water, most of the anchored ships had black and a few had rainbow chemical stains along their waterlines.  Globs of congealed bunker oil still bubbled to the surface, and bobbed like tar balls in the tides. 
 
    Cesar Scarpa glanced to his companion. 
 
    She was almost his height, and her brown eyes were watching him, as if she understood how torn he was; glad to be alive yet a prisoner, his fate no longer his own. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be sending you to the accommodation ships for a few days,” she said sternly. 
 
    He forced a smile. 
 
    “Accommodation ships,” he sighed. 
 
    Toni and her colleagues had decided that ‘accommodation ships’ sounded ten times better than ‘prison hulks’. 
 
    “Let’s try to walk a little further today than we did yesterday,” Toni declared in a tone that left him in no doubt she was not going to take no for an answer. 
 
    Uninjured survivors from some of the sunken ships had been drafted onto the Himalaya as orderlies and porters, mainly to help with the lifting and carrying of the wounded.  Toni got the impression some of them would carry the memory of the agonising chill of the waters they had been plucked from for the rest of their lives, particularly the men from the Ark Royal.  Many of the uninjured Air Group men from the sunken carrier had been processed by the Bulwark, some being sent ashore to ready new landing fields or to assist in maintaining Wessex Vs directly supporting the assault forces, others were already on their way to South Georgia to join the Hermes or to serve at the helicopter base at Leith Harbour. 
 
    Toni might have misunderstood some of that; she had been slow to attune her ear to the way Navy men communicated these things.  Either way, nobody was talking about upping sticks and going home just because the Task Force had lost the Ark Royal and her super-duper Phantoms and Buccaneers. 
 
    Nurse and patient limped on down the passageway. 
 
    The Argentine airman was dressed in standard issue hospital pyjamas and a thick woollen gown which was sufficiently capacious to wrap around his trim frame almost twice.  Toni had pulled plimsolls, miraculously more or less the right size, onto his feet and loosely tied the laces; attempting to bend over would have left the poor man in agony. 
 
    From the paperwork which had arrived with him, he had been in a bad way when they found him; at one point they had given him emergency first aid and possibly, judging by the bruises on his torso, chest compressions and possibly mouth to mouth resuscitation.  Afterwards, the Royal Marines who had carried him to the nearest MEDIVAC point, some two miles through shoulder-high tussock grass and across a peat bog.  It was likely that he had baled out very low to the ground, possibly below two hundred feet so his parachute might not have had a chance to open properly.  All things considered; he had been very, very lucky. 
 
    Cesar staggered and instinctively, Toni wrapped her arms around him.  Inevitably he gasped in pain. 
 
    “Sorry, you were going to fall over…” 
 
    A man came from nowhere and supported her sagging load. 
 
    Toni recognised an engine roof artificer from the Ark Royal. 
 
    “Do you want me to give you a hand,” he offered helpfully, in a broad Liverpudlian accent, “throwing this one over the side, love?”  He asked, winking. 
 
    “I’ll let you know,” Toni retorted, getting the joke and knowing it was not meant maliciously.  “But in the meantime, if you’d help me walk Lieutenant Scarpa back to his bed, I’d be really grateful!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    Peter Christopher was starting to suspect that CINCSATF was one of those people who was continually in motion.  However, on balance, his constant flitting from ship to ship, catching rides from passing helicopters and LCUs, or more often requisitioning one of the cruiser’s boats, was infinitely preferrable to having Henry Leach fretting and under his feet all the time. 
 
    Two days ago, CINCSATF had gone ashore, transferring his flag to the Fearless, when Liverpool had led the Aberdeen and the newly-arrive Campbeltown – of cutting out the French Mediterranean Fleet at Villefranche-sur-Mere under Dermot O’Reilly’s command fame - north on a high speed run around the eastern shores of the archipelago to bombard Argentine positions in the mountains to the west of Puerto Argentino, targets south of the enemy capital and, just for the sake of completeness, to target the runway of the air base on Cape Pembroke.  Having zeroed in on several enemy batteries, the Liverpool had gone back again last night to continue the duel. 
 
    Now the old cruiser was alongside the twenty-seven-thousand-ton fleet oiler RFA Tidesurge, refilling her much-depleted bunkers.  Peter had left his second-in-command and the ship’s supply officer discussing the evolutions planned for tomorrow morning when the Liverpool entered San Carlos Water, there to cross-deck ammunition and more importantly, food to re-stock her larders and cold stores. 
 
    Civilians thought war was about the desperate excitement of combat, all gunfire, smoke and suffering.  Actually, it was about logistics.  And for the Royal Navy that meant oil, spare parts and calories; fighting battles was just the icing on the cake.  It did not matter if Peter Christopher had bullets for his guns, he also had to have oil to drive his command through the water and food to feed his crew.  Only then could he worry about smiting Her Majesty’s enemies because without fuel and a well-fed crew Liverpool was only a large lump of very heavy, inert metal. 
 
    Peter met Henry Leach at the top of the gangway. 
 
    “I can see what you meant about those damned shore batteries scratching the old girl’s paintwork!”  The older man remarked as the two men exchanged salutes. 
 
    From down on the water Henry Leach had got a good look at the ‘scratches’ on the cruiser’s port flank. 
 
    Liverpool had sustained two direct hits from what had probably been 105-millimetre rounds.  Neither had penetrated the cruiser’s side armour or caused more than superficial damage. 
 
    There had been no casualties. 
 
    “They got our range as we passed south of Sapper Hill,” Peter reported.  “They straddled us once or twice before we were hit.  We’re taking water forward again; we’ll see if we can put a better patch on the hull when we’re alongside the Fort Duquesne inside San Carlos Water; the current in the Sound was a problem for the divers when they welded the first fix.” 
 
    Hits and near misses from the General Belgrano’s 6-inch rifles had done more damage than had been immediately apparent during, or in the day or so after the engagement south of the archipelago. 
 
    The hit forward was the problematic one, of the others, one had hit the top of the main armoured strake and done no damage, another had exploded as it passed through ‘flag Country’ amidships, and by pure chance, another round had struck in almost exactly the same place minutes later, completing the localised destruction.  Fortunately, the compartments hit had been unoccupied, sadly not so the adjacent anti-aircraft positions where the majority of the ship’s casualties had occurred.  At least one round had detonated alongside the port machinery spaces, possibly some feet beneath the bilge keel, springing at least one plate judging by the dribble of bunker oil still escaping from somewhere far below the waterline.  At the height of the battle CIC had logged a report of at least one other hit or near miss close alongside in the same vicinity but thus far that had not been confirmed by an underwater inspection.  Post action inspections always looked for unexploded rounds, or prosaically, any new holes in the hull beneath the waterline.  The problem was that there were only so many clearance divers available, and the diving conditions in Falkland Sound were well, utterly diabolical; and that was according to the iron men doing the work. 
 
    Basically, the old ship needed a few days, perhaps two or three weeks in dockyard hands to put right her lengthening list of engineering and electrical deficiencies.  Nothing important had broken yet but it was only a matter of time given the unforgiving conditions in these southern waters.  The wear and tear were not evident just upon the fabric of the ship, Peter was starting to see it in the faces of some of his officers and men. 
 
    “Are you planning to come back onboard, sir?” Peter inquired, noting that Leach had only returned to the cruiser with two, relatively junior aides. 
 
    “No, I’ll camp out on Fearless a while longer.  The Staff have just got comfortable on her.  There’s been a change of plan.  Belay your scheduled stop-off in San Carlos Water.  As soon as you’ve got your bunkers topped off, I have a new bombardment mission for Liverpool and after that I’m rotating you straight back to South Georgia.  You can re-ammunition and re-victual properly in Stromness Bay, not to mention go alongside Triumph to see what they can do about Liverpool’s accumulation of hurts.  In the meantime, lead on to your cabin and we’ll have a chin-wag about how I see this little war of ours proceeding in the coming weeks.  Always assuming, that is, that the politicians leave us to get on with the job!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    The first patients arrived at the compound a little after noon. 
 
    It was not ideal but then what was in a port-city under siege?  The steady stream of casualties coming into Puerto Argentino from the western mountains and the emplacements and depot areas shelled by the enemy the last two nights was threatening to fill the corridors of the hospital, and regardless of whether or not the ‘palace’ was a likely prime target for the enemy, it possessed several large, surprisingly well-ventilated and lit basement rooms where less badly wounded men could be cared for if not in total safety, then in warm, dry conditions under which the highest standards of cleanliness could be rigorously enforced. 
 
    Previously, the ‘bunker rooms’ had been under-used to store weapons and foodstuffs, serving as the equipment depot of the archipelago’s military police company at the time of the former Governor’s demise before they had been, like the rest of the ‘palace’, briefly de-militarised.  The military policemen, now accommodated in tents and barracks around the town, were being dispersed in sub-platoon-sized squads and teams around Isla Soledad to release fighting men from sentry and other non-combat security and logistical roles.  The ‘stores’ hoarded beneath the compound had likewise been re-distributed and spread around the port, ensuring that no single enemy lucky hit or stray shell or bomb would cause crippling damage, or the loss of a large proportion of the garrison’s essential supplies. 
 
    The two prisoners of war previously held within the palace had been transferred to the cells of the old Town Hall-Post Office-Police Station building near the harbour, shortly after Horacio Mendoza had assumed the Governorship. 
 
    “Horacio said he seriously thought about using the policemen guarding the palace for hunting sheep,” Francesca Ibarra de Madrid confided to Elena Bonham-Garcia as they walked through the now virtually empty ground floor rooms of the compound.  Red Cross flags now flew from newly erected poles at each corner of the site; the Governor apparently having broadcast to the English that the building was now a hospital and accordingly, all military supplies and personnel had been removed from it other than for the men hospitalised therein.  “He would have but I don’t think he trusts all those people with rifles!” 
 
    Elena let this pass unchallenged, even though she had seen a lot more military policemen carrying rifles in the last few days.  If the English acknowledged the Governor’s message, or better, could be persuaded to give an undertaking not to bomb the palace, it was the obvious place in Puerto Argentino to use as a sanctuary for the women and children of the town if everything went disastrously wrong.  However, she was not prepared to voice that thought quite yet. 
 
    “You and Horacio seem to be getting on like a house on fire,” Elena observed a little archly. 
 
    Her friend missed half a step. 
 
    “Yes,” Francesca confessed, as if nobody was more surprised by the development than herself.  “We are, I suppose.  I don’t think I’ve ever met a man who makes me laugh so much.”  She thought about this, reconsidered a moment: “In a good way, I mean.” 
 
    She waited for Elena to press her about her relationship with Horacio Mendoza; relaxed a little when she showed no inclination to question her further.  Elsewhere in the complex there was the sound of heavy objects moving, scraping and men muttering and swearing about being employed as beasts of burden.  Francesca breathed a sigh of relief when she realised her friend was not really interested in anything else that was going on around her, she was wholly preoccupied with the hospital’s newest satellite ward. 
 
    Francesca relaxed further when they were greeted by Captain Enrico Brown, an Air Force doctor, the man in charge of the new Governor’s Palace hospital ‘annexe’.  The man’s expression was harassed, and he clearly did not know if he was expected to take umbrage, or to bow and scrape, in response to the two women’s intrusion into his new fiefdom. 
 
    “We are here to help in any way we can, Captain,” Elena explained without preamble; instantly assuaging Doctor Brown’s fears.  “Many of the military wives have volunteered for service in the emergency,” she explained, “and to be honest, there simply is not enough for them to do at the main hospital where, in any case, the majority lack the necessary nursing skills.  However, I am informed that here at the palace, ‘nursing’ will be at less of a premium than ‘caring’ for our injured menfolk.” 
 
    It was soon agreed that at least five or six wives, ‘auxiliaries’ in military parlance, would attend the palace hospital in shifts of varying lengths - this latter provision wholly on account of many of the women having the care of young children, etcetera - to assist Brown and his team, which comprised about a dozen soldiers, none of whom had more than a passing acquaintance with anything other than basic first aid. 
 
    Walking through the town, windows were taped so as to avoid an excess of flying splinters if there were explosions nearby, buckets and barrels of water were everywhere, vehicles were routinely camouflaged to be invisible from the air and military policeman had moved in to watch many street corners.  The last anti-aircraft guns had been moved out of the built-up area a week ago, and the positions where they had been sited disguised so as to not look like defence works.  Sand bags were now heaped between houses, protecting the entrances to important buildings from blast.  Cranes still swung over half-completed structures, except now they were working with bulldozers and mechanical diggers, employed excavating new, deeper bomb shelters and enlarging and strengthening many of the existing ones. 
 
    Yes, they were under siege. 
 
    “Do you think it looks bad?”  Francesca suddenly asked her friend. 
 
    This caught Elena unawares.  Her thoughts had been far away; possibly because she was beginning to realise that she had been completely blind-sided by the other woman.  That, and that Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, even though she must know that Elena would have heard the rumours about her and Horacio Mendoza’ long ‘association’ was still lying to her about it. 
 
    “Bad?  In what sense?”  Elena asked. 
 
    “My flirting with Horacio?” Francesca prompted, without any of her customary bravura.  “I’ve only just been widowed.  I mean, people aren’t to know that the last time I allowed that ghastly little weasel to lay hands on me was years ago!” 
 
    Elena could hardly imagine how awful a marriage where one’s husband was forbidden to lay a finger on one might be. 
 
    “Really?”  She asked, a discomforted, thinking how little the two women had in common.  She had only ever slept with her husband, could not imagine having an affair with another man.  Whereas, Francesca was…what?  A scarlet woman… 
 
    “There were other men,” her friend reassured her. 
 
    Or at least ‘the widow’ thought she was reassuring her. 
 
    “Okay,” Elena murmured as the women walked east towards the main hospital.  She recovered her composure. 
 
    Again, it was the pretence, the lying that offended her not the other woman’s morals.  She had no problem with Horacio and Francesca having an affair, or even that they might have been lovers for years, or at least at some time years ago.  It was not really her business; they were adults.  They were both widows.  Where was the harm in that?  No, it was just the duplicity, the web of lies they had, and were continuing to spin around themselves.  It made no sense.  Why bother?  They were in the middle of a war, after all! 
 
    “No,” she said, quirking a smile that she suspected looked a little false, “I think it’s nice that you two get on so well together.” 
 
    The women walked on in unusual silence. 
 
    “Oh, dear…I have shocked you, haven’t I?”  Francesca apologised. 
 
    “No, it’s not that, honestly,” Elena halted and together the women gazed out across the empty harbour.  Seals and even dolphins had ventured back into the waters near the shore now the ships, their noise and bilge outflows had been gone for some time.  A part of her suddenly felt petty resenting Francesca’s white lies about Horacio Mendoza and her probably, formerly very colourful love life.  The trouble was that she could not help but ask herself: what else had Francesca, and Horacio, been lying about? 
 
    And she knew that was what was troubling Hugo.  Troubling him like a very bothersome itch that no matter how hard he tried, he could not scratch. 
 
    “Honestly,” Elena insisted.  “Don’t mind me.  It’s just that, especially in the last couple of months, well ever since I’ve been on these islands, I’ve felt more than just a mother and wife, Hugo’s partner in a greater,” she explained, “enterprise, adventure, I don’t know.  It’s nothing to do with respect or status, or any of that nonsense, I had all that back on the mainland wherever we were posted.  But out here I’m useful, somebody in my own right and it’s all because everything has gone terribly wrong…” 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid veiled her relief. 
 
    The hero’s wife was still far too wrapped up in her own little wifely world to worry about whether she was what she seemed to be.  So, perhaps some, if not all of her and Horacio’s dirty little secrets were still safe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Sunday 23rd November 
 
    ARA Naval Base Ushuaia 
 
    Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The Base Commander, a genial taciturn grey-haired Commodore who had been a Peronist so long ago that nobody held it against him anymore, was generally most solicitous of the needs of Juan and the other survivors from the Veinticinco de Mayo, the General Belgrano and the Santissima Trinidad, several of whom had succumbed to their injuries in the days since they had been, belatedly, brought ashore.  However, no matter how diplomatically he handled the situation, the survivors could be in little doubt that they were prisoners, being held incommunicado presumably to stop the contagion of defeat infecting the whole country. 
 
    The current head count was:  Santissima Trinidad, 4 survivors; General Belgrano, 199 (four men having died at sea after being rescued, and another five since arriving at Ushuaia), and the Veinticinco de Mayo, 176 ARA men, thirteen having died on board the Entre Rios and subsequently, in the Base Hospital, five airmen, two of whom were naval officers, and the remaining three, FAA men.  It was said that two fishing boats and the ancient corvette the King, had landed sixty-three men from the Indepencia II at Rio Gallegos in the last week, and there was speculation – more correctly, hope - that the British might have rescued a significantly larger number of men from the two lost carriers, and almost certainly, recovered many more airmen from the seas around the Malvinas.  Nevertheless, there had been over four thousand men on the two carriers, and over two thousand on the General Belgrano and the Santissima Trinidad; so, even if the enemy had picked up twice as many men as had been landed at Ushuaia and Rio Gallegos that still left between four and five thousand men unaccounted for. 
 
    There was no way of hiding the reality that OPERATION RIVADAVIA had been nothing short of an unmitigated catastrophe for the Argentine Navy; and now the BBC’s World Service was claiming that both the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules, having surrendered without a fight, had been anchored in the Estrecho de San Carlos as prizes of war and were being methodically stripped of war supplies and their weapons disabled.  As for the Junta’s claims that the Ark Royal had been sunk and a second enemy aircraft carrier badly damaged, as well as up to twenty other destroyers and frigates sent to the bottom of the South Atlantic or forced to retreat to South Georgia, if all that was true then why had the English not already sailed home? 
 
    There was an over-large military police presence in the port, the telephone exchange building was heavily guarded night and day and although officers were allowed to leave the Naval Base, albeit under escort, supposedly for their own protection, everybody else was confined to barracks, or their hospital wards.  Understandably, people were getting restive. 
 
    Anybody who had not already worked it out for themselves knew that Juan was the son of the one real hero of the conquest of the Malvinas in April 1964, and the man who now commanded the elite Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición, the band of brothers upon whom the Republic’s last best chance of thwarting the English invasion now rested. 
 
    There were pictures of Juan’s father, and mother, and interestingly, another with that rascal Pablo Finocchiaro in the background, and of Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza, the former champion polo horseman on the front covers and many of the inside pages of the two- and three-day-old papers lying around the crowded Officers’ Mess that morning after Mass as Juan called in, making a brief pit stop to gulp down a cup of black coffee before doing the rounds to assess the increasingly grim, disheartened mood of many of the Veinticinco de Mayo’s survivors.  There had been fights, scuffles, disputes with base staff, not helped by the heavy-handed ways of the military policemen manning the gates and patrolling the port.  Juan could feel the mood of his fellow survivors morphing into something threatening, dangerous but he had no idea what to do about it other than to attempt to keep things on an even keel, and to make damned sure that nobody in authority started giving orders he knew were never going to be obeyed. 
 
    It worried him that several men from the General Belgrano had openly voiced to him – because nobody above the rank of First Lieutenant had survived the sinking – their feelings of betrayal.  Their senior officers had seen what the Liverpool had done to the Santissima Trinidad, a bigger, more modern ship than the Belgrano and yet like men with a death wish, they had driven straight at the English on a futile death run that had killed as many as a thousand of their crewmates. 
 
    The problem was that there was not a lot Juan could say to gainsay that.  Undeniably, the High Command had sent the Indepencia II and the Veinticinco de Mayo on a one way suicide mission; and ordered the captains of the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules to charge at the English fleet to the north of the Malvinas on a similar death run to that which the Santissima Trinidad and the General Belgrano had attempted to the south.  Wisely, their crews had declined to put their hands into that particular meat grinder! 
 
    The BBC World Service was claiming the crews of the two cruisers had mutinied; and clearly, the mere suggestion of that terrible word had spread a frisson of terror through the Base Staff.  That morning there had been more guards, backed up by Army and militia men from the small local garrison hefting American-manufactured assault rifles and long nights stick batons in the road outside the main gates. 
 
    If anybody had asked Juan, he would have told them, vehemently and probably, scatologically, that this was precisely the wrong way to handle the situation. 
 
    If there was going to be disorder, if men wanted to vent their angst let it be in the bars and taverns, outside houses of ill-repute – of which he had no personal knowledge but must exist in one or other of the back streets, this was after all a port city at the ends of the earth – not in the hot-house, febrile environment of the Naval Base with armed men everywhere.  This was like walking inside a tinderbox with a lit Molotov cocktail; all it would take would be one random slip and then, who knew what would happen next? 
 
    Thus, he began another seemingly idle walkabout among the other survivors, stopping to smoke a cigarette with groups of men – even though he never smoked and it was all he could do to not continually break down in coughing spasms – chatting about nothing in particular. 
 
    It was his first serious stab at being a real officer, a leader of men; he had soon learned that men reacted better when he invoked his father’s name, spoke of his little brother’s miraculous escape from the carnage at Grytviken and how he was probably on his way home as they spoke, and of his little sister and mother, trapped in the blockade.  People were genuinely curious to know more about his father.  Once upon a time that would have grated on his teenage younger self, now he was flattered.  So much had changed so fast.  If men showed him grimy pictures of their sweethearts, wives, or bambinos he admitted that he was engaged to be married to an American girl.  They were uniformly impressed when he explained that Rita – actually, she had been christened Margarita – already spoke fluent Spanish, although they tended to talk and write to each other in English.  It humanised him, made him one of them and when he counselled calm and patience, he was just offering advice, not issuing orders. 
 
    He knew it was only ever going to be a sticking plaster on a festering wound; he and his men were prisoners, exiled because he, and they understood that the stories they had to tell ran contrary to whatever pack of lies, the Junta was trying to sell to the Argentine people. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camp David 
 
    Catoctin Mountains, Maryland 
 
      
 
    Forty-seven-year-old Nicanor Costa Méndez, the Argentine Republic’s newly-appointed Permanent Representative to the United Nations stepped down from the Marine Corps Sikorsky SH-3 Sea King which had collected him at Andrews Air Base within minutes of his aircraft touching down shortly after noon, for the fifty-minute ‘hop’ north to the President’s retreat in the mountains seventy miles north of the capital.  The downdraft from the still milling rotors made him duck as he clutched his hat to his balding pate with one hand and shook the hand of the leader of the small welcoming committee, only a Deputy Assistant Secretary at the State Department – a deliberate insult, he fumed inwardly – and was led towards the chalets clustered in the wintery trees. 
 
    Costa Mendez’s latest promotion had not come out of the blue, his predecessor, Roberto Enrique Guyer, a diplomat-lawyer who had studied at the Hague, Oxford and Columbia Universities, whose 1952 doctoral thesis had been upon the subject of an Introduction to the Problems of Imperialism, had fallen out of favour with the military men back at the beginning of September, when he had failed to warn them of the British ultimatum which had marked the true onset of the tsunami of troubles which now afflicted them. 
 
    After the shattering reimposition of the 1964 Total Air and Maritime Exclusion Zones in the South Atlantic, the Junta had needed to blame somebody, and with a little behind the scenes prompting from Costa Mendez and his ‘friends’ among the gang of Colonels who actually ran the Republic while the Junta members strutted, peacock-like from one calamity to another, it had been relatively easy to undermine Guyer.  Now that he was back in the limelight, Costa Mendez planned to settle any number of old scores.  He was a man who remembered every single one of the slights he had suffered since his all-too-short tenure in the Governor’s Palace at Puerto Argentino had been abruptly curtailed by that little shit Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid.  At the time ‘The Weasel’ had been the cheerleader of one of the most vociferous ‘Malvinist unto death cliques’ at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.  Well, now that Guillermo and that duplicitous imbecile Jorge Anaya were dead, perhaps, if the men in the Casa Rosada could be persuaded to give him a free hand the time was right to call in – if necessary – all of the favours his old friends in DC owed him.  Leastways, that was what he had told Agustin Lanusse when he realised that the Army Chief of Staff was finally going to make his move against his long-term rival, Il Presidente Juan Carlos Onganía Carballo. 
 
    Costa Mendez had no doubt that this was the key moment in the war for the Malvinas.  The Americans, in tacitly dropping their objection to unrestricted submarine warfare around the contested archipelago, were sliding inexorably away from the neutrality which had prompted such riotously joyful celebrations in the Casa Rosada and communal exultation in the streets of Buenos Aires only a fortnight ago, and it seemed to Costa Mendez that, whoever was seen to have arrested that dangerous slide to partisanship onto the side of the British, would be indispensable both to the Junta, and to any subsequent civilian incarnation of the Republic’s government even if the Malvinas were, tragically, to be lost. 
 
    Henry Kissinger greeted him civilly. 
 
    The two men and their aides settled at a table in the warm, roomy log cabin.  The smell of fresh coffee filled the air as cups clinked on fine porcelain saucers. 
 
    “Tell me, Mister Mendez,” the US Secretary of State inquired, his gravelly tones reflective, “is it still your contention that support for our European,” he paused a moment, “democratic allies over the question of the Falkland Islands amounts to, and I quote you directly, a betrayal of the rest of the Americas?” 
 
    This took Costa Mendez so unawares that the Argentine diplomat very nearly choked on his coffee. 
 
    Henry Kissinger waited patiently, viewing the other man inscrutably through his horn-rimmed glasses.  He had dined last night with the British Ambassador and his wife, Mary; they had spoken of many things, including the behind the scenes, positively internecine warring behind the ruffled, still more or less intact, façade of unity projected by the Thatcher regime.  The Ambassador, Sir Nicholas ‘Nicko’ Henderson had been frank about the mood of the Old Country and that, in his opinion, the only reason OPERATION SOMERVILLE had not been called off, yet, was that against all odds nobody in the National Conservative Party had had the guts to put the proposition to the Prime Minister – leastways, not to her face, rather than in an anonymous opinion piece in a newspaper or in an off the record briefing to journalists, or to trusted political fellow travellers – that the time had come for her to step down.  It was inconceivable that any incoming British Prime Minister would continue the war in the South Atlantic. 
 
    However, Nicko had counselled him not to get carried away with the idea that Margaret Thatcher was going anywhere, anytime soon. 
 
    ‘Trust me, the Lady is not about to throw in the towel.’  He had sighed.  ‘And don’t hold your breath waiting for a palace coup, either.  That’s not the way the Tories, the Conservatives, do things.  No, unless she decides to go, she’ll be there until somebody condemns themselves to political purgatory by stabbing her in the back.’ 
 
    Nicko had pointed out another factor. 
 
    ‘Yes, the Argentines may have sunk the Ark Royal; that was everybody’s nightmare scenario.  But now that it has happened, what has actually changed in the South Atlantic?  The Task Force is still blockading the Falkland Islands.  Granted, what happened to the Canberra was a nasty shock but again, ninety-five percent of the troops she brought down to the South Atlantic survived her sinking.  Basically, if the military are left to their own devices, they will just get on with the job.  A lot of blood has already been spilt and it would be a mistake to interpret the anger of the British people directed against the Prime Minister as indicative of any lack of support for the servicemen fighting in the South Atlantic.  That knowledge is probably the only thing keeping Margaret going at the moment, Henry.’ 
 
    And now the US Secretary of State was studying one of the architects of the exiling of nine out of every ten of the Kelpers – citizens of the Falkland Islands – from their homeland in 1964.  And…if he had been involved in that, and subsequently been the Governor of the illegally seized territories, he must also know exactly what had happened to all those missing British Royal Marines, the missing ‘disappeared’ members of the archipelago’s Legislative Council and small volunteer self-defence force, and the unaccounted for seventeen-man Royal Navy hydrographic team which had been surveying on West Falkland at the time of the invasion.  Likewise, Costa Mendez had been a key man in the cover-up of the atrocities committed against civilians during and immediately after the assault troops came ashore.  The one thing Henry Kissinger did not know about the man sitting opposite him was how his principals in Buenos Aires imagined, for a second, that he was the sort of man the Administration could, or wanted to do business with.   This guy had blood on his hands, he was little better than the Nazis that Kissinger had been responsible for hunting down in occupied Germany just after the Second War! 
 
    “That was just harmless hyperbole, Mister Secretary,” Costa Mendez declared complacently. 
 
    Kissinger was silent. 
 
    Bygones… 
 
    Just words… 
 
    Did the self-satisfied schmuck actually believe that? 
 
    The Secretary of State eyed the Argentine diplomat thoughtfully for a number of very long seconds. 
 
    “Hyperbole?  So, if I asked you why your troops murdered all those people back in April 1964, you’d think my questions were…hyperbole.  Just hyperbole, Ambassador?” 
 
    “No, I well…  I can hardly discuss British propaganda…” 
 
    The CIA had reported that at least sixty British servicemen – POWs - had been murdered by the Argentine Army and SIDE and Military Police ‘hit squads’ in the weeks after the April 1964 invasion.  A similar fate had befallen the handful of members of the Falkland Islands Legislative Council.  As at South Georgia, the majority of the bodies of the ‘disappeared’ Royal Marines, Royal Navy personnel and civilians who had been murdered had been disposed of at sea. 
 
    According, that was, to the report that disaffected members of the CIA and the Nixon Administration – which had turned a blind eye to the atrocity - had deliberately left ‘lying around’ in the White House for President Brenckmann to find. 
 
    “Okay, you don’t want to talk about that,” Henry Kissinger said with grim finality.  “How about this?  At Lisbon, earlier this year, the British offered to participate in, and to respect the outcome, of United Nations-brokered talks on the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands…” 
 
    “The Malvinas,” Costa Mendez interjected, smiling. 
 
    Kissinger was not going to let him get away with that. 
 
    “Not on my map of the South Atlantic, Ambassador.  As I was saying, you declined that invitation to meet in the last chance saloon…” 
 
    “The British would never have respected that forum, or its outcome…” 
 
    “The United States stood ready to guarantee mutual adherence to its conclusions, sir!” 
 
    Costa Mendez shrugged, as if this was irrelevant. 
 
    Henry Kissinger took a few seconds to re-establish his mask of imperturbability.  He sat back, pursing his lips. 
 
    “You are making a bad mistake if you think this is just about those islands,” he said. 
 
    This clearly bewildered Costa Mendez. 
 
    Kissinger sighed. 
 
    “Eight men,” he said quietly. 
 
    The Argentine’s frown deepened. 
 
    The Secretary of State went on: “On average, that is how many American GIs have died in Cuba every day since President Brenckmann’s Inauguration Day.  That’s somebody’s son, somebody’s husband, brother, or uncle dying every three hours.  Last week a nineteen year old Marine from Rhode Island was blown to pieces by a booby trap; with his death every state in the Union has now suffered a fatality in the Cuban War in the last ten months, that’s since President Brenckmann was inaugurated on a platform promising to end the war in Cuba.  I have to tell you, Mister Ambassador, that there is a growing consensus in the Administration, and in Congress that the time has come for those Latin American countries which support, or by their diplomatic posturing, have given succour to the insurgency in Cuba to share a little of the pain American families are suffering given that the cause of much of their pain is the continuing intransigence of the Organisation of American States which, the last time I checked, was blocking the Cuban Peace Process which you, and everybody else in the Americas knows is in the best interests not just of the United States but of the Cuban people.” 
 
    The Secretary of State sat back, clasping his hands over his belly, watching Costa Mendez’s face as an aide topped up their coffee cups. 
 
    The Argentine thought it was best to concentrate on his coffee while he struggled to understand what was going on. 
 
    Henry Kissinger stirred: “Your country is actively delaying the start of the rebuilding of Cuba, Mister Ambassador.  Cuba is the number one priority of the Administration.  You, and your country, could be of service to President Brenckmann in this matter.  And trust me, if you helped us resolve the Cuban issue, we would be grateful.  However, you’ve come here today to talk to me about your little problem in the South Atlantic.  The United States is a democracy, Mister Ambassador.  The President, and all the members of his Administration are exercised every day, all day long, by what the American people tell us.  Do you want to know how much middle America, Main Street cares about the Falkland Islands and your claim on them?” 
 
    “The Malvinas, sir,” Costa Mendez said stiffly, smiling a rictus smile. 
 
    Henry Kissinger ignored this. 
 
    The President and he had discussed what the Argentines had disingenuously announced to the world as a ‘Peace Mission’ last night, and the Secretary of State had come away from that meeting under no illusion as to the abject contempt in which Walter Brenckmann held the Junta and its mouthpieces.  Yesterday, the Commander-in-Chief had directed an Executive Order to be drafted cutting off all military, humanitarian, infrastructure and emergency aid – excepting only food aid previously authorised under George McGovern’s World Food Program – to any member state of the OAS that continued to obstruct the Cuban Peace Process.  The President had been angry and like all strong men slow to anger he was not going to stop being angry with the Argentine for a long, long time.  Kissinger had hoped the encounter with Costa Mendez would support his case for at least delaying the signing of that edict because among its inevitable consequences would be the continuing collapse of what was left not just of the Argentine banking system but that of several other Latin American countries, and shortly thereafter, of entire economies and the fall of more than one government. 
 
    “By his intervention earlier this month,” Kissinger continued, trying not to sound weary having to explain this again to the Junta’s latest cipher, “President Brenckmann hoped to give the parties to the dispute in the South Atlantic space in which to consider their stance.  Instead, the Argentine Republic escalated the war and by taking advantage of the tactical straightjacket we, the United States had imposed on our British friends, embarked on a breathtakingly reckless adventure in which thousands of men have died.  And now you are coming to us to demand that we restrain our British friends.  Well, that’s not going to happen, Mister Ambassador.” 
 
    Costa Mendez was blinking madly; and although his mouth threatened to open and close, no words formed on his lips. 
 
    “The deal that the Administration is prepared to put before the British Government is this,” Henry Kissinger explained coolly.  “That the parties will present themselves at the next Assembly of the United Nations at Honolulu in January supporting a proposal to meaningfully engage in a formal South Atlantic Peace Process in which sovereignty will be discussed without pre-conditionality.  If the parties are agreeable a ceasefire will be declared not later than 7th December and a US Peacekeeping Force landed on the Falklands-Malvinas not later than 14th January 1971.  All forces in situ at the time of the ceasefire may remain in place.  The United States will act as guarantor in perpetuity – realistically a period of not less than twenty years – of the outcome of the Peace Process.” 
 
    Nicanor Costa Mendez erupted like a small, fat volcano. 
 
    “That will not be acceptable in Buenos Aires!” 
 
    “If you don’t want to, or you are afraid to try to sell the deal to the generals,” Kissinger growled.  “I’ll sell it to them.” 
 
    Every day in every way this thing got worse. 
 
    The President knew he had made a mistake removing the British SSNs from the picture; he honestly had not seen the Argentines and their fair-weather allies continuing to frustrate, and ferment the Cuban insurgency even though they had already got practically everything they had initially demanded from his Administration. 
 
    The SSN decision had been his Bay of Pigs moment; most presidents did something dumb in their first year in office.  From now on, Walter Brenckmann was going to be the honest broker he had been all his career.  Kissinger was going to have to get used to that, so were a lot of other people.  Yes, the British had been out of line, ignoring the vital interest of the US in the Americas but actually, the Administration’s attempts to be even-handed, to slow down the pace of conflict and to ensure that everybody had time to realise the error of their ways had proven to be wholly self-defeating. 
 
    In hindsight, it would have been better to simply send the Enterprise or the Midway down to the South Atlantic to backstop the British; then the whole ghastly business would have been over and done within days whatever the Argentines did. 
 
    As it was, the pain was going to drag on, and on and there was absolutely nothing anybody in DC could do about it. 
 
    “I’ll fly to Oxford tomorrow,” Kissinger said, ending all debate.  “When I’m done in England; I’ll check in with the President.  Then I’ll fly down to Buenos Aires if you are prepared to sign up to the deal I have just outlined.” 
 
    The President had suggested that if Costa Mendez wanted to play hard to get, Kissinger was authorised to tell him that the USS Enterprise had been warned to prepare to steam to the South Atlantic. 
 
    Henry Kissinger was tempted to throw this into the mix. 
 
    Later perhaps…. 
 
    “In the meantime, Ambassador,” he said, “I don’t think your presence in Washington is serving any useful purpose.” 
 
    In fact, as soon as the small, very vocal anti-Argentine group in Congress got wind that the former Governor of the Malvinas was in town, attorneys would be hunting him down. 
 
    Because that was what happened when you were a suspected war criminal. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13  
 
      
 
    Monday 24th November 
 
    Hospital Ship Himalaya 
 
    San Carlos Water, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The Mountain Times, the daily news sheet that the ship’s Morale Officer – back in the 1940s he had been a Royal Navy Volunteer Reservist who had later made a career in Fleet Street as a show business reporter – pinned on notice boards and deposited mimeographed copies of in messes and wards, was claiming that Mrs Thatcher was resolute, that the ARA, what was left of it, had scurried back to port, and featured two paragraphs about a former Russian paratrooper, Staff Sergeant Anatoly Saratov of the Vindrey Brigade who had been recommended for the award of the Distinguished Service Cross for his part in repulsing the Argentine attack on Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    There was a pristine copy of the MT, as everybody had immediately dubbed the publication within days of its debut on the trip down to the Cape, on the cover of Cesar Scarpa’s cot when Nursing Officer Antonia Richards went in search of the Argentine flyer. 
 
    A Royal Marine with his right leg in traction grinned at her. 
 
    “He went for a leak,” the man said, “but if he gets half-a-chance he’ll try to swim home!” 
 
    “That’s quite a long swim,” Toni retorted, smiling. 
 
    The Himalaya had three operating theatres, countless ‘treatment rooms’ and over a thousand beds of which over two hundred were reserved for very sick patients.  Currently, only sixty of these were occupied, the majority of the three hundred or so men currently being cared for on the old liner simply required routine nursing, and regular observation as they began their sometimes long road to what, in many cases, would be a full recovery.  In the last week there had been a mere trickle of new patients and the wards had started to empty. 
 
    Sometime in the next few days, Cesar would be moved to one of the captured Argentine cruisers anchored in Falkland Sound to continue his recuperation.  Both the Hercules and the Nuevo de Julio had ARA Surgeon Commanders and small sick bay teams who were perfectly capable of looking after their own walking wounded. 
 
    The men in Cesar’s ward, Number 11, would miss the presence of the cheerful, sparky outsider in their midst and so, most likely, would Toni.  Especially, now that things had returned to a new kind of ‘normal’; the fighting having come to an almost complete halt in the last few days. 
 
    The majority of the latest casualties were men with lower limb injuries, bad sprains and ‘crocked’ ankles or knees from stumbling on uneven ground while carrying a heavy load.  There were also a number of men badly dehydrated by what was probably dysentery from drinking bad water, and yesterday, a sailor who had fallen down a gangway on board the Intrepid had been helicoptered onto the Himalaya; but there had been no blast, burn or bullet wound admissions in the last forty-eight hours. 
 
    Toni read the last paragraph of the day’s MT. 
 
    Apparently, HMS Liverpool had bombarded Teal Inlet; it did not say when although she thought she had heard the distant, rumbling thunder of big guns in the east when she was up on deck last night…  Or was that the night before?  There was a sameness about the watch-keeping schedule, and life in general, that delineated everybody’s life on the Himalaya and it was easy to lose track of what day of the week it was…. 
 
    “Ah, our angel of mercy returns to us!”  Lieutenant Cesar Scarpa chirped, limping into the compartment. 
 
    Toni thought he looked a little piratical with several days’ growth of stubble on his chin; although when it came to ‘looking piratical’ nobody compared to her stepfather, Dermot O’Reilly! 
 
    For a moment, she contemplated taking the pilot to task for being on his feet overlong, decided against it.  Instead, she took his arm and guided him back to his cot. 
 
    “Look whose teacher’s pet now!”  A stoker from the Ark Royal with the left side of his head swathed in bandages heckled, without so much as a scintilla of malice. 
 
    Toni tried not to smirk; her charges were all on the mend. 
 
    That was the only thing that really mattered. 
 
    She glanced at the Royal Marine in the next bed: “Ted,” she reported to Cesar Scarpa, “was afraid you’d made a break for freedom!” 
 
    “Another day, perhaps.  But I’d never leave without knowing your address back in England, for how else could I write to you every day for the rest of my life?” 
 
    Toni shook her head, feigning despair; mostly to hide her guilty pleasure although in the last few days she had got a lot better at hiding her blushes. 
 
    Practice makes perfect… 
 
    Ward rounds were ongoing at the moment, any minute now one of the ship’s surgeons would march into the compartment accompanied by a retinue appropriate to his rank and place in the Himalaya’s medical pecking order.  For all that the former P & O Liner was a Royal Navy ship, it had quickly morphed into a land hospital at sea in the seventy-four days since she had steamed for the South Atlantic.  Nonetheless, it remained a Royal Navy Ship, that had been made crystal clear to each and every one of the civilians – temporarily in uniform – making up over eighty percent of the surgical-nursing cadre, some two-hundred-and-fifty men and around three-hundred-and-twenty women, as soon as they came aboard. 
 
    Great stress had been laid on the maintenance of appropriate standards of conduct and for officers, she was a junior officer it seemed, like herself the perils of fraternisation with other ranks, patients and possibly, enemy prisoners of war.  She and the other girls in her Mess thought it was all a great hoot that the Navy obviously assumed that hospitals on land were necessarily dens of all manner of sexual promiscuity. 
 
    Almost inadvertently she caught the young Argentine’s laughing eyes and before she could stop herself, giggled.  Eleven days ago, he had been trying to kill them all and yet, now that seemed…ridiculous. 
 
    It was indeed, a funny old world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Naval Base 
 
    Ushuaia, Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The Base Commander, who was also the Port Admiral in the Byzantine chain of command in the Naval District of the Provincia de Tierra del Fuego, Antártida e Islas del Atlántico Sur, had looked at Juan Bonham-Garcia like he was an idiot when he had requested that writing materials be made available to all the survivors. 
 
    ‘Sir, it will reduce tensions if our people are able to write to their loved ones.  Presently, they have no way of knowing if their wives, girlfriends, closest relations and friends even know that they are still alive.’ 
 
    Juan had got his way but only up to a point; he had been unable to secure a promise that any letters written by the men who now regarded him as their leader, would actually be sent to their loved ones.  However, he had decided that he would cross that hurdle when he came to it, sometime in the next couple of days. 
 
    He had persuaded his superiors, grudgingly, to allow him to pass onto his people a little news of what was going on in the outside world.  This he did in a series of ad hoc informal briefings; rather than on the base parade ground which had been swept with rain the last two days.  There was nowhere except the drill hall, which doubled as the base’s refectory for other ranks, that was under cover where he could address more than a hundred men at a time. 
 
    “We’re all fed up.  We have every reason to be fed up.  We’ve lost our ships, our homes and a lot of friends and shipmates.  I’m angry about that, and you have every right to be.  But this isn’t just about us.  We’re at war with a ruthless enemy who does not need to know what we know, or how we feel about it.  The English listen to our broadcasts, our signals, for all I know there are enemy agents in the port around us or camped out in the mountains.  Forget about the rumours; the Navy is not just keeping us here for the Hell of it!” 
 
    This was the third group he had spoken to that morning and his voice was getting hoarse.  Most of the men around him were off the General Belgrano, and a lot of them were convinced he was a jumped-up little rich boy who was only where he was now because of his famous Papa. 
 
    He got it. 
 
    Jesus and Mary, did he get it! 
 
    “These are difficult times.  I know that it is asking a lot of you to be patient, and to give it a little more time.  Things will sort themselves out soon enough; then we’ll all be on our way home.  It is not for me to say what you should put in your letters to your loved ones; but that is what I will be putting in my letters even though I know that while my sister in Cordoba and my fiancée in Florida will eventually get the letters that I post to them that any letter I write to my Mama and Papa on the Malvinas, or to my little brother Carlos, who could be anywhere, probably will not reach them.” 
 
    He recounted how before the great battle he had drafted a letter to his parents breaking the news of his engagement, and how he felt awful about not telling them sooner. 
 
    It helped break down a little of the hostility in the hall. 
 
    “So, write your letters…” 
 
    There were suspicious, positively insolent questions about censorship.  Juan refused to take offence. 
 
    “Seal the letters before you hand them in.  Don’t put your names and ranks on the back of the envelope.  Leave them in my room in Block C; I will personally deliver them to the Base Post Room this time tomorrow morning and report back to you when they have been posted.” 
 
    That last was a big reach and he had no idea if he could deliver the promise; he just hoped it kept the lid on an increasingly unhappy situation a little longer.  The Base Commander, avuncular to a fault up until then, had gone to town on Juan when he had told him what he had said to the other survivors. 
 
    Not for the first time Juan was reminded of his father’s advice: ‘Never shout at or abuse a man in front of his friends or colleagues who does not have the right to reply in kind; in fact, try very hard not to shout at anybody, other than in extremis, say, to be heard over the reports of guns…’ 
 
    Juan had already decided that the Base Commander would not recognise grace under pressure if it punched him on the nose! 
 
    “You assured me that I and my men were not prisoners, sir!” 
 
    “You are not, dammit!” 
 
    “Well, that’s not the way it looks to us!” 
 
    “That’s enough.  Another word and I’ll charge you with insubordination, Commander!” 
 
    The other man only had his, and a couple of petty officer grade survivors’ word for it that Juan had been promoted, a promotion that now meant absolutely nothing to the younger man. 
 
    “In that case, I hereby resign my commission, sir.  I’ll leave you to explain to the men who have just survived the biggest sea battle in the Republic’s history that their country is ashamed of them.” 
 
    For a moment, Juan had thought the other man’s head was about to explode; right up to the moment when he waved him to a chair in front of his desk and deflated like a balloon with a quickening slow leak, as he reached into a desk drawer, and pulled a half-empty bottle of Scotch Whiskey, Laphroaig, and two dusty tumblers from the bottom of his right-hand drawer.  Still breathing hard, his complexion altering from red to pink, he poured two generous measures and held one glass out to Juan. 
 
    “Give me this stuff over the gut-rot Yankee swill they drink in Buenos Aires any day!”  The older man grunted.  Slumped in his chair he viewed Juan over the rim of his glass.  “All you guys ought to be getting medals pinned on your chests, instead, the top brass is terrified there’s going to be some kind of general mutiny!” 
 
    Juan did not usually drink hard liquor. 
 
    This, he decided, was one of those days he would make an exception. 
 
    The whiskey burned his throat. 
 
    “We will have a mutiny on our hands if something isn’t done about it, sir,” he said as respectfully as possible, not convinced that he was pushing at an open door. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” the older man agreed, resignedly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Former Town Hall, 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    When they were taken prisoner the best that Royal Marines Special Boat Squadron commandos thirty-three-year-old Sergeant Donald ‘Derry’ O’Mara and twenty-four-year-old Lance Corporal John ‘Jack’ Andrews had expected, was a beating and a bullet in the back of the neck.  Both men had been astonished to be assured by a relatively senior Argentine Marine – the same one that stood before them now – that they could expect their injuries to be treated appropriately and otherwise, to be dealt with as prisoners of war. 
 
    Originally, they had been held somewhere in the Governor’s Palace compound, guarded by Marines rather than the military policemen and SIDE para-militaries which had infested the place at the time.  Then, about a week ago, they had been brought at night to what they guessed was once Stanley’s barely-used police station.  Their cell was small, the food mostly mutton stew or soup with hard bread was boring but adequate, and nobody had threatened either man bodily harm despite the increasingly grim situation of the defenders. 
 
    Neither Derry O’Mara or Jack Andrews could be under any illusion that they were not living in a town under siege. 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Pedro Morales had arranged for the two Royal Marines to be escorted into what had once been the room in which the Legislative Council of the Falkland Islands had met up until April 1964. 
 
    Morales had studied the two prisoners for some seconds. 
 
    At first, he had been unclear what the Governor of the Malvinas had had in mind for the two men; and in truth, he was still a little uneasy about the whole thing.  He would have said as much had not Hugo Bonham-Garcia taken him into his confidence. 
 
    ‘You and I have no military secrets from each other, Pedro,’ prefaced the recently named Chief of Staff of the Malvinas Brigade, that is, of all the troops on the archipelago.  ‘I believe that what General Mendoza has in mind is…political.’ 
 
    Neither Morales or his commanding officer had ever shown much of a gift, or willingness, or any aptitude to play the political game the majority of senior military men in the Republic played all their careers; the main reason so few of them were remotely competent as leaders of men in combat. 
 
    Pedro Morales’s English was fluent – he had spent time in Intelligence where command of English was de rigor – albeit heavily accented.  More than one American acquaintance had remarked that he could have passed as a native of Virginia or the Carolinas, in fact. 
 
    ‘The Governor is aware,’ Hugo Bonham Garcia had remarked, ‘that whatever happens in the next weeks and months on Isla Soledad, that life will go on – for some of us at least – when this campaign is over.  Broadly, I believe his thesis is that while we are commanded by donkeys, that there is no need for us to be asses, too.’ 
 
    So, Pedro Morales had attended an interview with Horacio Mendoza at which the Governor had candidly told him what was in his mind. 
 
    He still did not believe it. 
 
    But then what he believed was incidental. 
 
    He got on with the job. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” he told the two British Royal Marines, both now fully recovered from their rough house capture and looking pale but muscle-hard and fit as they stood at a particularly rigid ‘at rest’ position before him, “assuming you are prepared to give an undertaking that you will take no further active role in the Malvinas War, Suboficial Segundo,” Petty Officer, 2nd Class, “Davies, with whom you are acquainted will escort you through the lines of our forces in the Tercer Corral Sector to enable you to re-join your comrades.” 
 
    The two captive Royal Marines looked at each other, then back to the Argentine officer. 
 
    “This is some kind of joke, right?”  Derry O’Mara retorted, belatedly adding: “Sir!”  Morales was a Marine too, and from what they had seen a decent man with it, quite apart from being an officer. 
 
    “No, Sergeant O’Mara.”  Morales retorted mildly.  “It was hoped that Corporal Hollberg might be sufficiently recovered from his wounds to accompany you.  Sadly, this will not be possible, crossing to your own lines will involve walking at least two kilometres over difficult ground and his doctors forbid it.” 
 
    This was so unreal that the Royal Marine asked what, in any other circumstance, would have been a stupid question. 
 
    “Is it possible to see Corporal Hollberg before we leave, sir?” 
 
    Morales smiled wanly. 
 
    What he said next confounded the two Royal Marines. 
 
    “Yes, General Mendoza is most eager for you to confirm with your own eyes that your friend is, as they say, sitting up and taking nourishment and in the best possible medical hands at this time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Leith Harbour, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    The old cruiser lay alongside the slab side of the former Colossus class aircraft carrier, now the heavy repair ship HMS Triumph.  Divers were re-inspecting her underwater damage forward of A Turret, and inspecting the source of an oil leak in number 8 bunker, aft below the lower side main armour strake. 
 
    Battle scars aside, Peter Christopher did not need to be told that his ship was showing her age.  No matter how under-employed she had been in her long, inactive middle years - she had first been commissioned into the US Navy over twenty-four years ago in 1945 - he had driven her hard ever since he had first taken her to sea late last year.  She looked more than a little weather-beaten, the paint on her 8-inch 55-calibre main battery rifles had scorched off from constant shooting and she had arrived off South Georgia with one of her four turbine sets, Number 4, shut down.  More worryingly, the cruiser’s captain could see the fatigue in his men’s faces; both ship and crew needed a respite. 
 
    ‘Look,’ Henry Leach had confided, ‘presently, we don’t have the logistics to break out of the beach head and if I brought the Carmania and the Franconia, and their reinforcements to San Carlos Water, the extra troops would eat us out of house and home in a couple of weeks.  The Argentines aren’t going anywhere, they’re stuck where they are and their Navy doesn’t exist anymore; so, we’re in for the long haul now.  It’ll take us at least a month, perhaps six weeks to build up our force structure on East Falkland.  So, that’s what we’ll be getting on with; goodness only knows what the Government will do in the meantime but whatever happens, neither I or Ian Gourlay will sanction premature offensive operations on land.  Well, other than the normal patrolling and suchlike, and wake-up bombardment missions.  I’ve got enough destroyers and frigates to keep the enemy’s heads down, and to bottle up the troops they’ve got on West Falkland.  In the meantime, I need you to take Liverpool back to Leith Harbour, and to get her fully restored to her best fighting fettle.  You can rely on me calling you when I need you, Peter!’ 
 
    While still out to sea, twenty miles off the rugged coast of South Georgia, Liverpool had been welcomed by two Kestrels performing high-speed practice attack runs.  That had been a surprise, even though Peter had been warned that ‘aircraft on South Georgia will buzz you’ as the cruiser approached land. 
 
    Everybody’s spirits had perked up. 
 
    The Task Force had fast jets! 
 
    Mist and low cloud hung over and shrouded the eastern part of Stromness Bay where the cruiser’s radar pinpointed the anchorages of the Victorious, the guided missile cruiser Norfolk and several other vessels as the Liverpool had nosed cautiously into the sheltered waters of Leith Harbour 
 
    Leaving his second-in-command, Adam Canning, Engineering Officer, Commander Ewan Griggs and his senior departmental heads to liaise with their opposite numbers on board the Triumph,  Peter, accompanied by his Secretary, Lieutenant Robin LeBlanc, and Commander Alex Kocinski, USN, who had swapped ships with his superior with the South Atlantic Task Force, James Watkins before Liverpool departed Falkland Sound, to chug sedately across the crowded anchorage to the Hermes in one of the cruiser’s ‘barges’ – inherited from the USN and much grander conveyances than their name suggested – shortly after mid-day local time to pay his courtesies to the senior officer at Leith Harbour 
 
    Forty-five-year-old Acting Commodore Raymond Lygo had a reputation as something of a martinet, a thing he had picked up during his time in command of HMS Kent, the giant former American heavy cruiser USS Des Moines (CA-134) during the French War in 1967-68.  Peter took the gossip with a pinch of salt; any man having to commission one of those monsters in what amounted to a couple of months, and still operating with over a hundred USN ‘advisors’ on board in a war zone had a perfect right to be a little testy from time to time, and anyway, one man’s martinet was another’s ogre with a heart of gold. 
 
    He had never met the man in command of the Royal Navy presence here at Leith Harbour and Grytviken, which was host to the newly named King Edward Cove Naval Munitions Depot.  According to Guns, Fred Dickens the Liverpool’s Gunnery officer, who had served briefly with Lygo in the 1950s on the Lowestoft, the man had not been the monster he was painted by some of the members of the Kent’s crew over a decade later. 
 
    ‘Nobody ever actually called the Lowestoft ‘the Royal Yacht’,’ Dickens had reported wryly. 
 
    Lygo had left school at fourteen, the son of a newspaper compositor, his first job had been as a messenger working for the Times of London who, aged eighteen had gained entrance to the Fleet Air Arm training establishment, HMS St Vincent, at Gosport in 1942.  As a young naval aviator, he had flown convoy escort missions off the fleet carrier HMS Indefatigable in the Arctic and participated in attacks on the Tirpitz in her heavily-defended Norwegian bolt holes.  In 1945 he had been on the Indefatigable when she, and other carriers of the British Pacific Fleet were repeatedly hit by Japanese kamikazes.  Like many Fleet Air Arm-men he had had the opportunity to fly the first naval jet fighters off US Navy carriers before coming home to continue their careers.  In the late 1950s he had been deputy Director of Naval Air Warfare at the Admiralty, one of those ‘political’ postings that might have been designed to sorely try any man’s patience; and if he was known to have a somewhat short fuse well, that was hardly surprising given that his wife, his daughter and two young sons had been consumed in the fires of the October War in their London Home while he had been at Portsmouth… 
 
    The visitors were shown down to Lygo’s day cabin. 
 
    Peter presented himself and introduced his companions. 
 
    He and Lygo had unobtrusively looked each other up and down, rather like two light-heavyweights taking the measure of each other and coming to the conclusion that they would spar another day, perhaps. 
 
    “Judging by the look of the Liverpool you’ve had a busy old time of it lately, Captain Christopher?” 
 
    Robin Leblanc was dismissed, while Peter and Alex Kocinski were invited to take chairs.  Lygo explained that one of the American’s OLO colleagues was berthed on the Norfolk, and a couple of others were off ‘hiking’ with the Royal Marines in the surrounding mountains.  But only after: “I promised not to disappear over the horizon without them!” 
 
    A steward brought tea and biscuits. 
 
    “I won’t pump you fellows for information, not right now.  Join me for dinner this evening.  In the meantime, just to let you know the state of play here,” he went on brusquely, but not unpleasantly so, “Hermes is not repairable.  Triumph’s metal-benders have done their utmost but she needs six-months in dry dock.  So, when she eventually gets into the fight it is going to be on one shaft.  We’ve already sent our Sea Vixens ashore; some time in the next few days we’ll be going to sea to establish if we can safely operate our Buccaneers.  Personally, I think that’s a dicey proposition but 801 Squadron’s CO is adamant about giving it a go.  As he’s the chap who will be testing the water, so to speak, one hopes not literally, I didn’t have the heart to try to talk him out of it.” 
 
    The men sipped their cups of tea. 
 
    Lygo smiled a saturnine smile. 
 
    “Okay, the good news is that the Victorious has just arrived with two squadrons of RAF Kestrels – Mark IIs, equipped for ground attack strike missions – fully-worked up and itching to get stuck in.  That’s over two dozen aircraft to add to the ten that Hermes and Bulwark brought down from the Cape.  So, even if we can’t operate Buccaneers off Hermes, we’ve just acquired a new air force!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 25th November 
 
    Base of IX Brigada Aérea de la Fuerza Aérea Argentina 
 
    Comodoro Rivadavia, Chubut Province 
 
      
 
    The five surviving Avro Lincoln B2s of the 1st Heavy Bombardment Group had started to fire up their Merlin 85s about fifteen minutes ago.  Two of the bombers were still cabled to battery carts but most of the ground crews, having completed their final, external pre-flight checks had moved away from their thrumming charges in the gathering dusk. 
 
    Brigadier Antonio Facchetti had agonised over following his friend and mentor, Juan Carlos Rey’s example, to fly this one, last, likely suicide mission.  That was what the Republic had come to; futile gestures which at best would kill and spread a little more misery among the ranks of the English but otherwise, change very little.  But then honour was a strange thing, a commodity once tainted, which was tainted forever. 
 
    In the end he had decided that to fly tonight’s mission would be, on his part a vainglorious gesture.  A moral failure; he had a higher duty to the Republic than to salve his own conscience by one last act of meaningless bravura.  He had given his word to Carlos Rey.  True, he had not expected his boss, the Chief of Staff of the FAA was going to get himself shot down. 
 
    Although, within forty-eight hours he had had a Fokker F27 turboprop – an aircraft capable of relatively short take-offs and landings – flown down to Rio Gallegos and secretly placed on standby in a hangar, just in case an opportunity presented itself to spirit Rey off the Malvinas, a rescue mission now seemed out of the question.  While his friend might be sufficiently recovered from his injuries to be moved from his hospital bed, the airfield at Cap San Felipe was wrecked and nightly, shelled by the British. 
 
    The very idea of having to rescue the injured Chief of Staff of the Air Force from the clutches of the man his superiors in the Ejército Argentino regarded as a buffoon, albeit a useful, popular buffoon whose constant, invariably clumsy – sometimes laughably inept - plotting and manoeuvring had been, for years, a source of immense amusement to them all, was itself, prima facie, bizarre.  Excepting the fact that Carlos Rey, who had known Horacio Mendoza for over twenty years, had once told Facchetti that he was the only man in the Republic who quote: ‘scares the shit out of me!’  Il Presidente Juan Carlos Onganía Carballo had never known who was really pulling the strings of the colonels, and Facchetti seriously doubted his successor, Alejandro Agustín Lanusse, did either; a notoriously suspicious man, some said paranoid, Lanusse, had in any event been far too busy undermining Onganía to notice that Mendoza had outflanked them all.  But then Horacio Mendoza had always seemed such an archetypal cavalry officer, all bonhomie and pride, good cheer and bluster, oblivious to and somehow, above the infighting going on around him. 
 
    ‘That’s what he does, they all underestimate him,’ Carlos Rey had explained.  ‘They always have.  And as for that witch pulling his strings…’ 
 
    Facchetti knew it was paranoia but then he was operating in an environment in which paranoia was the standard frame of reference.  There was nothing sane about the way the Junta functioned, or the way his country was governed.  The war with the British was unnecessary; the final act of what, if he was an Englishman, he might consider possessed the classic tropes of any of the great Shakespearean tragedies.  His country was tearing itself apart and for all he knew, Carlos Rey, Mendoza and his colonels might just be a temporary sticking plaster.  His conscience would have troubled him more had he believed that the Junta commanded any of the moral high ground.  Transparently, it did not and was, in any case, no longer a coalition – an alliance in the name of national unity - of the three armed services, it was simply another dictatorship. 
 
    Augustine Lanusse and his impotent lapdog Pedro Gnavi - had demanded that the Air Force strike the English a second ‘hammer blow’ completely ignoring the fact that ninety percent of the FAA aircraft which had struck the first ‘blow’, no longer existed. 
 
    Facchetti had inquired, rather acidly, if this ‘hammer blow’ was to be co-ordinated with a ground assault on the enemy beach head? 
 
    No, Il Presidente, if he had thought about this at all, did not think that was likely.  It seemed that communications with Puerto Argentino were ‘spotty’ to ‘non-existent’; the English had cut all the undersea telephone cables and were intermittently succeeding in jamming local radio transmissions.  So, no, there would be no co-ordination with Army or Marine units on the ground.  Moreover, the clock was running. 
 
    US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger was due to fly in to Buenos Aires tomorrow afternoon.  Il Presidente Lanusse was eager to re-engage with the peace process with another ‘victory’ listed on his personal escutcheon. 
 
    ‘Seriously, sir?’  Facchetti had asked, unable to contain his incredulity that the man could be so…naïve. 
 
    ‘Would you have me deal with the Americans like a beaten, whipped dog?’  Lanusse had barked at him. 
 
    Facchetti had almost said: ‘Yes, that would be a lot better than actually being beaten like a dog!’ 
 
    He had given up trying to fathom the twisted logic behind mounting one last attack on the enemy on the night before the peace talks, hopefully, began in earnest. 
 
    He was a professional; so, he had done what he could to make the raid a success. 
 
    At Rio Gallegos, hundreds of kilometres closer to the Malvinas, every aircraft that could fly would be in the air tonight, including seven ARA Grumman F9U Panther jets.  Like all of the other aircraft – a motley collection of ancient F4U Corsairs and trainers – the Panthers lacked the operational range to reach and fight over the Malvinas, let alone to return to the mainland afterwards; thus, they were detailed to fly diversionary operations out to sea, turning back in time to land back at Rio Gallegos before their tanks ran dry.  Problematically, while Facchetti guessed these operations might distract the enemy for a while, when the Lincolns bored on alone towards the archipelago, those diversionary feints would count for nothing. 
 
    Presently, he was waiting for the latest weather reports from the south, the trailing edge of a front was dragging across the Patagonian hinterland.  Conditions for take-off from Rio Gallegos were borderline at best, he could live with that.  What he could not entertain was a situation in which what remained of the main fighting strength of the FAA had to return to fields locked down by a passing storm.  He would not receive the weather reports he needed until the Lincolns were half-way to the Malvinas but if the diversionary operations had to be scratched, he would not hesitate to recall the big bombers. 
 
    During his recent visit to the capital, he had been passed the latest list of FAA men in enemy hands.  Two more names had been added.  Added to the men who had baled out or crash-landed on Isla Soledad – there were only fragmentary reports from elsewhere on the Malvinas – of the 223 ARA and FAA missing airmen who had fought in the battles of 13th-14th November, thirty-one were prisoners of the British, and twenty-two were ‘safe’ in the hands of Argentine forces, the rest were now listed as missing in action, presumed dead. 
 
    All five Lincolns were ready. 
 
    As the last light faded the navigation lights of the big bombers winked as they trundled around the perimeter road towards the main runway, each aircraft weighed down by over six-and-a-half tons of high explosives and tonight, hundreds of stick incendiaries.  This time, the target was not enemy ships but troops on the ground and their war stores.  This time the attack would be from the west not the south, directly crossing the Estrecho de San Carlos, aiming for the English positions east of Puerto San Carlos around Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    Antonio Facchetti groaned inwardly. 
 
    This was the attack that ought to have taken place on the night of the 13th-14th, blasting a hole in the enemy’s lines ahead of the ground assault against the north-eastern sector of the English beachhead… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Churchill House, 
 
    Headington Quarry, Oxford 
 
      
 
    Now that the newly ennobled Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, Sir Francis Pym had had time to think about it, it was clear that he and the Prime Minister had drawn diametrically opposing conclusions from their conference with US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger.  Although Margaret Thatcher might be one of the shrewdest political operators he had ever met, she still had a disarming tendency to hear only the words that people said to her, remaining tone deaf to nuances which did not fit neatly into her determinedly literal frame of reference. 
 
    The notion that President Brenckmann was prepared to lend her an aircraft carrier might make everybody around her feel a little less suicidal; unfortunately, it did not actually change a damned thing on the ground on those bloody islands in the South Atlantic. 
 
    This was a point the US Secretary of State’s Military Assistant, the six foot three inch-tall – and almost as broad – thirty-five-year-old Major General Norman Schwarzkopf – had addressed with brisk, very precise language.  The man everybody in DC and the US Army called ‘Little Bear’, had been loaned to Henry Kissinger for the duration of the ‘peace shuttle’ by his boss, the Chairman of the Combined Chiefs of Staff, General William Childs Westmoreland.  Schwarzkopf had acted as a Personal Military Assistant to Westmoreland, and Secretary to the Chiefs of Staff Committee for the last eighteen months.  The youngest two-star general in the US Army, a veteran of the Second Korean War and both of the wars in the Midwest, he had become universally known as ‘Storming Norman’ for his rambunctious leadership of the Eighth Armoured Division in Indiana and Illinois during the Civil War of 1966, later being credited as the man most responsible for winning that tragic final conflict in less than a hundred hours.  Therefore, when ‘Little Bear’ pronounced on matters martial, people tended to sit up and take notice. 
 
    Well, unless they were a clown, like Nicanor Costa Mendez. 
 
    Schwarzkopf was wholly apprised that notwithstanding Henry Kissinger was back on the peace trail; it did not mean that the renewed burst of shuttle diplomacy was any likelier than before, to produce the outcome either the US President or the British Prime Minister so dearly cherished… 
 
    Whatever that was! 
 
    Francis Pym had spent a lot of time listening. 
 
    The freshly appointed Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, somewhat cloistered within the fraught bubble of Ulster politics in recent years, had been under the impression the Government’s policy was to frighten the Argentines into a pull out, after which Puerto Argentino would become Stanley again and then after a pause for emotions to quieten somewhat, both sides could sit down and have a sensible discussion about what to do next.  Instead, there had been that frightful bloodbath at Grytviken, the frigate HMS Rhyl had been torpedoed with heavy loss of life and OPERATION GRANDSTAND had kicked off with a disastrous international misunderstanding with the Americans.  As for the loss of the Ark Royal and the general carnage of what everybody now seemed to be calling the Second Battle of the Falkland Islands; how on earth anybody was going to be able to sit down around a peace table and chat about anything in a rational way any time in the next fifty years was beyond his ken! 
 
    So, here he was, the holder of one of the great posts of state – a supposed mover and shaker – and he did not have a clue what his own Government wanted, less still expected, to get out of this new and to his mind, dangerously flawed peace process. 
 
    He tried very hard, and failed miserably, not to roll his eyes when the Lady uttered those nonsensical words, again! 
 
    Unconditional surrender! 
 
    Pym had been impressed, pleasantly so, with the Americans, Kissinger seemed a very capable, insightful man, and Norman Schwarzkopf, was self-evidently perfectly capable of holding his own with Field Marshal Sir Michael Carver, the Chief of the Defence Staff, and the other service chiefs. 
 
    To their credit, neither Henry Kissinger or Schwarzkopf had rolled his eyes on any of the occasions that Margaret Thatcher had, with ever-greater, positively Boadicean stridency spoken those words. 
 
    Unconditional surrender! 
 
    Both men had, however, given Pym and Ian Gilmour, his counterpart at Defence very, very thoughtful looks which in the circumstances, said it all. 
 
    Francis Pym stirred. 
 
    He had thought being banished to the cockpit of Stormont Castle to attempt to hold the ring between the warring sectarian factions of Ulster for several long years was bad enough.  However, right now, he was tempted to ask if he could have his old job back.  Holding the ring, keeping the peace as best as possible might not have been a an elegant or a sure-fire policy but at least, when it came to Northern Ireland and relations with the Republic to the south, the Government had actually had a policy and by and large, stuck to it through thick and thin! 
 
    “So,” he coughed, wondering what was going through the mind of the thus far, studiously silent Chief of the Defence Staff.  Field Marshal Sir Michael Carver was not a man known to tolerate fools, gladly or otherwise, and much of what he had heard that morning was, to Pym’s way of thinking, foolish.  “Our strategy is to blockade and to starve the Argentine garrison and at some point, mount an assault on Stanley regardless of the progress, or lack of progress, of the ongoing peace process?” 
 
    It was Michael Carver’s turn to cough, politely. 
 
    “The trouble is that unless the Argentine garrison gets mutton-poisoning it can probably hold out indefinitely,” he observed with what, for any other man, would have been heavy irony. 
 
    The ‘mutton factor’ had been considered by the South Atlantic Planning Group but it had been assumed that, given air superiority over East Falkland, it would be of no benefit to the occupiers since if anybody ventured out into the Camp to ‘rustle’ sheep there was going to be a fast jet equipped with a 30-millimetre Aden cannon overhead. 
 
    Then the Hermes had broken down and the Ark Royal had been sunk; and nobody was counting their chickens vis-à-vis the Kestrels now gathering on South Georgia.  Presently, the South Atlantic Task Force was, absent the ‘fast jets’ in which the planners had invested so much hope. 
 
    “Quite so,” Pym agreed ruefully. 
 
    “We’re the ones who will struggle to maintain the blockade deep into next year,” Sir Ian Gilmour offered. 
 
    “Everything has changed now that we can rely on the logistical and war-fighting support of the US Navy,” the Prime Minister objected. 
 
    Both Henry Kissinger and Norman Schwarzkopf had winced when she had declaimed this yesterday. 
 
    Michael Carver shifted in his chair and leaned forward a few degrees to fix Margaret Thatcher in his sights. 
 
    “Prime Minister, even at this time of year an infantryman in the field on East Falkland must be rotated to rear-areas approximately every seven to ten days if he is to remain combat effective.  The ground is permanently wet, the wind blows at an average of seventeen miles-per-hour all year round and although presently the season is what passes for summer down there, if we are still campaigning in February the Austral winter will begin to bite.  By April or May our people might find themselves fighting across quagmires like those on the Western Front in the Great War. 
 
    The Prime Minister’s expression was mulish, and her eyes glittered with anger.  She had been livid when the CDS had casually notified her that the troopships Carmania and Franconia had been diverted to South Georgia and would not now, or in the near future, be landing their reinforcements on East Falkland. 
 
    Michael Carver was not a man who expected to have to explain himself twice, let alone three or more times; especially, when he had every right to expect that the realities of fighting a war in the South Atlantic over eight thousand miles from home bases, ought, by now, to be well understood by the woman whose government had sent the Task Force there in the first place. 
 
    “More pertinently,” he continued, “under the revised OPERATION SOMERVILLE schedule our ground force strength in the South Atlantic will peak in the second week of next month and thereafter, from mid-January, steadily erode.  Sending more troops from the United Kingdom is possible but self-defeating, we simply do not have the logistics lift to support them in the field,” the soldier half-raised his right hand, anticipating Margaret Thatcher’s objection.  “We would be reckless in the extreme to plan on the assumption that the US Navy will deploy in the South Atlantic in the force required to make a significant difference before the spring of next year.  Even if that happens, I am sure you will appreciate that our forces will by then be operating in an entirely different tactical environment; one that is dependent upon, and therefore, in the hands of the White House, not the Government in Oxford.” 
 
    Francis Pym clenched his hands together to stop himself burying his head in them.  Privately, he was appalled that the Prime Minister had not appreciated that if the Brenckmann Administration stepped into the ring then, inevitably, it would call every single subsequent shot. 
 
    He groaned inwardly. 
 
    The Prime Minister had that famously steely glint in her eyes… 
 
    “Well,” she declared, very nearly spitting the words between clenched teeth.  “Then perhaps, we ought to get on with it in the South Atlantic, don’t you think, gentlemen!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Leith Harbour, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    Much of Peter Christopher’s weariness had evaporated by the time he returned to the ship that evening after attending a council of war on board the Victorious, moored off the old whaling station at Stromness.  One of the four Sea Kings the old warhorse had brought down to the South Atlantic had picked up all the participants, and in the process, given everybody an indescribably stunning bird’s eye view of the mountainous terrain around the great natural harbour where over thirty warships, auxiliaries, oilers and merchantmen rode placidly at anchor beneath a near-perfectly clear azure sky. 
 
    Then, stepping back aboard the cruiser Peter had discovered that letters from home had finally caught up with the Liverpool. 
 
    His secretary, Robin Leblanc had already sorted his bag – literally, ‘a bag’ because as always, he had a large sack of mostly ‘fan’ mail – by the time Peter finally escaped to his stateroom. 
 
    In normal circumstances it had struck him as how counter-intuitive it was that a captain actually had very little to do when his ship was in port; at least, in comparison with his unrelenting twenty-four hours a day burdens when his ship was at sea.  Anchoring, or mooring, ordering ‘finished with main engines’ signalled a surreal transition; at sea he was responsible for everything every minute of every day, in port, the Executive Officer ran the show.  This was not written down anywhere; it was just the way things were and, so far as he could tell, always had been for as long as anybody could remember.  Not that a commanding officer was ever not busy; he seemed to have spent every waking hour at meetings, briefings and catching up on his reading – reports and non-urgent circulars, counter-signing personnel jackets, attending to the red tape that flowed across his desk – and every two or three days there was a Captain’s Table at which he was required to pass summary judgement on an unfortunate defaulter. 
 
    Robin Leblanc, having done his job with his customary diligence had arranged the ‘to be read’ letters, Marija’s and other obviously personal correspondence from friends, fellow officers and VIPs, unopened on Peter’s desk.  Other, low priority, probably not confidential in any meaningful sense – letters from run of the mill politicians and celebrities, and a selection of the normal ‘fan’ mail had been opened and piled, neatly, again in descending order of ‘I suggest you read these at your convenience, sir,’ stacks. 
 
    Adam Canning had got used to serving with a captain who was a ‘movie star’.  However, today’s long-awaited ‘mail-drop’ was excessive even by all past standards. 
 
    “My wife religiously writes to me once a week, with a comprehensive report of all that irks her,” he had confided to Peter, “the kids write a few lines to me every few weeks.  It’s all I can do to scratch off a few lines back to them now and then!” 
 
    Peter had explained that in comparison to Marija’s post bag, his own was but an apologetic pale shadow.  Nevertheless, in this delivery there was a missive from a former President of the United States, one Navy man to another; anodyne good luck and ‘sock it to them’ incitements from stars of the silver screen, TV and the stage, letters from the Prime Ministers of Australia and New Zealand and several other Commonwealth countries… 
 
    ‘I keep the letters mostly for the autographs,” he had joked with his second-in-command.  ‘One day my bambinos might like to know that their old father wasn’t the doddery old curmudgeon he’s bound to be in his old age!’ 
 
    Once, Adam Canning had forgotten himself and asked, like a schoolboy: ‘What’s JFK really like?’ 
 
    He had been surprised when his captain had paused for some moments before, in all seriousness, dignifying the question with remarks that would stay with him forever.  
 
    ‘His friends tell him he ought to forgive himself,’ Peter had said, momentarily lost in thought, ‘but I don’t think he ever will.  Not that I’d presume upon our friendship to seek to discuss the October War with him.  I think he only really relaxes when he is with his kids, or sailing the Gretchen Louise out in Nantucket Sound.  He misses the Navy…’ 
 
    Robin Leblanc guided Peter through his post bag. 
 
    “Perhaps, if I change the standard wording of the replies to the casual correspondents, sir,” the younger man suggested.  “Something about ‘the exigencies of life in the combat zone’, couched apologetically excusing the brevity of the reply, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s sounds sensible.  I’ll leave that to you but,” Peter anticipated his secretary’s next question, “I will continue to sign and personalise all replies as usual.” 
 
    The category of correspondence that Robin LeBlanc was managing on his behalf would be type-written, keeping both ‘Captain’s writers’ busy in the next few days. 
 
    Personalisation tended to be a handwritten ‘with kind regards’ or ‘thanking you for you good wishes’, or just, ‘faithfully or sincerely’ above Captain Sir Peter Christopher, RN, VC, HMS Liverpool. 
 
    Hand-written letters from VIPs needed to be responded to in kind but that would have to wait awhile, and in any event, the majority of those recipients would understand that replies composed in the combat zone tended to be terse. 
 
    Marija’s most recent letter was dated 8th November, one of a marvellously weighty collection of twenty-three from his wife which had collected at BFPO655 (South Atlantic Task Force/South Africa) re-directed to BFPOC11 (C11 being the Pennant number the Liverpool had inherited from the last cruiser bearing the city’s name, a Town class ship which had served with distinction in World War II), for onward transmission to BFPO655A (South Georgia).  It seemed that the fleet oiler Tidespring had arrived in Stromness Bay the day before Liverpool, loaded to the gunwales with a huge backlog of mail for the approximately three thousand men based at Walvis Bay and the Cape, and the eighteen thousand deployed at sea or on land on South Georgia and East Falkland. 
 
    The weightiness of Marija’s letters was partly because she often wrote several pages, very much as if she was recounting her day and her impressions of the same to him over dinner, but also because she always enclosed a couple of photographs.  Of the bambinos, friends, local events, knowing that even though he was half the world away and in command of over a thousand officers and men, that he badly needed to be in contact with his family.  That was the deal; their private pact against the world made all those years ago in Malta.  They would always be together no matter the physical distance between them. 
 
    His secretary departed, leaving Peter alone. 
 
    As was his habit he opened the most recent of Marija’s letters first; then, once he was satisfied nothing was seriously amiss at home, he would go back and digest each letter in date order, burying himself for as long as the demands of commanding the Royal Navy’s last big gun ship in commission allowed. 
 
    Marija began her letters ‘Husband’. 
 
    Your daughter is a monster! 
 
    Elisabetta, their first born was what their American friends might call a veritable ‘ball of fire’ and never more so than when Peter was away.  She was ‘Papa’s little girl’ and there was nothing to be done about it.  Marija was philosophical and the presence of her sisters, Mary Griffin and Rosa Hannay in the same household, meant she always had help on hand.  He and Marija had concluded long before they arrived home from Australia, that much of Elisabetta’s ‘monsterishness’ was probably the outward manifestation of a more than averagely precocious child who would, hopefully, gradually ‘calm down’ a little when she was absorbed into the milieu of ‘all the other little monsters’ when she started infant school next summer. 
 
    Apparently, Marija’s mother had been unwell.  She had since recovered somewhat but her father had kept the news of her brief hospitalisation secret until she was back at home in Sliema, and it seemed, well on the mend. 
 
    Distantly, the bellowing roar of at least two Rolls-Royce Pegasus power plants reverberated around the harbour; that was the Task Force’s substitute air force practicing its dance moves, Peter smiled to himself. 
 
    CINCSATF had ordered Raymond Lygo, the C-in-C on South Georgia to continue with trials to establish if Hermes’s Blackburn Buccaneer S-2s could be safely operated by the Hermes but in the event that was problematic – as they all feared it would be, regardless of the derring-do of 801 Naval Air Squadron’s intrepid aircrew - to form a new carrier battle group incorporating both the Victorious and the Hermes equipped solely with Kestrels and all the available helicopters.  To reflect the latest configuration of the South Atlantic Task Force, Lygo had been promoted acting-Rear Admiral, and the commanding officer of the Victorious, thirty-one-year-old Jock Slater – whose courageous initiative had ensured that his ship’s air group had arrived in the theatre of operations combat ready - had been awarded for the duration of the campaign a fourth ring, and was now an acting Captain. 
 
    Marija, a daughter of the Admiralty Dockyards of Malta would be fascinated when he told her how, in her latest, stripped down incarnation the thirty-year-old Victorious, was in many ways, an ideal flight deck for the Kestrels. 
 
    Peter had just got to the end of that first letter and was basking in the warm glow of listening to his wife’s voice speaking to him from its pages, half-transported to faraway Winchester and the bosom of the family and friends he missed so desperately – in those moments when he was so foolish as to allow himself to wool-gather about home – when there was a firm knock at his open door. 
 
    “I’m sorry to trouble you, sir,” Adam Canning apologised, stepping into the stateroom, followed by the cruiser’s Engineering Officer, Ewan Griggs. 
 
    Peter waved them forward. 
 
    “We’ve got to the bottom of the leak in Number 8 bunker, sir,” Griggs reported, his expression more than a little rueful.  “Literally, to the bottom of it,” he added. 
 
    Peter waited. 
 
    “What we assumed was a near miss, or more likely a non-penetrating hit from a 6-inch round, was something else.  There’s another hole we didn’t know about.  Another round that penetrated the hull about fifteen feet away and,” he shrugged, “since the divers haven’t found an exit hole in the double bottom, it must still be rolling around bunker Number 8 unexploded.” 
 
    “Okay,” Peter murmured. 
 
    He had indicated for the two men to sit down. 
 
    “Admiral Leach,” he half-smiled, “once told me the story about how one of the Bismarck’s 15-inch rounds that hit his father’s ship, the Prince of Wales in the Battle of the Denmark Strait lodged unexploded in a bunker just above the ship’s double bottom.  In the end, the only way they could remove it was to put the battleship in dry dock, cut a bloody big hole in the bottom plating and the inner hull and gingerly, very gingerly by all accounts, remove the offending article.  But, of course, we’re several thousand miles from the nearest dry dock, gentlemen.” 
 
    Peter did not need to consult the ship’s blueprints to know that the 6-inch shell, fired by the General Belgrano was rolling about in a bunker somewhere beneath Number 1 Turbine, which drove the Liverpool’s port outer shaft. 
 
    “So, what’s to be done, gentlemen?”  He asked. 
 
    Assuming the round was a 130-pound armour-piercing shell its blasting charge was probably around fifteen pounds of high explosive, Amatol if it was an unmodified US Navy projectile.  That amount of explosive was not going to blow a big hole in the bottom of the cruiser but it might, detonating in an enclosed space cause significant, relatively localised shock damage to machinery mounts and sensitive instrumentation in adjacent compartments.  Conceivably, if the blast occurred when the ship was under way, it might unseat or warp the packing around the adjacent propellor shaft and potentially, that might lead to widespread flooding. 
 
    “We’ll get a proper patch on the hull, sir,” Ewan Griggs sniffed.  “That’s the easy part.  That said, there are a couple of places where we can cut into the bulkhead above Number 8 bunker.  If we can stop the leaks, we can pump it out.  After that, it ought to be relatively simple humping a 6-inch round up through the ship and putting it over the side.  Although, I wouldn’t care to do any of that in a seaway, mind you.” 
 
    Liverpool was scheduled to be alongside the Triumph another twenty-four hours, then there were other ships ‘in the queue’ and she would need to find another berth, always assuming she was not tasked for a new mission in the meantime. 
 
    “I’ve taken the liberty of liaising with Triumph,” Adam Canning reported.  “Captain Alexander was surprisingly relaxed about us doing a little bomb disposal work but understandably, he had strong views about us chucking the round over the side in the vicinity of his ship.” 
 
    Peter chortled under his breath and shook his head. 
 
    “You can see his point of view.”  He said.  Them thinking about it offered: “Can we manage with only a skeleton Engine Room watch while the work is proceeding, Chief?”  He asked the Liverpool’s Birkenhead-born and raised Engineering Officer. 
 
    The other man nodded. 
 
    “In that case, carry on please, gentlemen.” 
 
    Within minutes, Peter was engrossed again in his precious cornucopia of correspondence from England. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Wednesday 26th November 
 
    Camp Prado de Ganso 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Alberto Castro Fox had looked in on Leopoldo Galtieri before he joined his men to partake of the grey, vaguely meaty stew that passed for hot food within the enclave. 
 
    The big combat engineer had a lot more colour in his cheeks and claimed, unconvincingly, that the ringing in his ears and the splitting headaches had begun to wane in intensity. 
 
    ‘Of course, I might just be getting used to it!’  He had remarked. 
 
    Castro Fox suspected he was just putting a brave face on things; Galtieri had been too close to the explosion of a shell which had killed most of the men around him.  The spearhead company of the 107th Combat Engineer Combat Group had suffered heavy casualties in its abortive sortie to the north.  Caught in the open by naval gunfire and subsequently harried all the way back into the lines north of Darwin, it was a miracle that over three hundred men, many walking wounded, had survived the debacle. 
 
    The English were all over the Camp to the north and the east, occasionally sniping, mostly to keep the defenders on edge and to make everybody walk doubled over, keeping low.  As if life in the newly christened ‘Goose Meadow’ Camp was not already miserable enough! 
 
    Hector Balza, the Camp Commander, had made a big thing about that, even though the renaming ceremony had had to be held in the middle of the night, in darkness so as not to attract the attention of one of the helicopters thrumming overhead in the darkness, or of a frigate or a destroyer loitering menacingly in the Estrecho de San Carlos. 
 
    Galtieri had managed to march back into camp unaided; however, in common with otherwise invisible, initially symptomless concussion-blast injuries, the headaches and the nausea had struck with a vengeance some forty-eight hours after his return.  He had collapsed, suffered some kind of fitting episode and nobody had expected him to recover consciousness.  Thus, the submariner was immensely relieved that the patient was now, sitting up unaided and partaking of what passed for nourishment at Camp Prado de Ganso. 
 
    Castro Fox and his much-reduced, eighteen man crew had abandoned the Santiago del Estero after all hope of restarting her one, previously serviceable diesel had come to nothing about twenty-four hours after Galtieri and his party had gone ashore north of Camilla Creek.  Without the diesels there was no way to recharge the submarine’s batteries and suspecting that it was only a matter of time before the enemy, possibly special forces patrols, came to investigate the old beached Balao class boat, he had ordered the setting of scuttling charges, and he and his men had paddled south down Brenton Loch.  In two waterlogged life rafts, soaked to the skin, exposed to the biting westerly wind and starting to not-so-slowly freeze to death they had come ashore around dawn on the north western side of the Darwin-Goose Green isthmus without attracting anybody’s attention, and marched, bedraggled into the half-deserted position of the 107th Combat Engineers, most of whom had moved out overnight ahead of their abortive northward attack on the enemy lines around Sussex Mountain. 
 
    He and his men had been killing time, trying to keep dry and warm ever since.  Things had improved as Galtieri had returned, little by little, to the world of the living, not least because his men soon noted that he treated Castro Fox like an eccentric younger brother. 
 
    With plenty of time on his hands, the Navy man was painfully aware of the worsening squalor of the camp.  Given that he was accustomed to life in an old-fashioned ‘pig-boat’ submarine, it took a lot to offend his sensibilities but when several hundred men – actually, according to Galtieri there were as many as thirteen hundred men within the perimeter of Camp Prado de Ganso – were living in a relatively small area with poor natural drainage and fixed, permanent shelter for less than half that number, it became vital that the closest possible attention was paid to latrine construction and maintenance, that the supply of potable water was protected, personal cleanliness and hygiene was prioritised, and all equipment and weaponry was kept as pristine as possible.  Unfortunately, none of these things were regarded as garrison priorities.  There was not even a centralised messing system in place to optimise the distribution and security of the available, rapidly diminishing food supplies, the latrines were overfilled shit holes and some of the conscripts had taken to crapping in their own trenches. 
 
    The general unsoldierliness of the camp administration was brought into stark relief by the fact that Galtieri’s men observed completely different standards of field craft and personal hygiene to the majority of the men in the Army units around them; his officers lived among their men, eating with them, and regularly inspected their bivouacs and paid close attention to the physical wellbeing of the other ranks.  Elsewhere, officers still lived as if on exercise in Patagonia, attended by stewards and mess orderlies while basically, their men were left to fend for themselves, hence the crapping in the trenches, and the ever-increasing number of men coming down with dysentery. 
 
    The last couple of days Castro Fox had stepped over or around the butchered carcases of sheep left unburied on or near the haphazard turf and boardwalk walkways stretching across parts of the camp.  Trampled and disturbed by so many men and the wheels of their vehicles and gun carriages, the ground underfoot was turning into a peaty quagmire.  105-millimetre artillery shells were stacked in puddles, some of the tents in which several hundred men lived were so wet, and sited on such bad ground that their occupants had to bail them out every morning regardless of whether it had rained overnight. 
 
    This was not the way things were organised in the 107th’s sector around Verde de Ganso.  Men took it in turns to sleep under cover in old farm buildings, drainage trenches had been excavated and drinking water was boiled during the hours of daylight, dry pathways had been built up and equipment lifted onto pallets to keep the damp at bay.  Oh, and the men were expected to wash every day, to always have at least one pair of dry socks available; whereas, surrounding units carried on as if their officers had never heard of such a thing as trench foot. 
 
    Elements of the 600th Anti-Aircraft Regiment had sited their 20-millimetre Oerlikon cannons along the northern shore of the Darwin-Goose Green Isthmus, and within the nearby settlement; adjacent to the 107th’s lines three heavy machine guns of the 104th Regiment now covered the western approaches to Camp Prado de Ganso. 
 
    In the last couple of days rumours had circulated that Army Officers were still eating canned and dried provisions while everybody else was on a mutton ration.  Castro Fox had reported this to the Camp Commander and been brusquely dismissed for his trouble, only to learn – albeit without seeing it with his own eyes - that actually, many of the 9th Regiment’s officers were still living off their own personal stores, boxes of preserves and fine liquors sent out to them in the final days before the English shut down the Cap San Felipe air base, and the last supply ship braved the crossing to the archipelago. 
 
    Shortly after Castro Fox returned to the decrepit outhouse allocated to the small band of submariners – hardly large enough to sleep more than a dozen of them a night – he heard the sound of engines in the sky.  Just a murmur at first, then a steady, pulsing rumble approaching from the west. 
 
    It had been fully dark for three hours by then. 
 
    The blackout, never perfect across Cap Prado de Ganso – that was another thing he had politely pointed out to Hector Balza’s Chief of Staff, only to be told to mind his own Navy business – betrayed the extent of the defensive works. 
 
    Balza did not care because the enemy had no air force. 
 
    ‘Helicopters?’  Castro Fox had reminded his Army comrades. 
 
    To no effect. 
 
    He and his men stepped out into the night.  There were spits of rain in the air and the wind was blowing hard, gusting up to at least forty to fifty kilometres per hour. 
 
    “The big bombers are back again!”  One man declared cheerfully. 
 
    “I thought they came in from the south the last time?”  Castro Fox asked, thinking aloud. 
 
    This time the bombers seemed to be coming directly from the west, steering a course likely to overfly the camp… 
 
    Castro Fox wearily turned that thought in his head. 
 
    He tried to recall the charts for this part of the Malvinas. 
 
    It is the middle of the night, he thought; the men up there can see nothing.  All they have is a small, blurry image on a 1940s radar oscilloscope so…what are they seeing? 
 
    What does the isthmus and the shallow channel leading away approximately to the north – Brenton Loch – look like on those old screens? 
 
    Approaching at a right-angle the first thing the bombardiers on those aircraft would be looking for was the Estrecho de San Carlos, then a spit of land, a headland, the western side of San Carlos Water – which might be indistinguishable from a broad swath of boggy land, north-western Lafonia to the west of the sea loch where he had scuttled the Santiago del Estero – and then more water which, as soon as the ships in the Sound opened fire, it would almost certainly convince the men in those aircraft that they were over the anchorage sheltering the enemy’s supply ships… 
 
    But the bombers were still heading towards the isthmus upon which he was standing.  Distantly, the clouds on the horizon to the north flashed dimly.  Very few of the ships moored in the northern reaches of the Estrecho de San Carlos would be close enough to shoot at the oncoming bombers because they were so far off course to the south… 
 
    The submariners looked at each other as they heard the whistling of the first bombs plummeting to earth. 
 
    It seemed to Alberto Castro Fox that those bombs were falling on top of his head. 
 
    He yelled, pushing the man nearest to him to the ground. 
 
    “DOWN!  EVERYBODY DOWN!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Thursday 27th November 
 
    HMNB Coulport, The Gare Loch 
 
    Dumbartonshire 
 
      
 
    The low cloud and stormy weather had caused the grounding of all helicopters in the Clyde Military District until 08:00 hours tomorrow morning at the earliest, so after Vice Admiral Sir Simon Collingwood and his travelling Staff had disembarked from the RAF C-130 Hercules transport which had conveyed them north from Brize Norton, in Oxfordshire, it had been necessary to complete the journey in a small convoy of cars. 
 
    The avenue of umbrellas gamely held against the viciously gusting gale-force winds did little to keep the newcomers dry as they clambered out onto the puddle-strewn forecourt of the new Administration Block at HMNB Coulport.  The SLR-armed Royal Marines manning the perimeter barricades and the entrances to each of the self-contained compounds within the soon to be completed and formally commissioned Submarine Operational Command and Support Establishment (SOCSE), only gave a clue to the fact one was inside the most secret naval base in the British Isles.  Sometime next year the first Royal Navy, Barrow-in-Furness built Polaris ballistic missile submarine would come alongside Coulport’s Special Munitions Quay to take onboard two test – lacking warheads – Polaris A3 missiles, which during the course of her acceptance trials she would ‘shoot’ into the mid-Atlantic, proving that she was in every respect, fit for purpose and therefore, ready to begin her first deterrent patrol. 
 
    There were those who honestly believed that the Soviet Union was a spent force, caged beyond the Central European Demilitarised Zone, and still wrecked.  This was not the stance of the British or the US Governments; memories of Red Dawn atrocities and the Gulf War, of the malign influence of the Soviets in devastated West Germany and in creating the evil that was the Front Internationale in France, were not about to fade any time soon and in the coming years it was intended that US and British ballistic missile submarines, roaming the world’s oceans, unseen and undiscoverable with their cargoes of thermonuclear death, would be like a sword of Damocles hanging over the heads of every future Soviet Politburo. 
 
    However, the Royal Navy’s full partnership in that doomsday pact lay in the future; at present the men responsible for delivering the Royal Navy’s undersea fleet, and soon, a substantial part of the nation’s thermonuclear deterrent capability, were confronting the worrying accumulation of evidence that there might be something badly wrong with either its standard operating procedures or with the design of its growing fleet of SSNs. 
 
    Specifically, it was not inconceivable that there was a catastrophic design fault in the most recent Churchill class boats, four of the seven vessels thus far commissioned into service.  Conqueror and Courageous had been withdrawn from operations due to mechanical breakdowns – in Conqueror’s case, she had experienced major electrical problems and started taking on water at one point, necessitating surfacing in a combat zone to begin her long voyage home from the South Atlantic – and the Cassandra had been lost, cause unknown.  The nightmare was that Churchill, the name ship of the class and to date, the most modified, retrofitted in some respects to remedy the defects that were inevitable in the first hull of any new class of vessel, might be as prone as the Cassandra had been, to whatever disaster had overwhelmed her as she transited Rockall Deep fourteen days ago. 
 
    Rear Admiral Francis Barrington, C-in-C Gare Loch, greeted Flag Officer Submarines.  The old friends exchanged perfunctory salutes and then the party was streaming into the building to get out of the rain. 
 
    Soon the two men were alone. 
 
    “Is Haggard on hand, Francis?”  Simon Collingwood checked. 
 
    Thirty-seven-year-old Commander Noel Haggard had relinquished his command of the Cassandra earlier that year after an incident with two fishing boats in the North Channel, the verdict of the Board of Inquiry into the incident concluding that he had failed to work his command up to the appropriate peak of operational efficiency in the previous three months. 
 
    This was harsh, and everybody knew it. 
 
    But that was the way things had to be in the Submarine Service. 
 
    There was no shame in this, any of it. 
 
    In fact, the Board of Inquiry had been reluctant to blame him for the fishing boat incident, and the standards required of the performance of the crew of a British SSN was perfection; it was just that Noel Haggard had not been a miracle worker in his first spell in command of an SSN.  Another time, he might be – a miracle worker, that is - which was why he had been retained at his substantive rank of Commander.  All nuclear boat commanding officers were temporarily advanced to Captain if they had not already reached that exalted rank for the duration of their period in command.  Subsequently, Haggard had been slotted into the Nuclear Boat Operational Training Staff, in anticipation that at some point in the future, he would almost certainly be offered another submarine command, perhaps even the command of another SSN; not least because of the way he had reacted to his removal from Cassandra; a setback he had taken ‘on the chin’, fully accepted personal responsibility for, and thereafter, asked for the opportunity to make amends. 
 
    “Yes,” Francis Barrington confirmed.  “Noel’s been poring over the status, maintenance and defect lists for Cassandra.” 
 
    An SSN commander needed to know every inch of his boat down to the level of every weld, nut and bolt, widget and lever.  He was expected to be seaman, engineer, nuclear physicist, grease monkey and tactician par excellence all in one; and it was taken for granted that he would also be a natural-born leader of men. 
 
    Noel Haggard had taken command of the Cassandra over a year ago, at that time she was still an inert lump of very convoluted metal in a graving dock and her Rolls-Royce Pressurised Water Reactor had still been cold.  He had brought the boat to life, commanded her through her acceptance trials and commissioned her; a fraught, once in a lifetime achievement which Simon Collingwood had gone through with the Dreadnought in the spring of 1963.  Any man who could get through that traumatic experience in one piece, physically and mentally, was not a man the Submarine Service could afford to cast aside simply because he might have made one or two non-fatal errors of judgement and almost but not quite, successfully moulded his crew into a team capable of meeting what were acknowledged to be very nearly impossibly high operational standards.  Pragmatically, his only real fault had been a lack of ruthlessness; not a defect in his successor’s character. 
 
    Sandy Woodward had wasted no time demanding – within seventy-two hours of coming aboard Cassandra - the removal and replacement of two of the officers he had inherited, as well as a senior, very popular chief petty officer, and seven other men.  A symbolic ‘decimation’, ridding himself of one man in ten of what he regarded as a failed crew, just so everybody knew exactly where he was coming from. 
 
    That was typical Sandy Woodward! 
 
    And it was the reason why comparing practically any other submarine commander with Sandy was unfair, the one-time master of the Perisher Course had been a one-off… 
 
    Both men were still on their feet. 
 
    “I know it’s early but what conclusions has Noel come to, Francis?”  Collingwood asked bluntly. 
 
    “All four Churchill’s were rushed to sea at least a year early,” his friend replied, deadpan.  He had been Collingwood’s willing accomplice in forcing the pace.  “That’s me para-phrasing; Noel is much more diplomatic about it.  You and I have discussed this before; we both think it takes up to a year to fully commission a boat and to achieve an optimal operational condition.  Once Valiant and Warspite were at sea, we shortened the working up schedule to six to seven months, knowing that the urgency this would engender would feed back into the whole program.  In hindsight, that was a process that started while Warspite and Valiant were still on the stocks.  We were lucky with Dreadnought, and Warspite and Valiant seem to be pretty damned solid designs; but again, how much of that is real, or just down to the fact that we know a lot more about those boats in real operational deployments than we do the newer Churchills, I don’t know.  We ended up very nearly having to take the Churchill to pieces before we got her ship-shape.  As for Cassandra, well, we know about the delays caused by the various re-design modifications and the piecemeal retro-fitting during her construction, and we thought we knew what we needed to know about the incidence of faulty welds and the production quality control issues with the steel used in her piping and turbine set.  Likewise, we believed we had identified all the lapses in the Yard’s own record-keeping and inspection regimes.  We thought we’d got on top of that,” he sighed, shook his head, “and other things.  But,” he shrugged, “perhaps, we were kidding ourselves, Simon.” 
 
    The Churchills had been beset by quality control disputes, plagued by poor workmanship and Trades Union disputes which had disrupted the latter stages of the construction of the Courageous and the Cassandra.  Underlying the industrial strife was the fact that skilled labour was in short supply in the rapidly recovering post-October War economy.  If a man wanted to go in search of pastures new, significantly greener and better paid ones, with the end of the Emergency Powers proscriptions on who could work where, and in effect, selective worker-conscription across British industry, there was very little the Navy could do about it.  Unsurprisingly, workers responsible for shoddy work rarely liked being held to account for their failings; often they just walked off the job and took their lackadaisical ways and incompetence with them elsewhere.  That also was the way of the world, a sign that things were getting back to some kind of normality. 
 
    “What are the latest defect lists from Valiant and Warspite looking like, Francis?”  Collingwood asked, finally settling in a chair near Barrington’s desk. 
 
    The other man joined him, pulling up a second chair. 
 
    Boats on patrol sent home intermittent mechanical updates, shorthand versions of normal ‘defect lists’, and weekly prioritised ‘work-required schedules’ even when they were in a combat zone. 
 
    “Apart from short spells at Leith Harbour both boats have been continuously on patrol over five months,” Francis Barrington reminded his friend, not needing to say any more. 
 
    Collingwood held up a hand in apology. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I know this thing is only complicated because I’m making it so, Francis,” he groaned.  “Whichever way one looks at it there are only two questions to be asked, and resolved, and the second follows on from the first.  Whilst I’d like to think my answer to those questions would be materially different if the Argentine Fleet was still intact, it is not really pertinent to the decision I have to make tonight.” 
 
    Barrington nodded sagely. 
 
    He understood that his friend had not come to Scotland to hear his advice, or to in any way share the responsibility for what must be done; no, he was simply gathering the facts he was going to place before the First Sea Lord and ultimately, the Prime Minister. 
 
    The buck stopped with Flag Officer, Submarines. 
 
    Simon Collingwood gave the other man a rueful look. 
 
    “The Lady threw my resignation in my face the other week,” he remarked, his weariness grey in his face.  “But this time around, I’ll be lucky if my feet touch the ground on the way out of her presence!” 
 
    The two men quietly shared the joke. 
 
    A knock at the door presaged the entry of two stewards with a tea set. 
 
    “I haven’t asked you about Maya and the children?”  Barrington prompted; knowing that they both needed a little space in which to draw breath. 
 
    “Maya takes any criticism of me in the papers to heart,” Collingwood smiled.  “Rather in the manner of a Tigress protecting her cubs, actually.  I think she was almost throwing things at the TV last week.  I’ve only seen the little ones a couple of times since OPERATION GRANDSTAND kicked off, the yo-yoing with the rules of engagement in the South Atlantic and the loss of the Cassandra haven’t left much time for anything else.”  He shook his head.  “That’s the thing people outside don’t understand; you knew all those men on the Cassandra, and I knew all the officers, the chiefs and a lot of the men, at least by name…  We’re all supposed to be very British, properly stiff upper-lipped about Sandy and all those fine fellows going missing, dying; but I’m not sure any of us are made that way anymore, all that stuff went out with our parents’ generation.  Goodness, we all survived the October War together…” 
 
    Francis Barrington knew his friend would not, could not say this, any of it to anybody else in the Service. 
 
    “Yes, well, you know what I think about this damned fool talk about resignations,” he said quietly. 
 
    “We’ll be in a fine old mess if both of us go, Francis!” 
 
    “That’s why I should be the one to go!” 
 
    Simon Collingwood shook his head, grimaced wanly: “Of course, it may be academic.  We’ll probably both be cashiered anyway, old man.” 
 
    They were chortling about this when there was another knock at the door. 
 
    “You asked me to report to you, sirs?”  Commander Noel Haggard said dutifully as he hovered on the threshold of the office. 
 
    Both Admirals got to their feet, the Submarine Service was a brotherhood and in their own company, many of the formalities and institutional discourtesies which remained elsewhere in the Royal Navy, had no place in what was ever-more a technocracy which could not afford the hide-bound traditions of previous generations. 
 
    “Come in, Noel,” Collingwood directed, extending his hand to the newcomer.  “You’re our senior resident expert on the operational-mechanical condition of the Churchills.  I need to pick your brain before I return to Oxford this evening.”  He checked his watch, “or rather, tomorrow morning to report to the First Sea Lord, the Chiefs of Staff and to the Prime Minister.” 
 
    SSN commanders, even one’s who had a right to feel a little down at heel, were made of sterner stuff than the majority of mere mortals.  Moreover, by the time they stood in their own control room they tended to have had a more than average amount of contact with, not to mention, familiarity with flag officers as a breed.  So, as a clique, they had highly developed appreciations of what they could, and could not, get away with. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m not an admiral, sir!” 
 
    Simon Collingwood patted his arm and indicated a free chair. 
 
    Seven years ago, on that dreadful night of the war, he would never have imagined he could have become such a consummate political animal.  Commanding a nuclear submarine was child’s play in comparison with trying to hold one’s own with the people’s representatives! 
 
    He had not needed to traipse all the way up to Dumbartonshire; this visit was theatre, nothing more or less.  He needed to be seen to have visited the Gare Loch, to have bent Francis Barrington to his will, and then returned, in command, to Oxford to deliver words of wisdom and above all, reassurance to his political masters.  Well, that was not going to happen but at least he had given them their political theatre! 
 
    “You don’t get off that easily, Noel.  You’ll be coming with me to Oxford!”  Before the former captain of the Cassandra could reply, Collingwood added: “I will be recommending the withdrawal of all our SSNs from the South Atlantic.  They all need to go into dock for as long as it takes to survey them from stem to stern, every fraction of an inch of them.  If there’s something wrong with our bloody boats we need to find out what it is and I,” he nodded at Noel Haggard, “need you to be my aide-de-camp in the coming days.” 
 
    The Cassandra’s former commanding officer blinked at him. 
 
    Simon Collingwood took pity on him. 
 
    “The captains of the other Churchills are at sea and won’t be back in the United Kingdom for many weeks.  Other officers will have valuable inputs to the ongoing Board of Inquiry into the loss of the Cassandra; but none of them has such recent control room experience as you.  Besides, you’re a personable chap, and you’ll make a good impression on the Ministers and members of parliament who will also want to pick your brain in the next few days.” 
 
    “Thank you for saying so, sir, but…” 
 
    “No buts,” Collingwood declared, without censure.  “Oxford is a snake-pit, Noel.  A lot of people down there want to scrap the Undersea Fleet Project; they won’t hesitate to use the death of so many of our friends and shipmates to attack us.  It is highly likely that I will be hauled up in front of a Parliamentary Committee to be ritually keel-hauled.  That’s par for the course.  You will be in the room when that happens.  That is why I need you to acclimatise yourself to the way things are done in Oxford in advance.” 
 
    Francis Barrington grimaced. 
 
    “Cheer up, Noel.  Worse things happen at sea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia was not a great one for entertaining gossip.  He had always suspected that Horacio Mendoza was not entirely the straight-forward, bluff old cavalryman he liked to pretend he was.  He had survived too many internecine battles within the Ejército Argentino down the years, and his advancement to his present, exalted rank had been smooth, uninterrupted, relatively controversy-free, which in itself spoke to a man who understood how to negotiate the twisting streams of Argentine politics with the acuity of an eel, worming up river against the prevailing currents.  So, he had never been the cheery, larger than life character he presented to the world; there was a lot more to him than that because all things being equal, there had to be.  Like most senior officers, especially those close to the heart of the Junta, it stood to reason that he had multiple skeletons in his personal cupboard, and secrets he did not want aired for fear that they might become seen for the dirty linen that they were.  Oh, and Hugo had never really been taken in by his friend’s still grieving widow act, because everybody of his generation in the Argentine military knew that Horacio had never claimed to be a saint. 
 
    Hugo did not care about the Governor’s peccadillos; they both had more important things to worry about.  If Horacio Mendoza was an adroit, behind the scenes political operator, what of it?  He would never have found himself sitting in the Governor’s Palace if he had not been.  They found themselves in the middle of a war, and to the Commander of the MLFG, the whispers about Horacio and Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid – who allegedly might have been his mistress for many years – were professionally, none of his damned business. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had greeted Hugo Bonham-Garcia in his predecessor’s bare-walled – denuded of its former gaudy statuary and objet d'art – office, and immediately suggested that they might go for a stroll. 
 
    “You and I both need to clear our heads,” he had declared.  By then, early in the afternoon the true scale of the overnight disaster at Verde de Ganso was sinking in. 
 
    The FAA had carpet bombed, and largely obliterated the eastern half of Camp Prado de Ganso.  The Sector Commander, Hector Balza was missing, presumed killed as were the majority of the senior officers of the 9th and 14th Infantry Regiments.  The bombing had lit off at least two ammunition dumps, and almost incidentally, ignited fuel stores, the latter being somewhat academic given that only a handful of vehicles had survived the catastrophe.  Of the one-thousand-three-hundred man garrison at least four hundred men were dead or wounded and as things stood, there was nothing either man could do to stop the British – if they wanted - simply marching down the coast and taking possession of the whole sector. 
 
    “Galtieri’s in charge,” Hugo informed his friend.  He was so tired he could not remember if he had told Mendoza that the rambunctious combat engineer was still alive.  “The 107th is just about the only unit which escaped the worst of the bombing more or less intact,” he went on.  “He has some madcap scheme to use the helicopters on Isla Gran Malvina to transport over men and supplies from the Bahia Zorro base.”  His tone indicated that he had squashed that idea in no uncertain terms.  “I think he must still be concussed.” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had led them out into the central courtyard of the complex, directly above the basement hospital.  Walking wounded were sitting, smoking, chatting to members of what was in effect, a nursing auxiliary, set up from scratch by Hugo’s wife and Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid. 
 
    The two men put on stoically cheerful faces as they paced in the weak sunshine.  At least within the courtyard, one was out of the wind and the sunshine had a little genuine warmth. 
 
    There were only three or four serviceable helicopters on Isla Gran Malvina, and less than ten on the whole archipelago.  The biggest of them were a couple of Army Bell UH-1 Iroquois capable of lifting perhaps twelve to fifteen men at a time.  However, had there been sufficient air lift available – which there was not - enemy ships patrolled the Estrecho de San Carlos and even at night a relatively slow-moving target like a helicopter was horribly vulnerable over open water. 
 
    “You haven’t told me what you really think about sending those two British Marines through the lines, Hugo?” 
 
    That business had been delayed another day; there was mist and low cloud over the Tercer Corral Sector and the only guarantee that a party – the two prisoners of war and their escort – might safely cross the two thousand metres of no man’s land between the lines along the North Camp Road east of Cerro Montevideo under the protection of a white flag, was good visibility. 
 
    “That’s because I don’t know what I really think about it, Horacio,” Hugo Bonham-Garcia confessed wanly. 
 
    The object of the exercise, a relatively modest gambit was to allow the two paroled Royal Marines the opportunity to see with their own eyes the depth of the defences in and around, and most importantly, in the western mountains protecting Puerto Argentino – to confirm what the British probably already knew, that the key strategic port-city on the archipelago was going to be a nightmare to capture – and to put their enemies squarely on the horns of a moral dilemma by delivering a letter that might have incendiary consequences for them all.  That witch in Oxford was always telling the world that somebody had to stand up for what was right; well, now they would discover if that was just hyperbole! 
 
    Hugo had spoken to his wife before he had appended his signature to the letter that the British Royal Marines were carrying through the lines.  Elena had known he was going to sign it anyway but it had been good to be assured that he was not so fixated on military considerations, or his growing preoccupation with the real motives of the Governor of the Malvinas, that he had lost the wider plot. 
 
    ‘The British will know all about you two old soldiers,’ Elena had observed wryly.  ‘When they read that letter, they’ll know there isn’t so much as a cigarette paper between you, that there is none of the in-fighting in Buenos Aires out here.  And that is why they will take it seriously.’ 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had freely admitted that he had sought the counsel of his predecessor’s widow.  Typically, Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid’s views had been stridently expressed.  Although she still had no intention of leaving ‘the flower of the Republic’s manhood to fight the good fight alone’ she had agreed with the rest of Horacio’s proposal. 
 
    Hugo sighed: “Everything I have seen tells me that the British are measured and ruthless, many of the men on their ships and I’d guess, most of the men they’ve landed on the archipelago, are veterans.  We gave them a Hell of a shock with OPERATION RIVADAVIA but their fleet is still blockading us and you and I both know that we’re not about to roll up their beach head.  They have the initiative; and I don’t see them surrendering it.” 
 
    The two men continued to pace, moving along the cloistered passageways around the courtyard as the rain began to fall heavily. 
 
    They halted, watched orderlies carrying a man on a stretcher into the building, the party pausing to reorganise itself to negotiate the flight of steps down to the basement hospital.  Two women emerged from the shadow, wives of Hugo’s Marines, they smiled shyly at the two great men and went about supervising the safe carriage of their latest patient. 
 
    Hugo had quirked a tight-lipped smile for the benefit of the young women.  Now, he sighed: “Elena is right, we are alone out here.  Those people on the mainland don’t care if we live or die.  So, we might as well start making our own history.” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza chortled quietly. 
 
    “Coming from an old Marine like you that sounds almost metaphysical, Hugo!” 
 
    “Yes, well, being cast away on an island tends to do that to a man!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Friday 28th November 
 
    Moss Side Camp 
 
    46 Royal Marine Commando 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Major General Ian Gourlay jumped from the cabin of the Wessex V without waiting for its rotors to start spooling down.  He trotted clear of the orbit of grass and mud stirred by the arrival of the camouflaged troop-carrier, straightened, returned Lieutenant Colonel Sir Steuart Pringle’s crisp salute and fell into step with the commanding officer of 46 Commando.  Behind the two officers stretchers were already being lifted into the Wessex, and other men queued to hurriedly mount up.  Out here at the Moss Side Camp, where sangars and tents sprawled across the reverse slope of three low hills masking them from direct line of sight from the nearest Argentine redoubt, some three miles to the east, everybody knew that they were well within range of enemy artillery, and the arrival of a helicopter during the hours of daylight was not an event that was likely to go unnoticed on a clear morning such as this. 
 
    “They turned up a couple of hours ago with an unarmed escort of half-a-dozen Argentine Marines,” Pringle explained.  “Normal white flag drill; we offered the escort a cup of tea and a bacon sandwich, the least one can do for delivering a couple of our finest back to us, and sent them back from whence they came, no questions asked.” 
 
    Ian Gourlay absorbed this report without comment. 
 
    Under white flag protocols it would have been bad form to frisk the Argentines, or to mess them about in any way.  Tea and sandwiches, indeed!  That was pure Steuart Pringle but the C-in-C Land Forces only allowed himself the most transient of sly smiles. 
 
    Sergeant Donald ‘Derry’ O’Mara and Lance Corporal John ‘Jack’ Andrews, both kitted out in Argentine Marine camouflaged battle dress, absent any insignia of rank, and shod in US Army boots leapt to attention when the two officers entered the HQ Company Tent. 
 
    Ian Gourlay thought he recollected meeting the older man once, a few years ago but was fairly sure that he had never encountered the younger SBS man. 
 
    “Welcome back,” he said stiffly. 
 
    The two repatriated POWs stood rigidly at attention. 
 
    “At ease.  You’ll be glad to hear the other four members of your team are in one piece.  Captain Ashdown apart, they escaped serious injury and have been re-deployed on new missions.  Paddy is still on board Bulwark.  Apparently, much taken by a certain nurse; but that’s another story.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” O’Mara said, relaxing a fraction but still a little awed by the presence of the man everybody knew was going to be the next Commandant of his Corps. 
 
    “I gather you two were both allowed to visit Corporal Hollberg prior to your departure from Stanley?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  He was being treated well, sir!” 
 
    Gourlay nodded, glanced to Steuart Pringle, then back to the two returnees; both of whom looked a little pale but otherwise fit, and healthy. 
 
    “I think Sergeant O’Mara and Corporal Andrews would like to change out of those rags,” he half-smiled.  “They’re back home now.” 
 
    The tent cleared and Gourlay was left with Pringle and his number two, Major Lionel Colvin, the latter a little drawn after a bout of dysentery, a curse threatening to run through the troops in the front lines. 
 
    “O’Mara and Andrews were released under parole, sir,” the latter reported.  “From talking to them – I’ve lined up a full de-brief for this afternoon when they’ve had a chance to get their bearings – the Argentines deliberately gave them a selected tour of their positions in the mountains between here and Stanley-Puerto Argentino.  The port itself sounds like an armed camp and, like us, the Argies have started incorporating mutton into their rations.  From what they saw of the main hospital, one wing was lightly damaged but the rest was functional and well-staffed.  In the town, there was good order.  The Liverpool tore up a lot of ground around Teal Inlet before she headed back to South Georgia, but the Argies were dug in pretty deep and a lot of her shells just plugged in the soft ground.  All in all, they reckoned there was a real ‘blitz spirit’ in Stanley.” 
 
    “Tell me more about Mendoza’s letter,” Ian Gourlay invited. 
 
    A courier had jumped onto the Wessex he had arrived on and was at this moment, probably half-way back to the Bulwark; from whence the text of the letter would be transmitted to England within the next hour. 
 
    It had been Colvin who had given the C-in-C Land Forces a synopsis of the salient points over the field telephone network an hour ago.  Now the younger officer produced a typed copy of the original for his superior’s scrutiny. 
 
    “The Intelligence guys have given it a once over now,” Colvin prefaced.  “Nowhere does General Mendoza mention or refer to the Junta; in fact, I suspect we’re seeing this before the people in Buenos Aires.  The other thing that struck them, all of us, actually, is that it is counter-signed by the CO of the MLFG.  It tells me that the people in Stanley feel as if they have been abandoned by the people on the mainland.” 
 
    Camp chairs had been drawn up. 
 
    Ian Gourlay focused on the type-written sheet, a field translation of the original Spanish. 
 
    He read for some seconds. 
 
    Looking up, he grimaced. 
 
    “Well,” he observed ruefully, “we shall find out what they think about this in England in due course; in the meantime, pass the word to all units not to fire unless fired upon until further notice.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    USS Oriskany (CV-30) 
 
    Estuary of the River Plate 
 
      
 
    US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger stepped onto the deck of the aircraft carrier as the rotors of the Sikorsky SH-3 Sea King which had collected him from Buenos Aires’s El Palomar Air Base eleven miles west of the capital, milled to a drooping standstill.  At the categoric insistence of the State Department there had been a minimum of ceremony and no publicity – Kissinger being met by the US Ambassador and an assistant secretary from the Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs - in the three minutes the US delegation had been on the ground before boarding the Navy helicopter for the flight out to the Oriskany, moored in the tideway only a few hundred yards outside of Argentine territorial waters. 
 
    Between the carrier and the distant shore was the Forrest Sherman class destroyer USS Bigelow (DD-942), farther out to sea the fleet oiler USS Nantahala (AO-60) and the Bigelow’s sister ship, the USS Morton (DD-948), the latter slowly quartering the estuary as like a big cat waiting to scent its prey. 
 
    The Oriskany was an – albeit – distant sister of the doomed Veinticinco de Mayo and the Indepencia II.  She had been laid down in May 1944 as a long-hull Ticonderoga sub-class vessel of the legendary Second War Essex class of fleet carriers, but after her construction was suspended post-war, pending significant structural redesign and modernisation, not completed until September 1950, essentially as the trial ship for the subsequent upgrading and re-building of a total of fifteen of the war-built Essex class ships.  Although from certain angles she bore a resemblance to her wartime sisters, under the skin she was a completely different beast. 
 
    Eighty-five percent completed when in 1947, her radical modernisation had commenced, her fabric had been cut back down to sixty percent and thereafter, she had been almost completely rebuilt with a hugely strengthened flight deck, more powerful elevators, and steam catapults and arrester gear capable of handling the much heavier jet aircraft of the 1950s,  Moreover, to increase stability and the resilience of what was now a hull with a displacement some three to four thousand tons heavier, submarine bulges had been fitted, broadening the ship’s beam and providing additional bunkerage for fuel.  Weighing in at nearly thirty-one thousand tons and with forty of her seventy modern jet aircraft parked on deck, nothing quite so unmistakably demonstrated the supremacy of US sea power as the Mighty ‘O’, the veteran of both Korean conflicts.  At the time the British and the Argentines were having their bare-knuckle knife fight off the Malvinas, she had been paying a courtesy call at Durban in South Africa.  Subsequently, the Oriskany Battle Group, on its way to its home port of Norfolk, Virginia for long overdue ‘re-fresh’ refits, had called at Cape Town, where at the request of the Secretary of Defense, it had taken aboard the Argentine’s captured by the British on South Georgia and incorporated an additional ‘flag waving’ detour – this time to Montevideo - the capital of Uruguay into its voyage home. 
 
    If members of the Junta were unnerved by the serendipity of a powerful US Navy squadron suddenly arriving on its doorstep, what was more, carrying fifty-nine survivors from the battle for South Georgia on board, there were a lot of State Department officials who were just as nonplussed.  Nevertheless, the presence of the Oriskany, the return of the prisoners of war – a priceless signal of British goodwill – and the coincidence of the Secretary of State’s touch down on the latest leg of his new peace mission, made it very difficult for the Junta to claim Henry Kissinger’s visit as any kind of moral victory. 
 
    Henry Kissinger was greeted by the Battle Group Commander, and introduced to the carrier’s captain and senior officers.  Then, US Navy photographers assiduously snapped his progress down the short line of young men in cadet dress uniforms, shaking hands as each teenager was introduced by the group’s leader, a tall, slim boy with an oddly assured manner. 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Bonham-Garcia,” Kissinger said in his customarily gravelly voice.  “I’d say, have a good trip home but for the moment, not even I can arrange for you to be taken back to the Malvinas.” 
 
    To his surprise, the boy remained poker-faced. 
 
    “Thank you for your concern, Mister Secretary,” sixteen-year-old Carlos Bonham-Garcia replied in perfect English.  “I hope I will shortly be travelling to Cordoba to stay with my sister until the situation in the South Atlantic resolves itself.” 
 
    Henry Kissinger nodded. 
 
    His information was that the last thing the Junta wanted was the razzmatazz that would inevitably attend the return home of the young heroes of Grytviken.  From what CIA was telling him, the men in the Casa Rosada were quarantining all the survivors of its disastrously pyrrhic attempts to cling onto its ill-gotten gains in the South Atlantic.  Like all dictatorships it was terrified of the truth getting out and men returning from the front were viewed as plague-carriers. 
 
    However, it was not his job to rain on the kid’s parade. 
 
    So, he said nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Royal Navy Married Quarters Estate, 
 
    Helensburgh, Dumbartonshire 
 
    Scotland 
 
      
 
    The Prime Minister was visibly wilting by the time she took shelter in the office of the Estate Administrator.  By then she had been on her feet all morning and most of the afternoon meeting, and grieving with the bereaved families of the men of HMS Cassandra.  Tomorrow, against the advice of her closest Cabinet colleagues there were further, similar events scheduled in Portsmouth and Plymouth. 
 
    ‘You are just making yourself a target, Margaret!’ 
 
    “Winston never went in for this sort of thing in the Second War!’ 
 
    ‘Where will it all end?’ 
 
    She knew they were right. 
 
    Were the lives of the men lost in this present war more worthy of mourning, or their relatives in any greater need of comfort than those consumed in the fires of all the other wars she had presided over in the years since the cataclysm? 
 
    She told herself that the nation needed pragmatism, a leader not a chief mourner and yet…she had always known that her anger was a deadly, double-edged sword. 
 
    Oddly, it was the military men who understood her best nowadays; and who, contrary to public perceptions and the stupid prejudices of so many of her fellow Parliamentarians, actually understood the real cost of sovereignty.  If the military had not remained so staunch; surely, she would have admitted defeat and stepped aside by now. 
 
    Her Chief of Staff, Ian Gow had diplomatically emptied the room, leaving only Rear Admiral Francis Barrington present.  By then, Gow’s principal had slumped wearily into a chair, and the Navy man was pouring cups of tea for the three of them. 
 
    Gow coughed discreetly. 
 
    “Prime Minister, it seems that we are in receipt of an unexpected communication from the Falkland Islands,” he explained gently. 
 
    “I see,” the Lady murmured, clearly dreading still more bad news. 
 
    “A communication from the Argentine Governor, General Mendoza.” 
 
    Margaret Thatcher’s eyes widened a fraction: “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.  The communication was hand-delivered to our forces on East Falkland, by the agency of two repatriated Royal Marines, who had been held as prisoners of war by the Argentines.  There is no indication that the Junta yet knows of its existence, let alone authorised its communication to us.” 
 
    Francis Barrington raised an eyebrow in askance. 
 
    “Please remain, Admiral,” the Prime Minister requested, suspecting that she might soon be in need of cool-headed advice and in her experience of these things, submariners were the steeliest men in Christendom. 
 
    Ian Gow had unfolded a sheet of foolscap paper which he handed to the Prime Minister.  In a former life he had been a solicitor and despite everything that had happened in the last seven years, he retained the gentlemanly manner of a country practitioner of that profession. 
 
    “The original document was in Spanish; this is our best translation at this time, Prime Minister.  The FCO has communicated this copy to our Embassy in Washington, Nicko Henderson suggested onward transmission to the US State Department without delay.  Doctor Kissinger should receive it as soon as he arrives on the USS Oriskany ahead of his consultations with the Junta.” 
 
    With this, Ian Gow picked up a cup and saucer and stepped back.  Watching the interplay, Francis Barrington got the impression that the balding prime ministerial aide suspected he had just lit the blue paper to a potentially explosive outcome, and was taking a judicious backward step to what he hoped was a safe distance. 
 
    Margaret Thatcher put down her tea cup. 
 
    And read. 
 
      
 
    H. Calvi Mendoza, Lieutenant General, Ejército Argentino, Governor of the Malvinas and the Territories of the South Atlantic to Basil Gourlay, Major General, Royal Marines, Officer Commanding 1st Commando Brigade and Land Forces Commander, British Forces. 
 
      
 
    Sir,  
 
      
 
    It happens that we meet in time of war.  This I regret.  However, things are what they are and we, as soldiers, must do what we can consistent with our duty to mitigate the worst evils of our circumstances. 
 
      
 
    In the situation we find ourselves in I sincerely hope that you will forgive me if I speak to you in the plainest, frankest terms.  It is your duty to conqueror the Malvinas; and it is mine to defend them to the utmost limit of my ability and the resources at my disposal. 
 
      
 
    If this war proceeds to its logical conclusion you and I will one day soon stand face to face in the ruins of the whole colonia upon the heaped bodies of our dead.  This I can reconcile myself with; to me this is my country and like you I think, I believe that my country is worth dying for.  Oh, if only things were that simple and our motives could ever be that pure! 
 
      
 
    My orders are to defend the Malvinas to the last man.  To the last man.  You should be advised that at this time there are 4,005 non-military personnel within the boundaries of my colonia.  Of these 3,797 are presently on Isla Soledad, of whom 1,795 are adult males, 1,162 are adult females, and 840 are children (that is, persons under the age of 18 years), of whom nine were born after the September TAMEZ declarations.  Thus far, other than several adults who were injured by flying glass by a (I assume unintended and wholly accidental) near miss in the grounds of the Puerto Argentino Naval Hospital, no civilian has to my certain knowledge, died thus far in the fighting for the Malvinas.  For this I offer my unreserved thanks and gratitude. 
 
      
 
    It is my fervent hope that you and I, and your superiors, can contrive a humanitarian solution which continues to safeguard the civilians trapped by the blockade of the Malvinas Archipelago. 
 
      
 
    To this end I respectfully propose a ceasefire of sufficient duration to facilitate the evacuation of all non-combatants from the South Atlantic theatre of war. 
 
      
 
    In this connection I have not consulted my government.  However, in the event such a humanitarian ceasefire enables peace talks to re-start and for a pacific resolution to our nations’ historic territorial dispute over these islands to be reached, that to me, would be a result much to be desired regardless of the consequences to my career and to my person. 
 
      
 
    At such time as I receive a radioed acknowledgement from you in this matter, I will issue a General Ceasefire order to all units under my command.  Further, I will instruct that no further defensive works may be initiated or completed; and that other than for normal logistical supply operations all my forces will remain in place. 
 
      
 
    I, or an authorised deputy with full powers to negotiate will be available to discuss the above at any time once a ceasefire is in place across the Malvinas Archipelago. 
 
      
 
    I have the honour to be your fellow officer… 
 
      
 
    Margaret Thatcher was blinking as if somebody was shining a torch in her face. 
 
    “What does the Foreign Secretary say about this?”  She asked Ian Gow, an uncharacteristic dullness in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t know.  He asked for a little time to inwardly digest, and consider it.  He suggested I put a call through to him once you had had the opportunity to read it, Prime Minister.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    USS Oriskany (CV-30) 
 
    Estuary of the River Plate 
 
      
 
    Henry Kissinger had only met his British counterpart, Sir Francis Pym, a couple of times and had still not made up his mind how he felt about the departure of Lord Thomas Harding-Grayson and his astute and very competent sidekick, Sir Anthony Kershaw.  If the US Secretary of State had been the kind of man who blamed himself for these things – he was not – he regarded the fiasco over the deployment of those British SSNs as a salutary lesson in the shortcomings of old-style diplomacy.  There was no stipulation in the State Department rule book that said one ought to deal in an honest and straightforward way with one’s allies; but undoubtedly, it would have saved them all a lot of grief if they had laid US policy on the line for the British before, not after they had sent their Task Force to sea.  Not that there was any profit in crying over that particular spilt milk; the damage was done and now, from what he was being told the Brits were about to unilaterally withdraw their nuclear boats anyway. 
 
    The Oriskany’s Communications Centre had patched the call about the ceasefire through to the staterooms now accommodating Kissinger’s party while they waited for the Navy to collect the Junta’s representatives ahead of that evening’s talks. 
 
    Apparently, the generals were still whining about being asked to meet on board the Oriskany; well, if they thought he was going to turn up to the Casa Rosada for a goddammed photo opportunity they had another thing coming! 
 
    The bastards would have to make do with the homecoming of their POWs.  That said, the men the Oriskany had brought back from South Africa were still waiting for arrangements to be made to receive them on the mainland.  Problematically, thus far, the US Navy had not received unequivocal – or even remotely satisfactory - guarantees that this transfer could be achieved securely, and safely for all concerned. 
 
    That in itself, was extraordinary but then Henry Kissinger needed no reminder that he was dealing with a bunch of clowns.  Moreover, a bunch of clowns who had clearly completely lost control of the situation on the Malvinas… 
 
    It seemed that Francis Pym had been as pole-axed – flabbergasted in the British Foreign Secretary’s Oxford English Dictionary lexicon - by the latest news from the Falkland Islands as the US Secretary of State. 
 
    “Obviously,” the Englishman was saying, his voice boxy, now and then fading into the background static over the speaker on the desk.  The Secretary of State’s Navy hosts had provided Kissinger with a hand-held microphone for ‘speak back’ which he held awkwardly to his lips. 
 
    There was a slight delay on the transmission from England, around a second which further handicapped genuine spontaneity, not that Kissinger and his counterpart had had any real opportunity to develop a rapport of any description since Lord Harding-Grayson’s recent departure from the scene. 
 
    "Obviously,” the Englishman continued, “as you know, we’ve been at great pains to avoid causing civilian casualties down there; hence, avoiding bombing Stanley itself.  I think our chaps have done a sterling job so far in that respect, as confirmed in General Mendoza’s letter.  Frankly, if we’re going to have to fight for every square inch of those bloody islands to remove the invaders, personally, I’m all in favour of allowing a breathing space for the safe removal of non-combatants.” 
 
    Both men had fought in Europe and seen what the true evil of modern warfare had wrought in the Second World War, as young men, and therefore knew exactly what Stanley would look like afterwards, if the South Atlantic Task Force had to fight for it street by street. 
 
    “Is that the Prime Minister’s take on this, Sir Francis?”  Kissinger looked around the faces of the other men in the compartment as he asked the question. 
 
    “I think so.  As I say, the ramifications of this are under consideration at this time, Mister Secretary.  Margaret was in Scotland when the news reached us, she hasn’t got back to Oxford, yet,” Pym went on. 
 
    Kissinger thought about it. 
 
    Okay, the Lady had not made up her mind. 
 
    “My information is that your forces on the ground are observing a de facto cease fire at this time, Sir Francis?” 
 
    “Yes, that is my understanding also.” 
 
    It happened that Henry Kissinger had been tearing his hair out by the time he flew back to Washington from Oxford yesterday, after completing the first, exploratory, leg of his new peace mission.  The British had been politely intransigent and as was to be expected, the ‘submarine affair’ had burned untold good will. 
 
    Of course, if they had known now what they had known back on 8th November, that the entire ARA and every available airframe was going to be literally, thrown at the South Atlantic Task Force and that the FAA planned to carpet-bomb San Carlos Water, President Brenckmann would almost certainly have given up on the OAS playing ball over Cuba long ago.  However, the object of the exercise had been to prevent escalation; not to give the Argentine Junta the opportunity to kill as many British servicemen as possible!  Until a few minutes ago, he had been quietly convinced that everything had gone to Hell and this last chance saloon – again – shuttle diplomacy, was no more than an exercise in sticking one’s finger in a dyke already riddled with holes and fit to collapse! 
 
    “I believe that there may be civil disorder, or perhaps, a full-scale naval mutiny in progress down in Tierra del Fuego,” the British Foreign Secretary declared, as if he was simply making polite conversation over cocktails.  “As you know, we’ve got one of our diesel-electric submarines down there, pretty much parked in the approaches to the Beagle Channel listening to the local radio chatter.” 
 
    Kissinger’s cheeks burned. 
 
    He knew the Argentines had problems in several of their bigger cities, the capital, Cordoba and Rosales, and even in Puerto Belgrano, this latter because Central Intelligence suspected that the ARA had not paid its civilian workers for over a month.  Tierra del Fuego?  That meant Ushuaia, where it was believed the ARA had taken most of the survivors from the Veinticinco de Mayo, the Indepencia II and the General Belgrano in the days after the Second Battle of the Falkland Islands. 
 
    It was already evident that the British had done a much better job – conducting a meticulously extensive search and rescue operation over the course of several days despite the dangers to their own ships – of saving the lives of a large number of ARA seamen and airmen than the Junta; rescuing to date, over one-thousand-two hundred men from the Veinticinco de Mayo.  Sadly, they had been less successful finding survivors from the Indepencia II but nevertheless, had now picked up some three hundred men from life rafts and Carley floats scattered by the wind and the current by the time they arrived in the vicinity, finding in one case, men still alive in waterlogged inflatable rafts some seventy miles from the position the carrier had gone down.  Needless, had the surviving Argentine escorts, left unmolested by the British after the battle because they posed only a minimal threat to the SATF, remained on the scene and continued rescue operations many more ARA men would still be alive today. 
 
    Moreover, the US Secretary of State was damned sure that the British were probably the survivors a lot better than the Junta was but even so…a mutiny? 
 
    If there had been a mutiny at Ushuaia, Kissinger wanted to know why he had not heard about it? 
 
    Around him his aides were giving him blank looks, shrugging at each other.  Two men hurriedly left the room; the carrier’s CIC would have the latest intercepts. 
 
    Francis Pym was still speaking; Kissinger made a concerted effort to tune into what he was being told. 
 
    “My feeling is that it is probably best to obfuscate a while longer about our stance vis-a-vis General Mendoza’s cease fire.” 
 
    Pym’s State Department pen picture noted that the old-Etonian had won a medal for valour – the Military Cross - fighting with the 9th Lancers in North Africa and Italy in the Second World War.  From their brief acquaintance Kissinger had, however, concluded that if Pym was no re-tread of his predecessor, he was a wily, and very patient political animal.  That might be something to do with his first post-1945 career being in business, not politics and therefore, he was not quite as narrowly focused, or obsessed with what things ‘looked like’ as many of his fellow Parliamentarians.  Nor ought it be forgotten that for the past few years he had been the man keeping the peace – anything short of civil war counted as peace in that trouble province – in Northern Ireland. 
 
    “I imagine,” Pym went on unhurriedly, “that our forces on East Falkland will want to send somebody to have a chat to Mendoza; the Devil is always in the detail.  As you know, there was going to be a hiatus in operations anyway, what with the loss of the Canberra and the supplies on the other ships damaged or sunk in San Carlos Water.  It is no secret that without the Ark Royal, we’ve had to rethink practically everything, and re-trench somewhat.  So, it might just be that this may become a fortuitous moment in your peace mission, what?” 
 
    The thing that had caught Henry Kissinger’s eye in Francis Pym’s file, was that the CIA had him down as a ‘confirmed’ dove over the ‘Malvinas Question’ which made it all the more curious that he had stepped into Tom Harding-Grayson’s shoes. 
 
    Kissinger hesitated. 
 
    And then broke his own cardinal rule: he asked a direct question to which he probably did not want to hear the answer. 
 
    “What’s your bottom line on this thing, Sir Francis?” 
 
    The other man was silent for so long that Kissinger was about to repeat the question when the Englishman finally replied. 
 
    “I’d like this whole ghastly farrago to be over and done with as soon as possible so that we can get back to business as normal, Mister Secretary.  The trouble is, I honestly don’t know if that is either possible, or frankly, in terms of the international rule of law, desirable.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Saturday 29th November 
 
    ARA Naval Base Ushuaia 
 
    Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    There comes a time in any mutiny, much as in the middle of a spontaneous riot, or a mass stampede, when one either goes with the flow or one gets trampled underfoot. 
 
    Juan Bonham-Garcia had been asleep when it began and by the time he had stumbled, bleary-eyed and significantly less than fully awake out into the morning rain the first shots had been fired, and anarchy already ruled.  Or rather, it almost ruled because a shrinkingly small minority of people were still thinking clearly. 
 
    Strong hands had grabbed him and dragged him into a nearby doorway. 
 
    ‘If you try and stop this, they’ll kill you!’ 
 
    Juan stared wildly into the eyes of a petty officer who was probably twice his age.  One of the two senior rates with him had a rifle in his hands. 
 
    ‘What happened?’  He asked breathlessly. 
 
    ‘The Governor ordered the Base Commander to send out work details.  Nobody’s collecting garbage and half the town is blacked out,’ Juan had been told.  ‘Whatever happened, happened in the town.  I don’t know what kicked this off,’ the older man groaned, waving outside where sporadic shots rang out and it sounded like gates or walls were being broken down.  ‘But this place has been waiting to blow for days…’ 
 
    Juan had nodded, and tried to get his bearings. 
 
    Nearby glass had shattered. 
 
    The four men were in a storeroom.  He smelled oil, ozone, so that probably meant it was one of the harbourside workshops. 
 
    ‘Our people will go loco once they get onto the streets,’ he observed grimly. 
 
    Mob rule had its own momentum; there was more shooting outside.  Somebody had a megaphone, the base public address system was blaring incomprehensible orders, or exhortations, it was impossible to know which. 
 
    Juan did not need to be told that the situation was out of control, or that nobody was going to be able to do anything to halt the mayhem until its first outpouring was exhausted.  What made things worse was that hardly any of the men – survivors from the carriers and the cruisers of the Southern Strike Force – locked up at the base were from this part of the Republic.  Tierra del Fuego was a foreign country to them; they would have little or no respect for the place, the community, or any compunction restraining them if and when they got their hands on the men responsible for incarcerating them down here at the bottom of the world. 
 
    The four men froze. 
 
    The sharp crack of one of the guns of the destroyers anchored in the bay rolled across the water, reverberating off the mountains.  One, two, then a third 5-inch round crashed into the town somewhere in the middle distance. 
 
    Faraway, Juan heard the sawing of a heavy machinegun. 
 
    ‘We can’t stay here!’ 
 
    The veteran chief who had pulled him to safety tried to remonstrate: ‘Commander…’ 
 
    Juan ignored the older man’s plea. 
 
    ‘We have to do something!’ 
 
    Outside, there was smoke in the air. 
 
    ‘Find a flag!’  He had demanded.  ‘Anything we can use to make a rallying point!’ 
 
    Juan had no idea what he was doing; just that he had to do something.  The compound was clearing, that meant the main gates were open and men were streaming into the town and down onto the docks. 
 
    Two more big guns fired. 
 
    He still had no idea what they were firing at. 
 
    ‘Do any of you guys know where the Governor’s Residence is?’ 
 
    ‘It’s on Avenue San Martin,’ one of his companions reported, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.’ 
 
    Juan’s ear was differentiating between the rattle of small arms fire and the explosions of shells in the town; it did not take a genius to work out what the ships in the bay were probably shooting at. 
 
    Mutiny had, it seemed, morphed into insurrection. 
 
    Juan had got his bearings now. 
 
    He had run out into the melee and been carried along into the southern compound.  It was only now that the initial adrenaline rush was dissipating that he began to think with any clarity.  That was easier said than done; for a start, he felt achingly guilty.  He had believed that persuading so many men to write letters to their loved ones, making newspapers available inside the base, that his sympathetic ear, and the easy-going regime of the majority of the chiefs was keeping a lid on the worst tensions, reducing the risk of a flare-up.  He had been wrong.  What had he missed? 
 
    ‘It’s not your fault, son,’ the senior chief growled, as if reading his thoughts.  ‘Your Papa would have been proud of you.’ 
 
    The familiarity of the compliment ought to have stung. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I don’t know your name, Chief,’ he muttered, embarrassed. 
 
    ‘Suboficial Primero Matias Belarra, sir!  I came ashore from the Entre Rios.  Commander de Silva ordered me to make sure you came to no harm if things got out of hand.’ 
 
    Juan frowned. 
 
    The last time he had seen the destroyer’s captain, a jowly, heavy-set man with salt etched into the lines on his face, he had seemed almost too angry – or was it ashamed – to speak.  It transpired that he had, actually, been ordered to abandon the Veinticinco de Mayo to those British frigates, to run for port like a scalded cat and then, presumably, been compelled to watch the survivors of the Battle of the Malvinas, go into what amounted to internal exile. 
 
    There was more naval gunfire in the bay. 
 
    ‘The Rosales and the Espora were ordered to go to sea this morning,’ the older man went on.  ‘I guess their crews had other ideas.  Captain de Silva won’t fire on his own people; he’s not that sort of officer.  He won’t stand by and do nothing; so, he’ll send parties ashore to do what they could to keep order when things settle down.’ 
 
    One of Chief Belarra’s ratings had returned with a somewhat grubby ARA flag.  Blue bands top and bottom with white between them bearing a sun-face motif. 
 
    Juan had taken the flag, wrapped it around his shoulders. 
 
    That had been twenty-four hours ago, not that anybody was watching the clock. 
 
    The local citizenry had, understandably, locked their doors against the rampaging mobs in the streets.  It was not just the Navy men who had risen up against their officers, the police and the para-military security forces, several of whose number had been beaten to death after they had fired into crowds.  Local youths had joined in the rioting and when dawn had finally come a dozen fires burned out of control in the city.  Around the gutted, ruined shell of the Governor’s Mansion little stood and the bodies of mutineers and defenders still lay on the ground. 
 
    Juan and his little group had slowly gathered up strays, men who were sickened by what was going on or who wanted nothing to do with it.  Once darkness fell, the ships out in the bay had sent Marines and volunteers ashore, and one by one the shore parties had linked up, and as if by some twisted osmosis, come under Juan’s command.  Slowly, slowly the ARA had taken back the city from the mutineers and the rioters. 
 
    It was afternoon before it was possible to cover the dead. 
 
    By then, heavy, sleeting rain had begun to dampen down some of the fires and to sober the last of the angry men.  No mercy had been shown to senior officers and regime officials.  Juan guessed more than one old score had been settled with now dead supposedly faceless officials.  Most shocking of all was that an unknown number of women and girls, including several little older than his little sister Lucia had been assaulted, molested…in the most bestial possible way by gangs of marauding men.  At first he had assumed that the…violators would have been mostly Navy men, caught up in the ferment of the moment but that morning it had become apparent that the main perpetrators had been gangs of black-uniformed military policemen and mobs of workers, criminals from a local labour camp.  It seemed that rioters, or perhaps, the police, had thrown open the cell doors of the city’s own, small local prison.  Ushuaia was lawless and having sat back and done nothing, except fire a few murderous salvoes into the city at the height of the anarchy, the captains of the ARA warships in the bay, had precious little moral authority to assert any manner of control over events in the burning town, even had they had – Commander Silva of the Entre Rios apart - the guts to attempt it.  His efforts had been blocked by the captains of the more powerful Espora and Rosales but in reality, yesterday and overnight all three commanders had been virtually powerless, waiting to discover if his was the next ship that would succumb to the contagion of mutiny. 
 
    Ironically, by seeking to contain what it regarded, or feared, might be a counter coup against it in the far south, the Junta had ensured that when rebellion erupted, like a pressure-cooker under intolerable strain, it had exploded with terrible violence in the one place in the Republic that it was going to be the most difficult to snuff out. 
 
    The very remoteness of Tierra del Fuego both insulated it from the outside world and made it impossible for that outside world to inflict its will upon it.  Its air base was a single, short north-south aligned runway, its port was reachable only by the Beagle Strait, there was no railway link to the rest of Argentina, just a single road, literally a road to the end of the world connecting it to the rest of the Republic.  A road which could be blocked at any time by a single rock fall, or Juan guessed by a couple of men with rifles.  Ushuaia might not, strictly speaking actually be at the end of the earth but for all practical purposes, it might as well have been. 
 
    Juan felt disconnected from practically…everything. 
 
    However, one thing he knew for certain was that somebody, somewhere needed to be in communication with the High Command.  And, as important, he needed to know how, exactly, the commanders of the three destroyers out in the bay saw this madness ending.  They were, after all, the men who owned the biggest guns. 
 
    The sensation that everything was falling apart and that nobody had the first idea how to arrest the chaos, made him feel physically sick.  Had it not been for the constant presence, and gruff, no-nonsense presence of Matias Belarra at his side, Juan had no illusions that he would have lived through, or in any way been able to make any difference in the last twenty-four hours. 
 
    Forty-five-year-old Matias Belarra had been in the ARA since he joined as an eighteen-year-old conscript in 1942.  A lean, hard-muscled, taciturn-faced man three, or perhaps four centimetres shorter than Juan, he radiated the quiet, undemonstrative gravitas common to men of his long service, and wide experience in a navy largely manned by short-term commissioned officers and one-year raw recruits.  He had the swarthy, dark-skinned look of the south, so Juan had not been surprised to discover that he was a native of Santa Cruz Province, or that his family hailed from across the border in Chile two generations past.  Argentines born and raised in the north like Juan keenly felt the cold and the bite of the southern winds but these lands were home to the Chief. 
 
    “This is a mess,” Juan observed wearily. 
 
    They were talking in the hallway of a half-wrecked house on Avenue San Martin about half-a-kilometre west of the wrecked Governor’s Mansion, sheltering from the rain opposite the doorway of a boarded up butcher’s shop. 
 
    On the street outside there were spent bullet cases, a scatter of blasted brickwork and splintered wood, and the stench of burning rubber hung in the air like a poisonous miasma despite the falling rain and the gusting breeze.  There were probably bodies lying in the buildings around them, thankfully the dead under the collapsed houses would not begin to stink for another couple of days. 
 
    Belarra, had survived the sinking of the General Belgrano. 
 
    From him Juan had learned that the Santissima Trinidad’s and the General Belgrano’s escorts had raced a British frigate and destroyer to the position where the Belgrano had gone down.  The British had made some sort of pact with the captains of the Espora and the Rosales, actually picking up about fifty survivors from the Belgrano before standing off to the north, between the ARA ships and the southern approaches to the Estrecho de San Carlos while the slayer of the two Argentine cruisers, the Liverpool had opened the range by some five miles to the north, her guns silently watching over the ongoing rescue operations. 
 
    Belarra had been in the General Belgrano’s Auxiliary Damage Control station when the Santissima Trinidad had blown up. 
 
    ‘The Belgrano was turning half-a-point to port to bring Number Three turret into action, so we got a good view.  They say she was straddled with the second British broadside.  Then she was hit by two, three or four shells aft of her second stack.  Bang, bang, bang and then a second or two later everything lit off and as we came abreast her, all that was left was her bow up in the air, sliding down…’ 
 
    The grim-faced chief was cradling an M3 Grease Gun he had acquired last night from a military policeman who had no further need of it, on account of the fact he had just been lynched.  More usefully, both men had got hold of ponchos before the rain had set in for the day. 
 
    “Yes, it is a mess,” the older man concurred, his eyes scanning their surroundings for signs of trouble.  There were a lot of lost souls, and looters still adrift in the streets; anybody with any sense who was not bent on mischief, had got under cover some hours ago.  It was Belarra who had suggested they find ‘somewhere private’ to have a talk about what to do next. 
 
    “Like I said, most of the ARA guys will listen to you, Commander.  That means we can stop most of the bad things happening.” 
 
    Juan was not convinced. 
 
    For one, he did not think a couple of hundred now heavily armed men – Ushuaia’s armouries had been broken open overnight – who were, nominally, under his command inferred that he, or anybody else was in control in the city.  And secondly, he had no idea whose side he, or the men with the guns, or the captains of those destroyers out in the bay, were on! 
 
    

  

 
   
    USS Oriskany (CV-30) 
 
    Estuary of the River Plate 
 
    (Inside Uruguayan territorial waters) 
 
      
 
    Henry Kissinger’s heart had sunk when he was informed that the Argentine delegation would be led by forty-seven-year-old Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar, the new Minister of Foreign Affairs and Nicanor Costa Mendez, the self-important non-entity whose shortcomings as the first post-invasion Governor of the Malvinas had been so egregious that he had eventually been replaced by a man as gratuitously venal as Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid. 
 
    Garcia del Solar had never been a favourite of the Junta in any of its former incarnations.  He was a superbly well-educated man – never a thing that went down very well with jumped up military dictators in the average banana republic – who was cosmopolitan in outlook and temperament, and absolutely no admirer of the pedestrian thought processes, and uniformly uncouth and boorish methods of his military overlords.  Many years ago, he had been a career diplomat but he had resigned when democracy had been jack-booted into submission.  One of, if not the Republic’s foremost Malvinists – in both the scholarly and the political sense - he had been the Argentine’s representative to UNESCO and then the Republic’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations before the October War.  Since when, he had been on the periphery of affairs, his voice unheard until his surprise recall as one of the Junta’s front men at the sham Lisbon Peace Process that summer. 
 
    That exercise, of course, had gone precisely nowhere. 
 
    The Junta had seen to that! 
 
    And now he was playing second fiddle to Costa Mendez; which meant that the generals were no more serious about peace today than they had been back in Lisbon. 
 
    It soon became apparent why. 
 
    Madness, the US Secretary of State reflected, only begets more insanity! 
 
    The members of the American delegation were soon frowning at each other.  As Costa Mendez blustered, Garcia de Solar sat impassively, resisting the almost unbearable urge to shake his head in despair. 
 
    Major General Norman Schwarzkopf stirred in his chair. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said lowly, filling the stateroom with his presence, “it was our understanding that your people on the Malvinas requested this ceasefire on humanitarian grounds without reference to the regime in Buenos Aires?” 
 
    Costa Mendez took umbrage with this and began to puff himself up.  His companion deflated him in an instant. 
 
    “That is correct,” Garcia del Solar said softly.  “My guess is that it was suspected by General Mendoza, that had the request come via normal diplomatic channels that the British would have disregarded it.  Whereas, it is my surmise that by communicating directly with fellow military men, General Mendoza knew that he would at least be heard…” 
 
    The Argentine Minister of Foreign Affairs trailed away. 
 
    Normal Schwarzkopf was giving him an unblinking, inscrutable stare that seemed to bore through his skull and out the other side that confirmed, if he had not known it before, that there was no such thing as neutrality in this compartment beneath the island bridge of the USS Oriskany. 
 
    “It tells me, sir,” Schwarzkopf remarked, “that you have a chain of command problem.  That’s never a good thing.  What’s to stop the people on those islands making their own deal with the Brits?” 
 
    “Such a ‘deal’ would have no validity in international law.” 
 
    Henry Kissinger reasserted his primacy. 
 
    Good cop, bad cop only had a limited utility in the sphere of diplomatic haggling because everybody understood that Little Bear was not about to reach across the table, grab one of the Argentines by the neck and swing him around his head like a rag doll.  Physically, this was hardly an impossible feat but diplomatically, it was very, very unlikely, no matter how badly the talks proceeded. 
 
    “The British do not recognise your right to sovereignty any more than you do theirs.”  He sighed.  This was getting them nowhere fast.  “However, Prime Minister Thatcher has communicated to me that she has no objection to the safe evacuation of Argentine non-combatants, with the proviso, that is, that it can be done in such a way as to not disadvantage the tactical situation, or endanger the lives of members of the South Atlantic Task Force.” 
 
    Costa Mendez groaned out aloud. 
 
    “We cannot possibly ‘safely’ evacuate our people while the Malvinas are surrounded by hostile enemy warships!” 
 
    “The US Government’s position is that both sides should embrace a ceasefire of sufficient length to complete the evacuation of non-combatants from the war zone,” Kissinger declared.  “It is our feeling that such a cease fire will give peace a chance.” 
 
    Costa Mendez threw up his hands theatrically. 
 
    He looked to Solar del Garcia for support but the other man was gazing into space, hardly listening.  Costa Mendez did not understand that what was really under discussion in this rather austere stateroom somewhere adjacent to the Oriskany’s hangar deck, had very little to do with what the Junta may, or may not, want from the US Administration.  The make-up of Henry Kissinger’s entourage, or more specifically, the absence of one of the State Department’s heavyweight Latin-American experts, or of a former ambassador to the Argentine, was telling.  Ever since the recall of Edwin Martin to Washington, where he was now an Assistant Secretary, there had been a lightweight in the US Embassy in Buenos Aires, a voice-piece, not a real player.  That the latest placeman had not even been invited to this session, said it all and communicated a very eloquent message to the men in the Casa Rosada. 
 
    Sadly, those people were deaf to this. 
 
    Henry Kissinger was flanked by his protégé, thirty-two-year-old Winston Lord, nominally an assistant to the US National Security Adviser, Walt Rostow, and Schwarzkopf, a relatively junior but extraordinarily highly thought of and well-connected US Army officer.  There were secretaries and staffers behind the scenes; but the American first team was Kissinger, Schwarzkopf and Lord.  In England, these men had dealt directly with the people who mattered; the Angry Widow, her new Foreign Secretary, and Little Bear had had long, and frank briefings and discussions with the most senior military men in the British Isles. 
 
    Whereas, here in the Argentine – or rather, on board a warship moored closer to Montevideo than Buenos Aires – the Americans were dealing with the proverbial analogues of the organ grinders’ monkeys! 
 
    “I beg to differ, sir,” Norman Schwarzkopf said, his rumbling baritone pitched so low the cups on the table ought to have vibrated in sympathy.  “This is your last best chance of getting out of this thing with a little honour, gentlemen.  It seems to me that there comes a time when standing on one’s rights, or what one considers to be the point of law you’ve decided you think suits you best, becomes self-defeating.” 
 
    Costa Mendez snorted his derision. 
 
    For his part, Solar del Garcia hoped his despair was not transparent. 
 
    “Tarry a little, there is something else,” Schwarzkopf said quietly.  “This bond doth give thee here no jot of blood;
the words expressly are…a pound of flesh.’ 
 
    Nicanor Costa Mendez did not recognise the quotation from Act 4 of the Merchant of Venice. 
 
    However, the Minister for Foreign Affairs understood. 
 
    He avoided the big American’s gaze. 
 
    “You guys did some bad things back in 1964,” Schwarzkopf went on.  “You need to be careful what you think your rights are in this.  You and the British have done the eye for an eye thing, honour is satisfied.  Now is not the time to stand on what you perceive to be your rights, gentlemen.  In the real world, nobody gets to have their pound of flesh.” 
 
    “We are not greedy!”  Costa Mendez retorted.  “We only want what is ours!” 
 
    Henry Kissinger shook his head. 
 
    “Perhaps,” the US Secretary of State rumbled, “it would be more fruitful to discuss what you, and the British need?  Peace, a way forward that does not involve violence?” 
 
    “The British should withdraw from the South Atlantic.” 
 
    Winston Lord had been making notes. 
 
    He looked up. 
 
    “It would help,” he suggested, urbanely, “if you’d care to outline your Government’s position with regard to a peaceful settlement of the Malvinas question, Foreign Minister?”  He put to Sola del Garcia. 
 
    That was when Nicanor Costa Mendez began talking about British atrocities and complaining about years of US interference in the internal affairs of the Argentine. 
 
    Kissinger and his aides listened patiently. 
 
    It was only after some minutes, as the atmosphere chilled to close to absolute zero, that Solar del Garcia finally got a word in edgewise. 
 
    “The Malvinas have always been Argentine territory; our rights to sovereignty are inalienable.  The invasion of 1964 put right a one-hundred-and-thirty-one year-long crime.”  He sighed, shook his head.  “I do not know what General Mendoza had, or has in mind, offering a ceasefire at this time.  It is the policy of the Argentine Republic to defend the precious soil of the Malvinas to the last drop of blood.  If the British leave, then after a period of some years, we might be willing to discuss reasonable reparations to those who lost property in the 1964 re-conquest, although given that most Kelper’s were either tithed farmers or leaseholders renting their land from landlords based in the British Isles whom we consider to have never had a meaningful legal title to the land in question, there are problems with that.  If Kelpers should wish to return to the islands then that is possible, all that is required is the swearing of an oath of allegiance to the Republic…” 
 
    Henry Kissinger was looking at him with dead eyes. 
 
    After what seemed an age he glanced to Norman Schwarzkopf. 
 
    The soldier shrugged. 
 
    “So,” Winston Lord interjected, “just so we can understand this properly; the position of the Argentine Government is to do what?”  He hesitated.  “Nothing?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cape Pembroke 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The Westland Wessex V flared out, bumped onto the uneven ground to the southern side of the cratered runway, rolled about a yard and then halted, rocking gently on her undercarriage as her pilot cycled down her twin-coupled Rolls-Royce Gnome turboshaft engines. 
 
    The port cabin door slid open and two men jumped down without waiting for the ladder to be dropped over the side; a tall, bearded naval officer and a clean-shaven Royal Marine. 
 
    “I bet you thought they’d be shooting at you when you stepped foot on this end of the island?”  Commodore Dermot O’Reilly guffawed lowly to his companion. 
 
    They eyed what was obviously a platoon-sized honour guard arrayed on a surviving patch of concrete tarmac some sixty or so yards distant. 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Sir Steuart Pringle grimaced and shook his head.  “There’s still plenty of time for that to happen, old man,” he retorted, eyeing the guard of honour accompanying the stocky figure of the man he took to be the Argentine Governor of the Archipelago and the taller, distinctly linear man at his side whom he guessed must be Major General Hugo Bonham-Garcia. 
 
    To the newcomers’ surprise there were two women present.  The other thing that struck them, belatedly, was that – given they were senior Argentine officers - neither of the men greeting them wore any medals. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza approached, stopped, and saluted crisply. 
 
    He introduced himself in English and then looked to his left: “May I present Major General Bonham-Garcia, Commander of all Argentine Forces on the Malvinas?” 
 
    “How do you do, sirs,” Steuart Pringle responded, crisply introducing Dermot O’Reilly.  “Commodore O’Reilly represents C-in-C South Atlantic Task Force and I will be reporting to C-in-C Ground Forces on my return to British lines.” 
 
    Mendoza smiled graciously. 
 
    He went on with further introductions: first to the formidable-looking woman of indeterminate middle years by his right elbow: “Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid,” and standing beside his second-in-command, “Donna Elena Bonham-Garcia.” 
 
    The visitors were invited to inspect the honour guard – which was immaculately turned-out - marshalled by a very, very hard-bitten Marine NCO. 
 
    Two cars were signalled forward. 
 
    Old American Dodge’s 
 
    Horacio Mendoza suggested that Dermot O’Reilly travel with him and Donna Francesca; leaving Steuart Pringle to travel with the Bonham-Garcias. 
 
    “Forgive us our foibles, Colonel Pringle,” Hugo Bonham-Garcia apologised.  “General Mendoza and I, wish we were meeting with you under different circumstances, and that we were free to talk military affairs long into the evening over fine wines and Brandy.” 
 
    “Likewise, sir,” the Englishman concurred. 
 
    Elena Bonham-Garcia, sitting in the front passenger seat had half-turned to look at the Royal Marine.  Her almond eyes studied him for a moment, then she looked away, a little ashamed of herself. 
 
    “Our eldest son, Juan, was on the Veinticinco de Mayo,” Hugo explained resignedly.  “We know no more than what the BBC tells us.” 
 
    Steuart Pringle ached to convey good news. 
 
    “To my knowledge our ships picked up well over a thousand survivors from that ship, ma’am,” he reported.  “We have their names and details, obviously.  So far as we can tell Argentine vessels probably rescued another two to three hundred men from the two carriers before our ships arrived on the scene the day after the battle.  Neither Commodore O’Reilly or I was aware that your son was onboard that ship, I’m sorry.  I will make urgent enquiries as soon as I return to my HQ.” 
 
    Elena had turned again. 
 
    “Our younger son Carlos, a cadet, was taken prisoner at Grytviken.  The last we heard he was on his way to South Africa.” 
 
    The Royal Marine sighed, in this at least, he was able to offer some comfort: “It is my understanding that he and his fellow cadets, and all the other persons we detained on South Georgia may already be back in South America, possibly via Montevideo.  Courtesy of the United States Navy.” 
 
    Elena tried and failed to suppress a shudder of relief; her husband reached forward and put a hand on her shoulder.  Steuart Pringle felt like he was intruding.  He was a little surprised when the car’s driver, whom he now recognised as the same teak-hard veteran Marine who had been in charge of the guard of honour sniffed, as if suppressing a tear. 
 
    “Good news indeed, Donna Elena,” he muttered, respectfully. 
 
    The Royal Marine did not know what to make of this. 
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia recollected fondly: “My son was no kind of soldier at all until Suboficial Finocchiaro took him in hand, Colonel Pringle,” he explained.  “We are all part of a bigger family on these islands; we like to think that we love them as they have never been loved before.  That is why we will fight so hard to hold them for the generations to come.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Sunday 30th November 
 
    HMS Warspite 
 
    16 miles NNW of Jason West Cay 
 
    South Atlantic 
 
      
 
    The SSN was cruising north at fourteen knots, never straying deeper than one-hundred-and-twenty feet beneath the surface of the iron grey southern seas.  Warspite was going home.  Too many of her sisters had broken down and nobody onboard believed the ever-expanding ripples from the loss of the Cassandra were going to be stilled any time soon. 
 
    More likely, that disaster would hang over the Submarine Service like a threatening black cloud for decades. 
 
    The problem was it was not as if anybody was going to establish, definitively and without reasonable doubt, what had actually doomed the Cassandra.  For one, her wreck lay at the bottom of Rockall Deep, between one and two miles down and whatever the underlying cause of her loss, it could not but be built into the hulls of Warspite, Valiant and the surviving Churchill class boats which, to all intents, were sisters built to only marginally altered designs and specifications. 
 
    Or, even if it turned out that the design of the Royal Navy’s SSNs was sound; it would be little solace if it was discovered that the fault lay somewhere in the operating procedures, training, or conceivably, the manner of the men who volunteered to serve in the Silent Service. 
 
    Everybody on the Warspite had known somebody on the Cassandra; that was just a fact of life in the submariner fraternity.  Be it ever so large, it remained a family and in the scale of things, everybody knew, or knew of, everybody else so in many ways, submariners had few secrets from each other. 
 
    Therefore, it was generally acknowledged that while the Dreadnought had been a one-off, everything about her design and construction deliberately conservative despite her being a prototype, her pressure hull crammed with proven British and US technologies; her larger, more capable successors had been constructed to a pattern and operated to a model which for all its sophistication, had had to be made up as the Royal Navy had gone along under the war conditions of the last few years.  Moreover, it was probably not insignificant, that early in the upscaling of the SSN program there had been periods when it was impossible to draw on the vast experience of the US Navy in nuclear submarine design, propulsive systems or to take advantage of the hard-won lessons the USN had learned in honing the best submarine construction practices.  Likewise, because the OLO program had specifically excluded undersea operations; there had been precious little opportunity to benefit from the vast reservoir of real-time American SSN hands-on seagoing operational experience. 
 
    These were things the band of brothers in Scotland, at the Program HQ and dockyards at Barrow-in-Furness and Rosyth on the Forth, and at the Gare Loch centre of operations had often discussed, and more often than not, quietly lamented.  That was exactly why the Perisher had had to become such a beast of a course to pass, and why Francis Barrington had striven so hard to inculcate such impossibly high standards in the psyches of the officers and men under his command, and of course, why the inspection regime on the slipways and fitting out sheds at Barrow-in-Furness and at Rosyth had become so brutally destructive of relations with the thousands of men who worked in those yards, and the trades unions which attempted to represent their interests. 
 
    And yet, despite everything, Cassandra was gone and with her Sandy Woodward and one-hundred-and-two officers and men; and now Warspite had been withdrawn from the fray and was on her way back to Scotland where, her every nut, bolt, weld, pipe, and every inch of her fabric was going to be exhaustively crawled over not just with a fine toothcomb but with a microscope before she ever went to sea again. 
 
    In informing his crew what was going on, and why, Max Forton had tried to wrap the news up in a pragmatic, stoic Silent Service package of words but actually, like every other man in the SSN fleet he was angry.  Humiliation had that effect on proud men and he could only imagine what the decision to withdraw the remaining nuclear boats from the South Atlantic must have cost his friend and mentor, Simon Collingwood. 
 
    “This is the Captain,” he announced ship-wide.  They had the ocean to themselves other than for a couple of the South Atlantic Task Force’s radar pickets, the nearest over twenty miles to the west; and silent running was not likely to be the order of the day for the next few weeks.  “As of ten hundred hours,” about thirty minutes ago, “Warspite was relieved of war patrol duties.  We are going home.  The old girl’s been worked hard the last couple of months so we won’t be breaking any speed records.  Nevertheless, I plan to make the Clyde in time for Christmas.  Hopefully, with two or three days to spare.  HQ have assured me that a port crew will come onboard as soon as we dock at the Gare Loch and as many crewmen as possible will be sent on leave within twenty-four hours of coming alongside so that you can get to spend the Christmas period with your families and friends ashore.” 
 
    Around him the control room was unnaturally still, utterly silent. 
 
    “Warspite has done herself proud.  We have done our job.  Now we are being relieved.  We will maintain Condition Three until we pass north through fifty degrees south; then we will resume normal cruising watches.  At that time, I will conduct a memorial service for Cassandra and the friends and comrades who went down with her.  That will be all.” 
 
    Any service would be a cold thing, broadcast through the boat as she headed north. 
 
    He looked to the plot 
 
    Steeple Jason Cay was the northernmost and westernmost islet of the Falklands Archipelago, uninhabited and bleak like most of the seven-hundred plus islets and outcrops of the windswept archipelago. 
 
    Max Forton wondered if he would ever return to these waters; certainly, if he did it would not be in command of an SSN regardless of how the inevitable Board of Inquiry into the torpedoing of La Argentina and the Almirante Brown played out. 
 
    He consoled himself with the knowledge that there were eminently good reasons why a man’s time in command of an SSN was finite.  Was there a more demanding, exhausting job in the Navy?  Probably not.  He had commanded Warspite for the best part of nineteen months, it would be twenty by the time he conned her up the Gare Loch, and probably, at least six months to a year before she was certified fit for operations again even assuming no major structural or design faults were discovered during what was likely to be an unforgiving inspection, most likely conducted at Rosyth.  So, even if he was not cashiered, demoted, or moved sidelong in the meantime, he would not be Warspite’s commanding officer the next time she went on patrol. 
 
    One part of his life was drawing to an end; just as he suspected, deep in his bones, that an era was coming to an end for his country also. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Ship Himalaya 
 
    San Carlos Water 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Nursing Officer Toni Richards had risen early that morning, some three hours before her eight-hour duty shift was due to commence, to wave-off Cesar Scarpa.  The Argentine Skyhawk pilot was sufficiently recovered to walk, stiffly but unaided, his broken arm still encased in its cast, to the gangway where – ridiculously, now she thought about it – they had shaken hands and exchanged embarrassed smiles before, like the officer and gentleman he claimed to be, he had bent, a little painfully but then gallantry always had a price, at the waist, and brushed the back of her right hand with his lips. 
 
    “Farewell, my English rose,” he had smiled. 
 
    Their eyes had met, locked for a second, then another. 
 
    She had stared at empty space for long moments after he began his slow, awkward progress down the gangway, with Navy men on each wing solicitously supporting him.  There had been a delay before he and his minders were signalled to cross the floating, pontoon ramp onto the big, rust-streaked LCU, and then he was gone, on his way to join his fellow prisoners of war on the disarmed ARA cruisers moored out in Falkland Sound north of Cat Island. 
 
    Life must be crowded on those two ships; until the middle of last week most days another destroyer or frigate had come alongside them and disgorged still more survivors from the two ARA carriers, some ninety of whom were now being cared for on board the Himalaya. 
 
    The story of the rescue of so many men from the Veinticinco de Mayo – currently the ‘score’ stood at 1,314 – had by all accounts, been a near-miraculous affair with all three ships involved, the Plymouth, the Inverness and the Ashanti all suffering ‘rail-bending’, paint-scraping collisions with the wallowing, burning Argentine carrier as men were winched, thrown, fell, and jumped onto their decks or were unceremoniously scooped from the icy waters of the South Atlantic in a day-long, distinctly dogged operation in which, sadly, it had recently been confirmed that three Royal Navy personnel had died and several others had been badly injured.  While that had been going on the diesel-electric submarine Odin, had ‘marked’ the position the Indepencia II had sunk and surfacing, had ‘ridden’ the current eastward in the direction the boats and rafts the stricken carrier had been able to put in the water had drifted, enabling the destroyer Cambrian and the frigate Galatea, assisted by the latter’s Wasp helicopter, to find and begin to rescue the dwindling number of survivors around dawn on the day after the battle.  The survivor ‘score’ for the Indepencia II had topped out at 316 men, of whom, eleven had since succumbed to their injuries or the effects of hyperthermia or oil ingestion. 
 
    There could be little doubt that practically all these men would have died had the search and rescue operations been left to what was left of the defeated Argentine Navy. 
 
    Notwithstanding the influx of patients from the two ARA aircraft carriers, the Himalaya’s wards had continued to empty in the last week, and for Toni had it not been for Cesar and her dwindling gang of recovering rogues, life would have been really boring.  Toni had no idea what she and her fellow nurses were going to do to keep themselves busy, especially now that there was supposed to be a ceasefire. 
 
    Not that anybody would know it judging by the activity in San Carlos Water.  There were always a couple of helicopters in the air, landing craft large and small, and in the last week, big odd-looking motorised pontoons called ‘Mexeflotes’ regularly plying the sheltered waters of the anchorage. 
 
    Apparently, there were only about ten Mexeflotes in existence and practically all of them had been, or were being, brought down to the South Atlantic.  Sixty to seventy feet-long and about twenty-five-wide, powered by a couple of big diesel motors, allegedly, they were capable of landing a Centurion tank, although she had not seen any of those, usually a Mexeflote was loaded with tractors – ordinary farmyard machines in drab Army green - the occasional Land Rover or bulldozer, and piles of stores under tarpaulins. 
 
    Today, HMS Naiad was duty guardship at the mouth of the inlet to the anchorage.  She was looking a little battered, rusty like a lot of the other warships as she slowly cruised, periodically venturing into San Carlos Water before turning and resuming her sentry post. 
 
    The salvage operations around the capsized Canberra near Wreck Bay had stopped now.  There were rumours that the great ship had moved, sliding into deeper water but Toni thought the other theory doing the rounds was more likely, namely that everything which could be salvaged, had already been recovered so it was no longer worth risking men’s lives inside the great steel coffin. 
 
    The Himalaya was moored in the lee of Fanning Island with her bow around two hundred yards from Rabbit Island.  They said the water was less than fifty feet deep hereabouts so if the ship – which had a draught of just over thirty feet – sank, a substantial part of her hull would remain above water.  However, given what had happened to the Canberra, this was not actually a very comforting thought, so Toni tried not to think about it. 
 
    Pragmatically, she was more worried about the conditions over on the two prison ships.  With all their guns disabled, their bunkers emptied the Nuevo de Julio and the Hercules were literally, high and dry, hulks now accommodating around three-and-a-half-thousand men.  The way she had heard it, most of the ships’ senior officers, everybody above Teniente de Navío – Lieutenant – had had to be taken off the two captured cruisers for their own safety, this despite the sixty or more Royal Marines and Scot’s Guards now permanently stationed on each ship to maintain good order. 
 
    Toni shook her head. 
 
    Not my problem! 
 
    She watched as a Wessex V flared out and sat down on the landing deck of the big assault ship, HMS Fearless about a mile to the south off Doctor’s Head.  Beyond the ship the northernmost of the chain of hills that made up the Green Mountains rose gradually to its rounded summit over five hundred feet above the anchorage.  Not for the first time Toni reflected that but for the grey warships, the oil leaking still from the bunkers of sunken ships and the thrumming of helicopter rotors, San Carlos Water would have been positively scenic, almost like something stolen from a bucolic picture-postcard of the Highlands and Islands of Scotland. 
 
    But of course, the Task Force had not invaded the Mull of Kintyre and the rest of the British Isles was not just a couple of miles away, this was pretty much the end of the world and now that the patriotic fervour of the late summer was gone, Toni’s mood was one of vague sadness and an unease born out of a question that one day she knew she would be asked. 
 
    What, on earth, after everything that she and her generation had gone through in the last seven years, were they doing down here? 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Fearless 
 
    San Carlos Water 
 
      
 
    CINCSATF held onto his cap and essayed an abbreviated salute to the men who had stepped out onto the rotor-blown landing deck to greet him. 
 
    Vice Admiral Sir Henry Leach grinned broadly at the Fearless’s captain, an old friend and the tall Canadian at his side, the Landing Group Commander, Dermot O’Reilly as hands were shaken and the men hurried to avoid the threatening squall remorselessly heading towards the big assault ship. 
 
    “Bulwark will come into San Carlos Water tonight,” CINCSATF declared as the men entered the hangar, descended a couple of decks and arrived in Flag Country, where Leach’s Senior Staff Captain and departmental heads were eagerly awaiting his return from that morning’s conference with his second-in-command afloat, Rear Admiral David Penberthy on board the commando carrier operating close offshore to the north.  “Her people have been on the go forever, and in the changed circumstances it makes sense to have her air group based here.” 
 
    Everybody who had ever served with Henry Leach also knew that once David Penberthy was installed in San Carlos Water – the ultimate safe pair of hands – CINCSATF would be free to gallivant around to his heart’s desire which, all things considered, was probably going to be a big plus for the morale of the men in the much-reduced squadron blockading the archipelago and to the troops already ashore. 
 
    “Ian Gourlay will be with us shortly, sir,” Dermot O’Reilly reported.  “He’s already been fully briefed by Steuart Pringle.” 
 
    Leach took the other man to one side, quite an achievement in the crowded stateroom. 
 
    “As soon as Arethusa arrives, I’m sending Naiad back to Leith Harbour.  I want you to go back on her.  The Carmania and the Franconia ought to be at South Georgia by the time you arrive.  I’m worried this ceasefire business will communicate the wrong message to the people over there.  So far as I am concerned, the war is not over.  Nor will it be until the last ship steams past Fort Blockhouse at Portsmouth.  I know I can rely on you to get that message across to our people and to prepare, if necessary, the new troops for fresh amphibious operations on East Falkland.” 
 
    Dermot O’Reilly nodded. 
 
    The initial assault landings phase of OPERATION GRANDSTAND had been completed successfully; and for the time being, further landings had been rendered if not impractical, then ill-advised after the loss of the Ark Royal.  The establishment of the beach head, then its expansion to form a defensible lodgement-in-depth from which future offensive operations could be mounted, had likewise, been achieved.  While Dermot was not exactly at a loose end undeniably, he could use his time to best effect preparing the second wave of troops for their potential role, or roles if and when the war resumed. 
 
    “We’ll have a proper chin-wag before you leave,” Leach promised. 
 
    Then CINCSATF was addressing the room. 
 
    “While I was on Bulwark, I received authority from Fleet HQ to regularise the temporary measures put in place yesterday to effect a conditional ceasefire with the Argentine forces defending the Falklands Archipelago.” 
 
    Henry Leach looked around the circle of faces. 
 
    “The purpose of the ceasefire is: one, to enable the political peace process to proceed; two, to enable the evacuation of Argentine non-combatants from the TAMEZ INVINCIBLE,” that is, the two-hundred-mile Total Air and Maritime Exclusion Zone centred on San Carlos Water, “and third, to enable the build-up of our forces and war supplies on East Falkland preparatory to further operations should that become necessary.  The Government has made it clear that unless the peace process has progressed to a satisfactory conclusion not later than 1st January 1970, operations to re-conquer these islands will re-commence.” 
 
    He let that sink in. 
 
    “The clock is ticking, gentlemen.” 
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    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Monday 1st December 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    King Edward Cove 
 
    RN Ammunition Depot, Grytviken 
 
      
 
    Much as the harbours and coves of Stromness and Cumberland Bays had never rested in the Arctic Summer when the whaling fleets harvested the bone, viscera, blood and oil of the great cetaceans of the Southern Ocean, so the men of the ships of the Task Force toiled twenty-four hours a day to maintain and to feed the sinews of war. 
 
    Peter Christopher had conned the Liverpool into the confines of the Cove yesterday evening, tying up alongside the Royal Fleet Auxiliary Ammunition Stores Ship Reliant.  Overnight, the pallets of 8-inch 335-pound ‘super’ heavy armour-piercing, and 260-pound high explosive rounds had begun to swing across the decks to be manhandled into the hoists to carry them down into the old Baltimore class cruiser’s magazines.  Reliant only had sufficient 8-inch rounds to three-quarters fill Liverpool’s main battery magazines, but no shortage of 5-inch rounds for the ship’s secondaries, or shells and bullets for her 40- and 20-millimetre cannons and 50-calibre machine guns.  The ship had virtually shot herself dry – of 8- and 5-inch rounds – during a prolonged bombardment of suspected Argentine positions around Teal Inlet and Salvador Water before dropping half-a-dozen parting broadsides on the airstrip at Point Pembroke ahead of setting course for South Georgia. 
 
    At some stage the RFA Fort Langley (A230) was scheduled to return to Grytviken with two-hundred-and-seventy-five more 8-inch rounds but the signals Liverpool had been copied into did not specify whether the rounds in question were AP or ‘common’ HE.  Peter knew he did not have to ask Guns, Fred Dickens to chase the Fleet Supply Officer over the matter!  Fred would be after the poor man like a ferret down a rabbit hole… 
 
    In the meantime, the thing to do was to stow as many new bullets as possible.  Haste was not of the essence in the present re-ammunitioning exercise but that was no reason to remain alongside the Reliant a minute longer than was absolutely necessary. 
 
    Peter had finally started to catch up on his sleep in the last few days; and that morning he was middlingly well-rested as he took a constitutional up to the bridge from his day cabin.  He had no intention of interfering, let alone looking over the shoulders of his second-in-command or his gunnery officer as they ammunitioned ship; the last thing Adam Canning or Fred Dickens needed or wanted was their commanding officer micro-managing matters when the only thing that mattered was not dropping 8- and 5-inch shells on the deck or inadvertently into the water next to the ship!  Therefore, when he arrived on the Compass Platform and as soon as the CAPTAIN ON THE BRIDGE formalities were completed, he said quietly: “Good morning, gentlemen.  Carry on.”  And ambled to the open armoured hatch to step out onto the bridge wing. 
 
    In the distance the roaring of jet engines rumbled through the mountains, insulting the sepulchral stillness of the surrounding fjords as Peter gazed across the cove to the old graveyard where the body of that most indomitable of all the great Antarctic explorers, Ernest Shackleton rested.  In recent weeks a new, neat, white picket fence had been built to enclose the small burial ground, and fresh headstones, plaques and wooden crosses erected in what was now reverentially restored hallowed ground. 
 
    It was one of those days when Peter badly needed to feel the cool sting of the Austral breeze on his face; and, to drink a pot of Carmelo Boffa’s marvellously restorative coffee.  In these latitudes the Austral breeze was to be relied upon most days; and Leading Steward Boffa’s coffee was a sine qua non first thing every morning! 
 
    “Coffee, sir!” 
 
    Peter accepted the steaming mug. 
 
    Carmelo, anticipating his mood and therefore, his movements must have run ahead of him to his sea cabin – located at the rear of the bridge at compass platform level - where his steward kept a stash of all the ingredients and accoutrements required to keep his captain fed, watered and on generally top form. 
 
    Peter had brought the dapper Maltese onboard at Marija’s prompting and had never doubted for a moment that his wife had given Carmelo very detailed, comprehensive to a fault, instructions as to how to look after her husband! 
 
    Peter sipped his coffee, felt the breeze flutter on his face and the illusory warmth of the sun breaking through the high clouds for a moment as he gazed down on the activity on the deck adjacent to the two forward triple main battery turrets.  The rifles had been naked, rusty with their paint burned off from continual shooting when the cruiser departed the waters around East Falkland.  Her guns, like the rest of the ship, had been singularly spruced up in recent days even though at any one time approximately a quarter to a third of the Liverpool’s company was ashore or otherwise excused normal duties. 
 
    Ammunitioning ship always put him in mind of Talavera: and sometimes, of that wintery day when she had been ordered to load her magazines with 4.5-inch fixed rounds from a rolling old scow of a merchantman in Portland Harbour in the middle of a Force 8 Channel gale, during which more than once only a despairing, diving rugby tackle had stopped a stray round rolling over the side. 
 
    However, mostly, he thought about that day in April 1964 at Malta.  Talavera had been alongside the ammunitioning wharf beneath Corradino Heights in the Grand Harbour, when he had been called to the bridge to take a radio call from his father. 
 
    Some days he could shrug out of the thrall of remembrance, others not.  Some things were with one forever.  He stared to the south where tents, long, dun-coloured marquees, and freshly erected hangar-like sheds now filled all the space along the foreshore where previously, the abandoned ephemera of the old whaling station had stood.  From his high vantage point on the bridge, he could see the ruins of the old whalers’ chapel, and the extension to its cemetery where so many of the Argentines killed by his ship’s guns had found their last resting place… 
 
    But in his head, Peter was lost in time, faraway. 
 
    ‘Peter,’ his father had said to him that day in Malta, with a brusqueness that was, in retrospect, masking the despairing urgency that must have been roiling in his soul.  ‘How far advanced are you with your ammunitioning?’ 
 
    He had been so surprised to be asked that question that he had had to take a moment to gather his wits to answer it.  In fact, he had been so surprised that his father had wanted to talk to him about what was, in the scale of things, a mundane, routine exercise of the kind that hardly ever preoccupied a commander-in-chief, that he just blurted out his best guess! 
 
    I’ve got about a hundred-and-fifty rounds, mixed common and AP per barrel on board for the main battery.  We’re loading the last torpedo as we speak.’  They were two professional naval officers so Peter had not needed to be asked what was, all things being equal, an obvious follow-up question. 
 
    ‘I’ve got one boiler lit at the moment, sir.’ 
 
    Even then Peter had not suspected that something was wrong, let alone terribly wrong.  There were so many things he might have said to his father; but at the time their tentative rapprochement was still new, a strange, unnatural thing which Peter knew was largely Marija’s doing, for if his beautiful Maltese princess had him in her gentle thrall, his father was no less susceptible to her…  What was the word? 
 
    Aura? 
 
    Yes, that was probably the right word… 
 
    Like any destroyer captain – and at the time he was still very new at the job – Peter was running hard to, metaphorically, stand still.  There were so many things to do, so many things he could get wrong and once the ship was re-ammunitioned, he faced the daunting task of getting her out of the Grand Harbour without hitting anything… 
 
    So, at that point in the conversation he still had absolutely no inkling that everything was about to go to Hell in a handbag in no time flat! 
 
    ‘Good.  That’s good,’ his father had said.  He had said it the way any full Admiral said such things. 
 
    But there was a strange calmness in his voice; Peter always remembered that.  Later he understood that grace under pressure was about more than just projecting calm; it was a state of mind but that was one of the many cruel lessons he was to learn that day without knowing it until much, much later.  His father had added: ‘Flash up your Number Two boiler and get out to sea soonest.’ 
 
    God in heaven, that had galvanised him into action! 
 
    DO IT NOW, BOY! 
 
    There had been something in his father’s voice that was like an explosive discharge of electricity. 
 
    ‘Soonest, sir?’  He had echoed, like an idiot. 
 
    And that was when the real madness had begun. 
 
    Everything after that had been like a fever dream; the sort of lucid, waking nightmare one only pieces back together long afterwards in moments of extreme existential personal angst. 
 
    ‘Yes.’  His father had said this with a quiet finality that had intuitively communicated to him that – ready or not – the great test of his life was upon him.  Then, because he was the man he was, his father had made things crystal clear.  ‘Cut your lines and go, Peter!’ 
 
    ‘Sir...’ 
 
    ‘Get out to sea and await further orders!’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir!’ 
 
    That had been the last time he spoke to his father. 
 
    Peter tended to leave religion to his wife; he was not really a believer in, although he could not deny that in dark moments, he had sometimes hoped that there was such an entity as a merciful God.  Marija had faith that He existed; whereas, Peter was still waiting for empirical evidence, a sign that as yet, had not manifested itself. 
 
    Peter liked to think that he had sighed as nonchalantly as people said he did, as he replaced the radio handset on its mount that fateful afternoon, as he turned to the bridge speaker. 
 
    But he doubted it. 
 
    ‘Sound Air Defence Stations Condition One!’ 
 
    As the alarms blared, he had slid down the ladder to the main deck, almost bowling over Miles Weiss – Miles was his oldest, truest friend in the Navy, his best man at his wedding and for the few weeks he commanded Talavera, his peerless Executive Officer - running the other way. 
 
    ‘There’s a flap on.  I don’t know the details,’ he had blurted.  ‘Get our people back on board.  Clear the decks.’  
 
    Any other man would have hesitated, asked for clarification.  But he and Miles were like brothers, almost like two sides of the same coin, they understood and trusted each other perfectly. 
 
    Peter remembered Miles raising a megaphone to his lips and bawling out a string of orders; and moments’ later, Talavera’s Master at Arms, Chief Petty Officer Spider McCann – once the featherweight boxing champion of the Mediterranean Fleet – materialising as if by magic at his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Single up the lines, Mister McCann.  We’re casting off in,’ he had glanced at his watch in what would have seemed to a dispassionate observer like a gesture of pure melodrama, ‘in thirty seconds regardless whether all our people are back on board or if we’ve still got civilians on deck!’ 
 
    The diminutive little man scurried away and Jack Griffin had replaced him, breathless. 
 
    ‘Find the Engineering Officer.  I need him to flash up Number Two boiler like his life depends on it!’ 
 
    Because it probably does depend on it! 
 
    Some days the memories came back with shocking lucidity; others, they were blurred as if viewed through a cracked prism. 
 
    Once a destroyer captain; always a destroyer captain. 
 
    Talavera had only had the thin-end of seventy tons of oil in her bunkers, that afternoon she was scheduled to take on three hundred tons of heavy bunker oil.  Seventy tons was nothing; at full speed she would burn that off in a lot less than three hours.  Of course, at the time he had no idea that Talavera and so many of the men under his command had a lot less than three hours left to live. 
 
    There had been nothing he could do about his empty bunkers; he remembered thinking: ‘I’ll worry about that later.’  By then chaos was taking over: on the quayside discarded 4.5-inched fixed reloads were laying on the concrete, boxes of Spam and tinned fruit had been dropped in a relatively neat curved line between the supply lorries and the ship, and men were sprinting to get back aboard from every direction. 
 
    ‘Sound the horn three times!’ 
 
    The sound of the ship’s fog horn – strictly speaking an air horn – had rumbled so deeply that it might have been reverberating inside his chest as he went to the bridge rail. 
 
    ‘Raise the gangways!’ 
 
    His father had told him to cut his lines and go! 
 
    ‘Cast off!  CAST OFF!’ 
 
    He did not wait to see if his orders were being obeyed. 
 
    ‘Are the engine room telegraphs answering?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, sir!’ 
 
    At that juncture he always recollected hesitating; although in reality that pause was probably instantaneous, intuitive, more in his head than in the real world.  Always before he had had time to calculate, to mathematically assess the angles, equal and opposite attraction, energy conservation and all the other good stuff that hydrologically speaking, stopped a captain making a complete hash of, and damaging his ship leaving or entering harbour. 
 
    That day, none if that sophistry mattered. 
 
    ‘FULL left rudder!’  One last deep breath.  ‘SLOW ahead STARBOARD!’  Then.  ‘Slow ASTERN port!’ 
 
    As it was, Talavera’s swinging transom came within inches of hitting the unyielding concrete of the wharf, and then the destroyer was moving forward.  Two men sprinted and leapt across the gap as the ship moved away.  Others balked at the jump, men began to gather on the quayside, staring wide-eyed as their crewmates moved across the decks recovering mooring ropes and their ship left them stranded ashore. 
 
    Peter knew what they were thinking: What was going on? 
 
    ‘Stop PORT!  Rudder AMIDSHIPS!’ 
 
    That was when he had first heard the unearthly, dreadful distant rending, shrieking sound high overhead. 
 
    He had not hesitated. 
 
    ‘Full ahead BOTH!’ 
 
    There was a heart-stopping delay and then both of Talavera’s propellers began to spin, faster and faster and like an Olympic sprinter settling into her starting blocks she dug her stern into the azure blue water of the Grand Harbour, her bow rose and she drove ahead. 
 
    Peter remembered the sky being ripped apart as with an unearthly tearing, roaring like an express train racing downhill at a thousand miles an hour with its brakes squealing in an agony of sparks, salvoes of 11- and 6-inch naval shells thundered overhead. 
 
    Belatedly, air raid sirens began to howl and the rumbling thunder of very large explosions had rolled across the island as the first broadsides from the old Turkish Dreadnought the Yavuz, and the Red Navy cruiser Admiral Kutuzov began to fall on RAF Luqa, the single most strategically important British air base in the Mediterranean. 
 
    He had known that it was his duty to engage the enemy more closely.  He had had no idea what awaited Talavera outside the Grand Harbour but that had not mattered because the one thing he, or any Royal Navy officer knew with utter certitude, was that even in the direst straits no man could do wrong if he steered towards the sound of the guns and strove, might and main to lay his ship alongside those of Her Majesty’s foes… 
 
    Peter was lost in those memories, flashing back in and out of sequence, oddly unfrightening because, he assumed, on that day in April 1964 he had never been afraid. 
 
    “Captain!” 
 
    Peter blinked. 
 
    It was as if he had been in a trance and the hypnotist had snapped his fingers to break the spell. 
 
    Carmelo Boffa was at his elbow. 
 
    Peter guessed his steward must have been standing close to him for some seconds, perhaps longer. 
 
    His steward was brandishing a pot of coffee. 
 
    Peter wondered if Marija had warned Carmelo to be prepared for these moments, usually brief, passing absences when he disconnected, disassociated with the here and the now and was momentarily, and occasionally, increasingly of late, lost in the past. 
 
    “I was thinking about Malta,” he confessed dully. 
 
    The other man nodded; his expression respectfully fixed. 
 
    “Yes, you should know that Malta thinks of you and Lady Marija, often, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 2nd December 
 
    Casa Rosada 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    Brigadier Antonio Facchetti was the last to arrive – albeit some minutes before the scheduled hour – at the emergency conclave of the Junta.  After the debacle of the second ‘Lincoln Raid’ on Isla de Soledad, in which only two of the five aircraft involved had safely returned to Comodoro Rivadavia, the FAA man had temporarily based himself in the Air Force Wing of the giant, nearby Libertador Defence Ministry Building, sleeping on a camp bed in an annexe to his top floor suite of offices.  More than ever, he needed to be close to the Casa Rosada to counter the clumsy manoeuvrings of his fellow Junta members. 
 
    Both surviving Lincolns had returned to Rio Gallegos with aiming point photographs proving conclusively that they had bombed Argentine positions at Verde de Ganso, well over fifty kilometres south of the intended target, the British positions either side of the San Carlos River.  It was likely that the raid had largely obliterated part, or all of Camp Prado de Ganso. 
 
    On another day, this might have been the sole subject tabled at the coming conclave of the Junta.  But then ‘other’ or ‘normal’ days were a thing of the past for the government of the Republic. 
 
    Like the Casa Rosada, the Defence Ministry Building, situated little more than an, albeit long, stone’s throw to the south-east of the Presidential Palace, had about it the feel of a castle under siege.  For the Libertador Building this was more illusion than reality, the Army and the police were able to keep the streets either side of it reasonably free of demonstrators and in any event, its eastern aspect was virtually on the corniche looking out across the Estuary of the River Plate.  Whereas, the Casa Rosada stood with open ground on two sides, the Parque Colón to its east and the Plaza de Mayo to the west, where, for much of the last two days huge crowds had coalesced by nightfall.  Again today, people were streaming down to the river to surround the Palace, seemingly undeterred by the troops and armoured vehicles forming a ring of steel around the Junta’s two key fortresses in the capital. 
 
    There had been widespread rioting across the city last night. 
 
    Dozens had been shot dead by the Army and nobody had even thought about cleaning up after the unequal pitched battles which had raged until the early hours of the morning.  Parts of the city were no-go areas that the police could only enter escorted by armoured cars.  The acrid tang of tear gas still hung in the air; and every stirring of the breeze brought a reminder of the foul stench, even into the near-hermetically sealed isolation of the Junta’s first-floor conference room in the Casa Rosada, of those widespread street battles. 
 
    In the night’s worst clashes the Army had opened fire on students marching north up Avenue Paseo Colón last night and attempted to drive the crowd back from the Presidential Palace; at first with thunder-flashes, rubber bullets and tear gas before wading into the throng with rifle butts and long – baseball bat-like - night sticks, and eventually, resorting to live ammunition.  Everything had started going to Hell as the news of the ceasefire on the Malvinas and the so-called ‘Naval Revolt’ at Ushuaia had begun to circulate in the capital.  The situation was going to deteriorate further when the people learned that the US Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, had formally suspended his peace mission, and returned to Washington DC that morning. 
 
    Even locked away in the heart of the Casa Rosada, the sounds of the drumming and the chanting of the masses already half-filling the Plaza de Mayo, and on the eastern side of the Presidential Palace, surging like the incoming tide against the police lines around the column topped by a statue of the great explorer, Christopher Columbus, seeped into the room as the Chief of Staff of what remained of the Argentine Air Force took his chair.  He had come incognito, dressed anonymously in a civilian suit escorted through the chaos on the streets only by a small plain-clothed security detail. 
 
    “We have determined that Mendoza is to be tried for treason,” Il Presidente and the Chief of Staff of the Argentine Army, Alejandro Agustín Lanusse, informed Facchetti as he was still settling. 
 
    “We?”  Facchetti queried.  “You have decided, you mean?” 
 
    This, he realised was almost certainly the case since the other man at the table – ignoring the dozen or so aides sitting or standing behind the other two members of the Junta – Admiral Pedro Gnavi, was either asleep, or so drunk it made no difference either way. 
 
    “Yes, Gnavi and I,” Augustin Lanusse went on angrily, flicking a dismissive look at the Commander-in-Chief of what until a few days ago had been one of, if not the, most formidable navies in Latin America.  “It is an Army matter.  In the same way the Navy reserves the right to court martial that coward Bonham-Garcia…” 
 
    Pedro Gnavi stirred, ire struggling past his inebriation for a few, brief moments. 
 
    “My Marines are not cowards,” he objected.  “I don’t remember you going ashore alongside my Marines during the re-conquest of the Malvinas, Il Presidente!” 
 
    The sting of contempt, abruptly voiced brought the Army man to the boil: “I will not allow the proud name of the Ejército Argentino to be impugned by any man!”  Augustin Lanusse snarled. 
 
    Facchetti tried not to groan out aloud. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he pleaded.  “If we do not stand together, we are finished.  Frankly, nothing which has happened in the last month ought to surprise any man in this room.  General Rey, my esteemed predecessor and, if I recollect, General Mendoza briefed the Junta, presciently we now know, as to the likely course of events once major hostilities commenced with the British.” 
 
    Lanusse was glaring at him; and Gnavi seemed to have gone back to sleep. 
 
    Facchetti was not so easily cowed: “We have no reserves.  We never had any reserves.  We knew that all we could do was hurl our front line strength at the enemy; this we have done, fighting with no little honour but the British are still firmly lodged on the Malvinas and they command the seas around it.  Our Navy is decimated, the Air Force has no aircraft left capable of contesting the skies above the Malvinas.  Now our best infantry units, the cream of our Army and Marine regiments are trapped on those islands.  It seems to me that far from General Mendoza’s ceasefire with the British being a precursor to a surrender, it is more likely that it is a sign that he means to fight on.  But first, because he is an honourable man, he wishes to remove non-combatants, women and children out of harm’s way…” 
 
    “The man is a traitor!”  The President of the Republic thundered. 
 
    Facchetti thought this was a bit rich coming from a man who was afraid to go outside – even onto the balcony - to confront demonstrators; a stark contrast to those days when Lanusse had rushed out onto the streets with positively indecent haste when the crowds had come out to celebrate and to party because the British aircraft carrier the Ark Royal had been sunk, and that the first Lincoln raid had sunk the Canberra! 
 
    Of course, ever since it had become known that far from being a crushing victory, the naval and aerial Battle for the Malvinas had been a disastrously pyrrhic defeat that had, literally, gutted the ARA and the FAA in a single day, both Lanusse and Pedro Gnavi had been positively reclusive.  The situation could hardly be any more calamitous: both the big carriers were gone, likewise all the cruisers, one of them, the Santissima Trinidad blown up with the loss of practically every man aboard, the General Belgrano had been shot to pieces, and the others had meekly surrendered after their crews had mutinied; and as for Facchetti’s FAA, all that was left were a few F-86 Sabres and a collection of barely airworthy Second War vintage fighters to protect the capital.  Like the Navy, the Air Force still had its bases and its infrastructure, and more manpower than it knew what to do with but as a fighting force, it no longer existed.  Bizarrely, it was the Navy, with its land-based Grumman F9F Panther jet fighters – regarded as too dangerous to deploy on either the Indepencia II or the Veinticinco de Mayo at sea as neither ship had modern arrester gear or catapults – which still possessed the most potent fighter bomber squadrons in the Republic. 
 
    All of which was academic. 
 
    They had never found, let alone attacked the second British aircraft carrier, the Hermes, and although she did not seem to be operating in the waters around the Malvinas at this time, the enemy had a third carrier, the Bulwark, operating as many as twenty large, very capable helicopters over its beach head on Isla Soledad, and therefore despite the sinking of the Ark Royal, the British had retained a degree of local air superiority over the only battlefield that actually mattered! 
 
    Antonio Facchetti had explained all of this to his thick-eared Junta colleagues.  Patently, what seemed blindingly obvious to him was nothing of the sort to the two elder statesmen of the Republic! 
 
    “President Brenckmann has ordered the Oriskany and her escorting ships to commence the evacuation of civilians from Isla Soledad,” Pedro Gnavi slurred. 
 
    Facchetti thought this was probably good news. 
 
    Agustin Lanusse wasted no time disabusing him of the error of his ways. 
 
    “It is a national humiliation,” he raged, with such spittle-showering vehemence that Pedro Gnavi roused himself, and tried to sit up straight. 
 
    Facchetti groaned inwardly, consoling himself that he might not have to put up with this nonsense much longer.  He still half-expected to see Jorge Anaya at the Navy man’s shoulder, ready to step in to save him from himself.  But Anaya was dead, as were the majority of the members of the ARA’s so-called ‘command generation’, dead or in British custody. 
 
    The Air Force Chief of Staff raised a hand, weary of being lectured by men who clearly, had no idea what they were doing or what the rapidly deteriorating situation on the streets around the Casa Rosada boded for their future. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    His Staff had speculated that the problem down in Tierra del Fuego was that the Navy had attempted to quarantine the survivors of the Battle of the Malvinas at Ushuaia, collecting all its angriest and most demoralised men in one place, and a profoundly miserable place at that.  It was hardly surprising that there had been a revolt; the trouble was that Pedro Gnavi’s ineptitude had now turned the Republic’s one naval base and toehold on the northern shore of the Beagle Channel – over which the Argentine and the Chileans had been in dispute, often on the verge of war for decades - into a new potential disaster zone.  This alone would have been a horribly destabilising wild card but in a country whose army, naval and air bases were filled with men with nowhere to go and no means of influencing the war for the Malvinas, ‘febrile’ was too mild a word to describe the tensions playing out in the middle ranks of the military state within a state which underpinned the Junta’s rule. 
 
    “I’m sick and tired of the fucking Air Force,” Augustin Lanusse was saying.  “You keep promising the earth and what do you actually deliver?  You murder hundreds of our own people!” 
 
    Facchetti felt his face burning. 
 
    The survivors of the second Lincoln raid had been near-suicidal when they learned that they had bombed the camp on the Darwin-Verde de Ganso isthmus, not the British ship and troop concentrations around the northern reaches of San Carlos Water.  Either the British had jammed the targeting beacons on Isla Gran Malvina or the lead bombardier of the formation had mistaken the similar radar profile of northern Lafonia for that of the northern reaches of the inlet.  This latter had been a possibility the bomber crews had been aware of; but the bombing leader would only have had the grainy image of a small, twenty-year-old cathode ray tube, of the Estrecho de San Carlos to guide him during the last thirty kilometres of the bomb run and superficially, the head of San Carlos Water and the topography of the isthmus at the north-western end of Choiseul Sound some forty kilometres to the south of the intended aiming point, bore similarities.  It was a consideration acknowledged but discounted in the planning of the raid because an approach to the target from the south as the original Lincoln raid had on the night of the 13th-14th had been deemed suicidal, since it was assumed that one or other of the British terrier-armed destroyers in the Estrecho de San Carlos or San Carlos Water itself, would almost certainly have been stationed so as to allow it to make short work of a bomber force long before it reached its targets. 
 
    This was the third time Augustin Lanusse had thrown the disaster in Facchetti’s face.  If he thought he was going to have to put up with it a fourth time, he would have challenged the pompous imbecile to a duel! 
 
    But that was not going to happen. 
 
    Nevertheless, the acting-Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force was so angry, his angst multiplied by his unreasoning guilt and shame over the disastrous raid, that it was some seconds before the proximity of the burst of gunfire – in the corridor outside the conference room - penetrated the red mist which had enveloped his consciousness after this latest insult. 
 
    The junior officers in the room were moving to shield their principals; and several men had drawn hand guns. 
 
    There was the sharp, momentarily ear-splitting detonation of a grenade. 
 
    And then another and suddenly, there was acrid, biting, choking smoke in the room. 
 
    No, not smoke… 
 
    Tear gas… 
 
    And masked, heavily-armed men were shouldering through the doors… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 3rd December 
 
    Puerto San Carlos 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Staff Sergeant Anatoly Saratov heard the familiar voices outside the command tent, grabbed his notebook and a pencil, jumped to his feet and went outside where he found his commanding officer, Major General Sergey Akhromeyev in conversation with the Adjutant of 46 Commando, Major Lionel Colvin as the two men watched the nearest of the two bulldozers landed yesterday, working to level the foreshore to the immediate west of the Vindrey Commando’s encampment. 
 
    For once there was no low overcast that morning and, in the sunshine, it was pleasantly balmy, assuming one could find a place to loiter out of the wind which was ruffling the otherwise smooth surface of the anchorage to the south.  The dark-haired Englishman nodded acknowledgement to Anatoly as he approached. 
 
    46 Commando and the Vindrey brigade had completed the withdrawal of their advanced companies from the Cerro Montevideo Line – an administrative misnomer given that the ‘lines’ in question comprised an integrated network of layered defensive position over a mile deep in places, rather than simply a trench ‘line’ protecting the key hilltop observation and communications posts – overnight, handing over to Alpha and Charlie Companies of the Scots Guards, whom were positively ‘itching’ to prove that a little thing like having to be rescued from a capsized liner was no more than a passing inconvenience. 
 
    Personally, Anatoly reckoned that after they had completed their first seven-day stint in the cold and the damp of the forward trenches, they would have acquired a more realistic attitude to campaigning on these miserable islands!  Although, that was not to say that he was in any way miserable himself; actually, after surviving his reintroduction to the battlefield two-and-a-half weeks ago, he was feeling good about being a real soldier again.  His SLR was never far from his side, and his somewhat broken and re-made arm was holding up well.  As for the collection of minor wounds from the attack on the Canberra, and the miscellaneous cuts, gashes and bone-deep bruises he had picked up in the fighting east of Cerro Montevideo, they had healed up nicely.  He was, after all, as his Chief said, a ‘tough little bastard.’ 
 
    Coming from a man like Sergey Akhromeyev, that was high praise indeed.  That said, Anatoly had decided that this was his last campaign.  He was still only twenty-six but when he had signed up for the Vindrey Commando he had assured his wife, Greta, that his old wounds meant he would never be more than a barrack room trooper; and although she had understood why he wanted to go with his friends, comrades and the unit that he had worked so hard to prepare for war, to the South Atlantic he was never going to put her through this again. 
 
    However, for the moment he was a soldier. 
 
    A soldier with a casually cruel – Red Army - sense of humour  
 
    He suppressed a grin, thinking how the Scots Guards marching through Port San Carlos had been so grimly determined to get into the fight; probably still convinced that the ground they were about to take over was every bit as much like the Brecon Beacons as those lying silver-tongued briefing officers back in England had promised Anatoly and his buddies! 
 
    Well, about now the Scots would be beginning to wise-up.  Once clear of the scree and boulder-strewn lower slopes of the high ground the peat bogs were criss-crossed with brown-stained brooks, and putting an entrenching tool into the squashy soil was an invitation for water to immediately rise above one’s boots.  And that was only the beginning, because of the constant wind if one ever got wet it was almost impossible to dry out, or to warm up, until one was out of the line.  Moreover, while tactically, 46 Commando had got on top of Tercer Corral to the south of the gouge in the hills that the maps called the headwaters of the San Carlos River, the enemy still had eyeballs on most of the Task Force’s forward positions in this sector, and they had had five years to dig in properly, prepare rain-proof bunkers that did not flood as the water table rose and fell, it seemed, with every rain shower.  That was not to forget the minefields within and behind the positions the Scots Guards had moved into; another reason for being really careful where one dug a latrine or attempted to extend one’s already water-logged sangar! 
 
    Yes, a week to ten days was about the optimum length of time any unit ought to be deployed in the field; after that the physical condition of its men began to deteriorate, and left any longer, morale began to go south almost as fast.  Or rather, Anatoly would have expected it to but as with many of the preconceptions drummed into him when he was a Red Army paratrooper, the British soldiers he had encountered were anything but the soft, bourgeois lackeys his former masters had led him to believe they were!  No, the men the Angry Widow had sent down to the South Atlantic were as hard as any he had known in his previous life.  He had little doubt that he was surrounded by the best fighting men anywhere in the world, genuine ‘hard bastards’ just like himself! 
 
    If the British had had any lingering worries about the combat readiness or the motivation of the Vindrey Brigade; it had been violently dispelled in the savage fighting for Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    Anatoly’s CO and the Englishman had obviously been sharing some private joke as he approached. 
 
    “Major Colvin comes as an emissary of the Royal Engineers,” Akhromeyev chuckled, like his sergeant he often found the ways of his new allies strange and a little…quaint.  Nobody asked for anything in the Red Army, you just bawled orders at the top of your voice and expected things to happen immediately.  But the British; sometimes, they were too polite for their own good.  “The work on the new airstrip,” he gestured with a cocked thumb over his left shoulder at the bulldozers, “will progress faster if we can find volunteers to assist our friends.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Anatoly said simply.  “With your permission I’ll detail off volunteers from the companies who have not yet seen combat!” 
 
    “How many do you need?”  Akhromeyev asked Lionel Colvin. 
 
    “Fifty…  Or more?  The Engineers won’t be organised to receive, er, volunteers, until tomorrow at zero-eight-hundred-hours…” 
 
    Anatoly was curious but would never have dreamed of asking about why exactly, it was necessary to build a second fifteen-hundred-feet-long airstrip – one was already in an advanced state of construction at San Carlos Settlement in the southern sector of the bridgehead – when the Task Force only had helicopters?  Granted, there were supposedly fast jets at South Georgia on the Hermes but the runways were far too short for the Sea Vixen fighters or big, heavyweight Blackburn Buccaneer strike aircraft she carried, both of which needed runways at least two or three times longer to get down safely. 
 
    Hopefully, somebody, somewhere knew what they were doing! 
 
    In the meantime, finding work for a lot of idle hands, particularly work liable to help maintain a large number of the Vindrey Brigade’s men in tip-top physical condition, was not to be scorned. 
 
    Perhaps, on reflection, to keep men busy was one of the reasons why the British were so insistent on building the airstrips and what were increasingly permanent defensive emplacements and base establishments, in addition to the lengthening jetties already built out into relatively deep water to facilitate the unloading of the ships which came and went from San Carlos Water with monotonous regularity? 
 
    Nonetheless, thinking about the construction of the new airstrips was getting to be a little bit like an itch Anatoly could not scratch.  Greta was always saying that he should not always worry at a problem; sometimes, one just needed to sleep on it because in the morning things would be…clearer. 
 
    He waited to be dismissed. 
 
    He waited respectfully, patiently, while the two officers discussed logistical support between their two units; 46 Commando was bivouacked north of the hills overlooking the northern shore of the anchorage, with the Vindrey Brigade farther along the coast.  The British were keen, often obsessively keen, to ensure they were constantly ‘in contact’ with their neighbouring units.  In the Red Army that sort of thing was purely a headquarters function; possibly because the High Command always assumed that if two senior officers from two different regiments were talking to each other that there was almost certainly sedition in the air.  Whereas, the British…well, they just liked to chat to their neighbours. 
 
    Presently, the three men began to stroll along the foreshore, with Anatoly – who was still there because he had not been dismissed - following at a dutiful pace or two behind the two officers. 
 
    “Anatoly,” Akhromeyev said, halting and turning to face the younger man.  “Major Colvin wishes to experiment with a tactical,” he hesitated, searched for the word, “ruse.” 
 
    “A wheeze,” the Englishman added. 
 
    Anatoly said nothing, trying hard to look enthusiastic. 
 
    Unfortunately, in his past life in the Red Army, every time an officer had had a ‘brainwave’ - or did he mean ‘brainstorm’? – it had usually ended up killing a lot of his friends, so his initial response to this new development was one of no little existential concern. 
 
    “We don’t think that the Argentines have many Russian speakers in their ranks,” Lionel Colvin explained confidentially. 
 
    That sounded reasonable; but there had to be a catch. 
 
    Anatoly nodded, trying not to seem overly suspicious.  It still rather unnerved him when a British officer spoke to him man-to-man, transparently sharing a secret. 
 
    “We don’t have scrambled field wireless communications,” the Englishman continued. 
 
    This Anatoly knew already. 
 
    Again, he nodded. 
 
    “We’ve got just about enough Spanish speakers,” Colvin said, “although, I admit some of the Argentine colloquial idioms and speech patterns are a little challenging until one gets one’s ear in, so to speak.  So, we can listen to them; and they can listen to us.  That’s a problem, obviously, especially in the conditions down here where often the enemy is receiving one’s transmissions at full blast while our own people – just a couple of miles away - can’t make out a word that’s being said.” 
 
    Anatoly got it. 
 
    He grinned, in the Red Army he would have waited to be ordered to speak but the English liked one to join the conversation: “But if you had a Russian speaker with each company or platoon fire group,” he suggested, “you could be confident that most of the time the Argentines won’t be able to understand a word we’re saying to each other?” 
 
    This observation prompted a broad, appreciative smile on Lionel Colvin’s face. 
 
    Anatoly went on: “And everything would happen quicker because there would be no encryption-decryption delay, sir?” 
 
    “Exactly!” 
 
    Anatoly still had no idea why the English officer was telling him about this – now that he thought about it – it was a simple and very obvious way of keeping most, if not all of the 1st Commando Brigade’s radio communications secure. 
 
    He frowned. 
 
    Where were all the Russian-speakers to come from? 
 
    Well, he did not need to be a rocket scientist to work that one out! 
 
    “If this was done across the whole Task Force, the Vindrey Brigade will soon run out of fighting men, sir?”  Anatoly pointed out, confident that his Chief would already have worked this out and raised it with his English comrade. 
 
    Sergey Akhromeyev half-coughed, half-growled in that non-committal way of his Anatoly could recognise a mile away but was wholly inscrutable to the Royal Marine standing next to him. 
 
    “Yes, probably not practical below company level,” Lionel Colvin agreed hastily.  “But say, a cadre of say, twenty to thirty men, volunteers of course, should do it for all the units already ashore.” 
 
    Anatoly kept his mouth shut and his thoughts to himself as the Commander of the Vindrey Brigade thought about it.  He could guess what his chief was mulling: if he vetoed the idea out of hand, Colvin might refer the matter higher up the chain of command.  If that happened, he would just have to accept whatever Brigade HQ, that is whatever Ian Gourley, the Land Forces CO handed down to him. 
 
    “I’ll release a dozen men,” he offered.  “Take Anatoly with you to talk to your radio guys.  He’ll train my boys; we can worry about unit allocation if this war ever gets started again.” 
 
    Anatoly got the impression that Lionel Colvin had visited Port San Carlos anticipating a peremptory rebuff.  Hence, the Englishman was all smiles now. 
 
    “If you’re sure you can spare Sergeant Saratov, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, but when all this is over, I want him back in one piece.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23  
 
      
 
    Thursday 4th December 
 
    The White House 
 
    Washington DC 
 
      
 
    Every day the first document waiting for the President’s attention on the Resolute Desk in the Oval Office was the latest casualty list from Cuba.  Yesterday had been a quiet day: three Marines killed, seven wounded, a helicopter pilot and both his crewmen missing presumed dead, and two grunts with the 12th Mechanised Infantry blown up by a roadside bomb, plus another eleven men whose wounds/injuries required hospitalisation. 
 
    Outside, the South Lawn of the White House was bathed in bright, cold sunshine, a welcome change from the rain and sleet of the last week. 
 
    The Vice President, Larry O’Brien drank his coffee, collecting his thoughts.  He was not looking forward to that morning’s council of war; within the Administration they knew they had, forgive the profanity, screwed the pooch; make no mistake, they could hardly deny that the situation in the South Atlantic was, on any number of levels, a national security screw-up of truly royal proportions! 
 
    Granted, the Brits had done just about everything they could to misunderstand what they were being told – talk about two allies never being more baffled by their common language – but basically, as the President had freely admitted to him after they had attended church last Sunday, it was not as if he had not known the Lady was, well, unpredictable.  Unpredictable, as well as being ‘angry’, that was, and as it turned out, a lot angrier than any of them had realised.  Oh, and selectively deaf. 
 
    It was not as if the Chairman of the Combined Chiefs, and the Chief of Naval Operations – if there had ever been a more politically savvy CNO than Elmo ‘Bud" Zumwalt Jr., nobody had told O’Brien – had held back, cautioning the President, as had Jack McCain previously, about their shared unease over the ‘SSN intervention’ which had, at a stroke so emboldened the Argentines that they thereafter, they could not put their hands, head and shoulders into the meat-grinder quick enough… 
 
    It was as if the whole Administration had signed up to and then done, the exact thing they said they would never do; repeat JFK’s serial blunders of 1961 and 1962 which had blown up half-the world, and then his compounding missteps of 1963 and 1964 which had as good as guaranteed a second Civil War! 
 
    It was almost as if they had, collectively, forgotten how badly the bay of Pigs, misjudging Nikita Khrushchev, ‘America First’, double-crossing your allies, and trying to parley and appease with a bunch of religious maniacs had turned out for JFK and the rest of the country! 
 
    All this, Larry O’Brien had said to the President. 
 
    Who had listened patiently, and then agreed with him! 
 
    ‘Heck, all my life – even when I was in the Navy, now I think about it - my game was arbitrage,’ Walter Brenckmann had confessed.  ‘I got obsessed with the politics of this thing.  I tried to balance half-a-dozen conflicting, fundamentally incompatible vested interests against each other.  In a courtroom you can go to the edge and pull back at the last moment; in real life, you don’t have control of what the parties do next.  I forgot that.  Feel free to punch out my lights if I ever do that again, Larry!’ 
 
    The Vice President had pointed out that the Secret Service would probably fill him full of lead if he ever did that. 
 
    The President had laughed softly: ‘I never promised you being VP would be a bed of roses!’ 
 
    The two men got to their feet to greet Jack McCain as he was shown in.  The Secretary of Defense was soon joined by Henry Kissinger, the Secretary of State looking spryer and fresher than he had any right to be after his latest futile shuttle to England, DC, Buenos Aires and back.  US National Security Advisor Walt Rostow arrived a few minutes later, apologising for having been trapped while ‘attempting to escape Capitol Hill’ by the Chairman of the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations, John J. Sparkman.  Rostow was accompanied by James Schlesinger, the man the President had dropped into the Langley snake pit to bring the CIA to heel that spring. 
 
    “What the heck is going on in Buenos Aires, Jim?”  Walter Brenckmann asked the hard-pressed Director of Central Intelligence as he joined the others on the sofas and easy chairs circled around the eagle-motif on the carpet mid-room. 
 
    The President had thought long and hard before he broached any of the rumours, complaints or horribly incisive interrogatives that his force of nature daughter-in-law – specifically, Gretchen, the heiress-congresswoman daughter-in-law who was bound to cause him no little unction sooner or later; not Judy, the marvellously sensible, thoroughly sweet-natured and apolitical daughter-in-law who had taken his youngest, decidedly errant musician son in hand – had voiced last night when she and her husband, his middle son, Dan, had brought their kids over for a family meal.  The kids were still young, at that cute stage that all parents hope will last forever but does not, more is the pity.  Dan, it seemed, apart from working as his wife’s chief researcher and speech-writer, had begun to scope out a book on the history of the first English settlements in North America.  No matter how much Dan might yearn to be back clerking for Chief Justice Earl Warren, that train had left the station last year, his father was the President and he was married to Congresswoman Gretchen; so, he was setting out on a new career, as a historian which was really all he had ever wanted to be since he was in eighth grade… 
 
    The President tried to get his head back into the game. 
 
    Gretchen had some pretty pungent views on the Cuban situation; and about most things, come to think about it.  Fortunately for them all, she was not President…yet. 
 
    Forty-year-old James Schlesinger, the son of Jewish immigrants, had been brought into the Administration directly from the RAND Corporation, where he had been Director of Strategic Studies.  Washington insiders regarded Walter Brenckmann’s pick to replace Richard Helms at the CIA as eccentric – although nowhere in the league of his, straight out of left field choice of Bobby Kennedy to replace J. Edgar Hoover at the FBI – but it had been as carefully considered as any of the nominations for posts in the incoming President’s top team. 
 
    The CIA did not need another man from the Capitol Hill milieu; it needed an outsider, somebody who had the intellect and the curiosity to take a long hard look at the way it operated, and its manifest failings.  If the people at Langley did not like it, well, nobody was forcing them to hang around waiting for their generous Agency pensions.  To those who complained that the last thing Central Intelligence needed was a Harvard-educated economics professor; Walter Brenckmann had retorted that the last thing it needed was another Company man so blinded by the complexities of counter-espionage that he thought he knew better than the elected representatives of the people! 
 
    “What we think is going on, Mister President,” Schlesinger prefaced, “is that the gang of colonels underpinning the Junta was afraid that it was about to be scapegoated for the general failings of the regime, and to put it bluntly, it got its retaliation in first.  If the Argentine wasn’t a banana republic before; it is now!” 
 
    Schlesinger let this sink in, even though he knew he was not telling his audience anything they did not already know about the health or the legitimacy of the regime in the Casa Rosada. 
 
    “The people who are really in control are middle-ranking careerists, fewer than you’d imagine who are actually Navy men because it is the Army who has the boots on the ground in most of the big cities.  It’s a strange situation, a lot of the Navy men have made face-saving pacts with the Army colonels who were propping up Augustin Lanusse’s Junta, so it still looks to outsiders as if it is the Army who are in control.  The ARA still has several squadrons of aircraft; just none that can usefully intervene in the Malvinas conflict.  The threat of these aircraft probably swung enough doubters on the Army side to make the coup a viable power grab.  The Air Force, what’s left of it, seems to have sat it out.  We don’t have a feel for how much support the new regime has in the provinces, or how the revolt down in Tierra del Fuego will play out.” 
 
    He paused again, ruminating for several seconds waiting for questions he knew must be forming in his listeners’ minds, as yet unspoken.  The latest coup in Buenos Aires had caught Langley by surprise – no surprise there – because its prime movers, officers associated with the regiments comprising the Cordoba garrison, had seemed like only one of several groups jockeying for position and its obvious figurehead, Horacio Mendoza, was after all, in exile on the besieged Falkland Islands. 
 
    “The new President is Major General Roberto Marcelo Levingston Laborda.  He comes from San Luis Province, he’s forty-nine-years-old.  The last few years he’s been in intelligence.  He had his finger in some pretty dirty anti-insurgency work.” 
 
    “Specifically, Jim?”  Walter Brenckmann asked quietly. 
 
    “Extra-judicial executions, the routine torturing of suspects, that sort of thing.  The consensus at Langley is that he too, is just a figurehead, the sort of guy you can rely on to use a pile-driver to crack a nut.  He’s a hard man the colonels can trust to do their bidding because he lacks a significant personal power base outside the Secretaría de Inteligencia in either the Army, or the country.  My analysts say he’s a hard-line Malvinist, too.  But then a lot of Argentines were good Malvinists before everything started going south,” the Director of Central Intelligence shrugged, “so, that may not mean a great deal.  We have a profile of him from his days at the SOA…” 
 
    Jack McCain leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    A deepening frown was forming on his creased physiognomy. 
 
    “Okay, so, the man’s an alumnus of the School of the Americas; a stooge who was once and for all we know, might still be, one of our bad guys, and he’s probably only keeping the presidential throne warm for whoever the colonels choose next when he screws up?” 
 
    The Director of Central Intelligence pushed back on this. 
 
    “No, whatever else he is, he’s not one of our guys, Jack?”  James Schlesinger re-joined. 
 
    The School of the Americas (SOA), based at Fort Benning in Georgia, had been lavishly funded during the Nixon Presidency, even during the period of the war in the Midwest.  Soon after his inauguration, Walter Brenckmann had ordered Jack McCain to halt any further expansion of the ‘School’ while its role and past activities were thoroughly investigated, in case a whole ossuary worth of skeletons was about to come tumbling out of the cupboard the moment the new Administration looked into Nixon-era malfeasance in Central and Southern America.  While that inquiry ran its grim, circuitous course, the Secretary of Defense had quietly mothballed much of the SOA facility in line with the Administration’s conviction that it was not the US Army’s job to train Latin American despots, dictators and sham democrats in riot and crowd control, or in tactics to counter non-violent domestic resistance movements, or in the development and implementation of intelligence and counterintelligence strategies, the corrupt gerrymandering of civil affairs, or in the Machiavellian arts of the manipulation of public misinformation. 
 
    The President did not think that any of the above was the CIA’s job either; but doing something about that was probably a two, not a one-term project! 
 
    “This just gets worse,” Walter Brenckmann sighed.  He looked to Henry Kissinger.  “This latest threat?”  He asked.  “Are they really refusing to co-operate with the evacuation of the civilians from those islands?  Should we take it seriously?” 
 
    Walt Rostow interjected before the US Secretary of State could form a considered reply. 
 
    Like James Schlesinger, fifty-three-year-old Walt Whitman Rostow, was another son of immigrant parents.  Unlike the Director of Central Intelligence, he was a pugnacious, out-spoken man whose disregard for the sensibilities of his interlocutors was legendary in DC to the extent that sometimes, people honestly did not know if he was being serious, or just out to shock and offend.  Like Schlesinger, he too was a career economist but there the shared ground between the two men ended at a cliff edge. 
 
    “What are they going to do if the Oriskany docks at Puerto Belgrano with two thousand women and children aboard?”  Rostow inquired derisively. 
 
    Jack McCain half-smiled. 
 
    “Not going to happen.  The Mighty ‘O’ would probably run aground in the so-called dredged channel into Puerto Belgrano,” he observed wryly. 
 
    Henry Kissinger roused himself from what had seemed to the others like several minutes of introspective reverie. 
 
    “I don’t think there is any good reason for returning evacuees from those islands directly to the Argentine.  Given that they were originally left on the Malvinas as hostages, human shields, by the previous Junta, there is no reason to believe that they would not be treated as pawns again.  In any event, persons closely associated with either General Mendoza, or his Chief of Staff, Hugo Bonham-Garcia, would be likely to be singled out for ‘special attention’ by the hardliners in Buenos Aires.” 
 
    The Argentine capital was currently locked down under martial law, with a dusk to dawn curfew in place and thousands of troops on the streets. 
 
    There was a knock at the door to the secretaries’ room and Lieutenant Colonel Karl Devowski, the President’s Personal Military Aide entered the Oval Office to hand Walter Brenckmann a note. 
 
    “Thank you, Karl.” 
 
    The younger man departed as the President read the single page memo.  He frowned and passed it to Jack McCain. 
 
    “Argentine aircraft attacked targets in Ushuaia this morning and damaged one of their own ships in the harbour,” the President announced wearily. 
 
    His Secretary of Defence acknowledged the source of the intelligence. 
 
    “The Brits have got a submarine down there listening to local radio traffic.  Apparently, all this happened yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    A submarine… 
 
    Or rather, Jack McCain mulled privately, more likely the British had special forces personnel on shore in Tierra del Fuego watching over the port and traffic in the Beagle Channel and they had radioed back to a submarine stationed near the coast, probably somewhere to the south of the Isla de los Estados.  It was no big reach to assume that the British were almost certainly better-informed about developments in Ushuaia than the new Junta in Buenos Aires, the best part of fifteen hundred miles to the north.  Moreover, if the Brits had men ashore, if they had not already done so, it would only be a matter of time before the last telephone land lines connecting the port to the rest of the Argentine were cut. 
 
    War is chaos; and chaos is war… 
 
    “We’re keeping an eye on the movements of elements of the Chilean Fleet,” Jack McCain put into the mix.  “A cruiser and a couple of destroyers are currently stationed at Punta Arenas.  That’s maybe a day’s sailing time from Ushuaia.” 
 
    The current state of US-Chile relations might have been an object lesson.  Firstly, in demonstrating that not everything was what it seemed at first sight; and, secondly, in reminding one that things are always more complicated than one first thinks. 
 
    On the face of it, the Christian Democrat government of President Eduardo Frei Montalva was naturally allied to the United States; and American corporations were well-represented in Chile, a country with a tradition of democracy that supported the rule of international law.  In the councils of the Organisation of American States, Chile had consistently backed the US stance not just on Cuba but more or less, across the board.  In return, US aid, both military and commercial had been significant ever since the Second World War, excepting the relatively brief post-October War hiatus in 1963, through to the spring of 1964.  Of course, Chilean links to the United Kingdom went back even longer, with Santiago being one of the few places in South America that British diplomatic and commercial links were still cherished. 
 
    Chile differed in another important respect from many of its Latin American neighbours; even in the wake of the terrible Valdiva Earthquake – the most powerful ever recorded, registering at over 9 on the Richter scale - of May 1960, and the dislocation to world trade caused by the Cuban Missiles War, Chile had never been a complete economic basket case like Argentina or so many other countries in Latin America.  Further, US aid to Chile had never disappeared into a black hole of corruption and fecklessness, as it invariably tended to elsewhere on the continent. 
 
    Chile’s problem was that 1970 was going to be election year and the Christian Democrat Government was likely to face a severe test from the Popular Unity Coalition, an umbrella under which the Chilean Socialist, Communist, Radical, and Social-Democratic Parties had come together with dissidents from, Eduardo Frei Montalva’s own party.  Worryingly, it was beginning to look like Senator Salvador Allende Gossens, an avowed Marxist, might be the next President of Chile sometime in the coming year.  If this was worrying in Washington DC; it was even more problematic for the incumbent administration in Santiago which seemed to be slowly but surely, drifting towards the rocks of political oblivion. 
 
    Cynically, given that time was short and the beleaguered Christian Democrats, after long, hard years in power were running out of ideas; it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that Il Presidente Montalva might be tempted to seek salvation by wrapping himself in the national flag, and reawakening an old territorial argument with a wounded, possibly terminally weakened neighbour.  If he chose to go down that road, pragmatically, not least because the Argentine had got itself into a war with one of the world’s most heavily armed nuclear powers, the six-decade-old dispute about the ownership of three small islands off the southern coast of Tierra del Fuego at the eastern end of the Beagle Channel, might be the perfect pretext. 
 
    Picton, Lennox and Nueva Islands were not of themselves intrinsically valuable, or even desirable pieces of real estate.  However, it happened that they sat on the southern side of the Atlantic approaches to the Beagle Channel, one of the three navigable straits – the others being the Straits of Magellan and the Drake Passage – by which ships transiting between the Pacific and the South Atlantic could avoid having to brave the storms of Cape Horn. 
 
    It was the Argentine which had initially sparked the legal phase of the dispute – which had first flared in 1881 - in 1904, when it formally sought to redraw the map of the southern tip of the continent.  At no stage had it been lost on the parties to the dispute, or any foreign observer with a chart of the Southern Ocean and Antarctica, that the reason Picton, Lennox and Nueva Islands mattered was because if the map was redrawn, the Argentine stood to gain substantial new territorial waters and potentially, rights to exploit a much larger slice of the great southern continent of Antarctica. 
 
    Up until that autumn, the dispute had just been an arcane footnote to Latin American diplomacy; an interesting curio that sooner or later would surely be passed around the United Nations, and probably never be resolved.  To everybody else, it was a non-dispute based on arguments about how to interpret the miscellaneous scratchings on a collection of old charts ‘thought’ to represent the proposed territorial borders between two modern countries that did not exist at the time the charts were drawn - or at least did not exist in their present form, at that time – attempting to define what former versions of those polities ought to look like. 
 
    But that had been then, and this was now. 
 
    Back in the autumn the Argentine Navy had been formidable on paper, now – a few old destroyers apart – it no longer existed; whereas, the Chilean Fleet did, and in the remote waters around Tierra del Fuego and the disputed islands, there was nothing whatsoever the Argentine could do if the small, highly professional Chilean Navy decided to negate, or – and this was the nightmare scenario – steam across the Beagle Channel to settle the argument by employing potentially election-winning force majeure. 
 
    “Do we think the British are egging on the Chileans?”  Walter Brenckmann asked his closest advisors.  “Why would they do that?”  This latter he asked because sometimes it paid to play Devil’s advocate. 
 
    Henry Kissinger stirred. 
 
    “I don’t think Santiago needs to be ‘egged on’,” he said.  “If President Montalva believes that taking advantage of the situation at Ushuaia, given the Argentine’s other problems a relatively bloodless option right now, is what he needs to do to fend off the leftists in next year’s election; that would be motivation enough.  The question for us is whether we let him, or we take the view that our best interests are better served by adopting a position of neutrality.” 
 
    The Vice President had been listening in silence; being the sounding board he had realised, belatedly, that his President and friend, needed him to be. 
 
    “What do you think, Larry?”  Walter Brenckmann asked.  Last weekend he had apologised to his deputy for forgetting their deal: namely, that he would be the first and last man he consulted about any major decision.  He was not going to forget it again. 
 
    “I think we’ve done enough damage already, Mister President.  Sometimes, we have to have the courage to let our friends, and our enemies, make their own mistakes.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Friday 5th December 
 
    Camp Prado de Ganso 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Alberto Castro Fox followed the Commandant of the Darwin-Verde de Ganso Sector out into the watery sunshine of the late afternoon as the thrumming of rotors approached.  Acting Colonel Leopoldo Fortunato Galtieri Castelli stared at the two British helicopters – the Red Cross insignia clearly visible even at a distance of several hundred yards on their flanks, as they circled to the east before turning to pass over his forward positions. 
 
    The enemy had stopped jamming radio transmissions forty-eight hours ago but otherwise, made no attempt to communicate with Galtieri’s or any other command on Isla Soledad. 
 
    “Here they are, true to their word, Alberto,” the tall combat engineer grunted.  Without the prompting – which had verged on cajoling – from the ARA man Galtieri would never have made contact with the enemy, ceasefire or not. 
 
    ‘Give me the radio microphone and I’ll speak to them on behalf of the Navy men,’ the other officer had demanded.  ‘I have injured men who will die if they don’t get better medical help than we can give them here!’ 
 
    Galtieri, who in the dire circumstances of the post-raid aftermath had picked himself off his sick bed and been in motion ever since, had radioed HQ in Puerto Argentino for guidance. 
 
    Hugo Bonham-Garcia’s number two, MLFG Chief of Staff, Pedro Morales, had listened patiently for a couple of minutes.  Then - his tone that of a man who could barely stop himself asking: ‘Why not ask the British for help?’ – had indicated that given the ceasefire, requesting humanitarian assistance from the British was a legitimate option.  Within an hour, Morales had spoken to ‘the Boss’ who had authorised Galtieri to use his own ‘best judgement’; he was the man on the spot and General Bonham Garcia would support him whatever he decided to do next. 
 
    Galtieri had been…speechless. 
 
    In any event, shortly after that second conversation the British, who had clearly been monitoring his communications, had made contact with him; ostensibly, to ensure that both sides had similar ‘local’ interpretations of ‘state pf play’ regarding the ceasefire.  Specifically, that troops were to stay in place and while routine in-camp work was permitted, patrolling and the flight of any Argentine fixed-wing or helicopter aircraft was forbidden.  Swallowing his pride, Galtieri had volunteered the information that his hospital facilities were limited and that he had a very large number of casualties, many of whom had already died for want of appropriate care. 
 
    ‘Are you requesting assistance, sir?’ 
 
    Galtieri had swallowed his pride and admitted: “Yes, I am.’ 
 
    ‘Very good.  Please listen in on this frequency.  I will pass your request up the line to Command.’ 
 
    And now two Westland Wessex Vs were slowing to land. 
 
    The FAA had obliterated Camp Prado de Ganso’s field hospital and killed all bar one of its doctors, a man who had only survived because he was blown into, and very nearly drowned in a latrine trench.  Galtieri’s 107th Combat Engineer Battalion, which had escaped relatively lightly with only three men killed and twenty-two mostly lightly injured, had had to cobble together the Camp’s infrastructure, and an emergency casualty clearing station – which did not warrant the name ‘hospital’ – from nothing and consequently, badly wounded men were dying, in pain and squalor for lack of drugs and anything like twentieth century battlefield medical treatment. 
 
    The two officers marched purposefully towards the landing pad; where they were astonished to discover several women, nurses – attired in the same battledress kit as the men - among the dozen or so personnel who had dismounted from the two helicopters. 
 
    Two men separated from the pack to meet the Argentines. 
 
    Salutes were exchanged. 
 
    “I’m Michael Stephens,” a large, raw-boned man - in his mid-to late thirties Galtieri guessed - wearing the rings of a Royal Navy Commander on his battledress lapel badge, announced cheerfully, “and this is Major Tom Dashell-Harris, Royal Marines.  For our pains we are surgeons.  With your permission, Colonel Galtieri, we’ll have a chat with your medical officers and assess the situation,” he grimaced, “then we’ll discuss what’s best for your wounded men?” 
 
    Galtieri nodded his agreement, unable to avoid glancing at the rest of the entourage the British doctors had brought with them. 
 
    Michael Stephens smiled a rueful half-smile. 
 
    “Forgive us, we took it as read, that things must be pretty grim down here for you to have asked us for help, Colonel.  So, we asked for volunteers and came prepared to offer practical assistance from the outset.” 
 
    “Volunteers?”  Galtieri queried. 
 
    “Yes, including most of our Spanish speakers.  This is all a little irregular.  We’re making things up as we go along, as it were,” Dashell-Harris grinned apologetically. 
 
    “We are grateful for your help, sir,” Albert Castro Fox said.  Like many ARA officers he spoke English – to a fashion – and had hurried to the landing pad in case his services as a translator were required. “We did not know that you had women on your ships, sir,” he confessed. 
 
    “Oh, yes.  Even on some of the smaller ones.  Needs must,” Tom Dashell-Harris declared, clearly a man with reservations of his own about women at sea and close to the battlefront. 
 
    The two British surgeons had been visibly appalled by what they found at the camp’s nightmarish lean-to hospital.  Appalled and upset, offended that men, fellow servicemen could be being treated so poorly in such misery and squalor.  Medieval hardly did justice to what they stumbled upon. 
 
    Michael Stephens did not mix his words, there were at least twenty men dying, others needed urgent surgery to save or amputate limbs, burns patients were literally rotting to death, their agonising injuries barely treated or treatable in the foul surroundings of the camp. 
 
    Michael Stephens, by then in no mood to dissemble, declared that: “We need to get the worst cases back to the Himalaya as soon as possible, each of the Wessexes can take eight to ten stretchers in one lift,” he decided, despairing that so many horribly wounded men had suffered so long without half-way appropriate treatment, let alone remotely adequate palliative relief. 
 
    Again, Galtieri was very nearly speechless. 
 
    “You are prepared to take my people to your hospital ship?”  He asked incredulously. 
 
    His question seemed to baffle his British guests. 
 
    “We’ll do what we can here but frankly,” Michael Stephens spread his arms, “many of your people will die if we don’t get them to a real operating theatre and into intensive care facilities in the next few hours.”  He was a man in a hurry.  “Anyway, I’m sure you’d do the same for my people if our situation was reversed.” 
 
    Alberto Castro Fox winced; not imagining for a second that any of his superior officers would be that…humane. 
 
    “Yes…I would like to think so, Commander Stephens,” Galtieri replied, a little numbly. 
 
    Major Dashell-Harris was giving him an odd look. 
 
    “You don’t look a hundred percent yourself, Colonel,” he observed. 
 
    “I suffered a blast injury, a concussion.  Several days ago, before the bombing,” he confessed, feeling dizzy and for a moment, afraid he was going to be sick. 
 
    The Englishman took his elbow, and peered into his eyes. 
 
    “You clearly need to rest.  We’ll leave you some pills for the nausea and some codeine, I imagine you must be suffering from headaches.  Any tinnitus, ringing in the ears?” 
 
    “No,” Galtieri muttered, dizzy from the unreality of the situation. 
 
    “Good.  I’ll detail a nurse to give you a thorough check-up,” the Royal Marine threatened, “as soon as we’ve established what else needs to be done.” 
 
    Within an hour the Commandant of Camp Prado de Ganso was watching the first stretchers being gently loaded onto the Wessexes, supervised by female nurses.  Such discussion that there had been about who needed immediate ‘medivac to the Himalaya’ had been along the lines of ‘this chap needs to go, this one we can triage here and decide about in the morning’, and soon after that the four female nurses and six male sick bay attendants accompanying the two British surgeons had started directing a work party of Galtieri’s men and several of Castro Fox’s submariners reorganising and cleaning up the tents, and moving the injured men who were remaining behind, into newly erected, less squalid surroundings.  Order had gradually emerged from chaos, the men in the field cots were medicated, at rest for the first time in days and a makeshift operating theatre was being prepped beneath newly hung awnings sheltered from the persistent west wind. 
 
    Castro Fox and two of his ARA men served as translators, as few of the Army men spoke anything but pigeon English.  Presently, both the helicopters were gone, thrumming away into the gathering dusk. 
 
    Both of the British surgeons had elected to remain overnight at Camp Prado de Ganso, two male and two female nurses having accompanied the Argentine wounded on the mercy missions back to the Himalaya moored at the northern end of San Carlos Water. 
 
    “What are you doing about potable water?”  Michael Stephens had asked the former submarine commander. 
 
    “We have tablets but they don’t really help.” 
 
    “We’ve found they keep dysentery at bay,” the Englishman agreed, “but the peat and fungal matter in the water irritates the stomach and gut lining of anybody out in the field for any length of time.  The best cure for it would be hydration with clean water, but of course, there isn’t any of that to be had out here in the Camp.” 
 
    Castro Fox knew that Galtieri had detailed his 107th CEB men to maintain an ‘iron ring’ around the helicopter pad and the hospital area.  Word would soon get out that the British had brought large quantities of medicines, including morphine and that there were women in the party they had left behind overnight.  The Navy man did not think there would be any problems but it paid to be safe; many of the Army men had if not gone loco, then lived an almost feral existence since the bombing.  The experience had deranged a small number of soldiers and once they had been disarmed, they had been left to their own devices. 
 
    For once the sky was relatively clear, and overhead the magical vista of the Southern skies, unsullied by the lights of civilisation filled the heavens. 
 
    The two men were silent for a couple of minutes, then, with a sigh, Michael Stephens’s conscience pricked him and he realised he ought to get back to work.  Not that he wanted to operate on any of the poor bastards who had been lying untreated, sometimes in their own blood and shit for several days.  No, the best thing to do was to make those fellows as comfortable as possible, and operate only as a last resort until the rest of the seriously injured men could be flown up to the Himalaya tomorrow. 
 
    “I was warned that the night sky would look odd down here,” the Englishman remarked idly, betraying a hint of weariness for the first time.  “I served in the Med for several years, I was in Malta at the time of the unpleasantness with the Russians in 1964, and later in France but,” a shrug, “the sky looks different in the north, I suppose.” 
 
    After the Englishman disappeared back into the nearest tent, Castro Fox went in search of Galtieri, who had taken the pills the English had given him and eventually been prevailed upon to rest in his tent. 
 
    “Now the English know how things are down here they could walk in whenever they choose,” he reminded the other man. 
 
    Leopoldo Galtieri was not about to dispute the military soundness of the statement but both men understood that tactical considerations were not the only factors at play. 
 
    “Our wives and children are on the mainland, my friend,” the tall combat engineer reminded the submariner.  “Those people who sit in the Casa Rosada would not hesitate to hold them hostage, or worse, harm them if we surrendered.”  He shrugged.  “Sadly, if there is no peace,” another resigned shrug of his shoulders, “we must fight on.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Naiad 
 
    Northern Approaches to Stromness Bay 
 
    South Georgia 
 
      
 
    “Now that’s what I call a sight for sore eyes!”  Commodore Dermot O’Reilly exclaimed cheerfully as the Leander class frigate emerged, wraith-like from a bank of fog to find HMS Liverpool turning south on her port stern quarter, to escort her into the bay. 
 
    The old Baltimore class cruiser, which had been running brief trials to test her recently patched up repairs, had looked a little worse for wear the last time the two ships had been in company in Falkland Sound, now her hull and upperworks were freshly painted with the dazzle camouflage scheme that Naiad was to adopt before she too, re-joined the fight. 
 
    Of course, the two warships had ‘seen’ each other from over thirty miles away with the cold electronic eyes of their radars, as soon as the Liverpool had steamed north out of Cumberland Bay West but in such distant waters there was nothing quite like laying one’s mark one eyeballs on old friends again. 
 
    “Liverpool is signalling, sir!” 
 
    Low-powered unscrambled TBS was only permitted in designated areas within the confines of the King Edward Cove, Stromness Bay, Husvik Bay and Leith Harbour, where the surrounding topography, fjord-like and mountainous hugely reduced the theoretical possibility of radio leakage to the outside world; so, right now the Liverpool’s starboard bridge-mounted ALDIS lamp was blinking. 
 
    As the ships drew closer, O’Reilly could tell that Liverpool only had two of her Babcock and Wilcox boilers lit and neither operating at remotely full pressure, by the thin plume of almost invisible smoke escaping from her after stack.  The big ship showed no sign of the damage he knew she had accumulated in her various battles and adventures around the archipelago far to the west. 
 
    “WELCOME TO THE ENDS OF THE EARTH!”  The bridge speaker relayed to the officer of the watch. 
 
    Commander Alan Hannay suppressed a boyish grin. 
 
    “Send: THANK YOU STOP GOOD TO HAVE HEAVY METAL FOR COMPANY IN THESE WATERS MESSAGE ENDS.” 
 
    Business as normal soon resumed. 
 
    Naiad was ordered to make directly for Leith Harbour; Liverpool to turn away to the east to anchor in Stromness Harbour where Hermes and Victorious had moved in the last forty-eight hours, ostensibly to ‘unclutter’ that, smaller harbour at Leith but also to affect the redistribution of men, aircraft and spare parts between the two carriers. 
 
    The Naiad’s CIC was soon reporting fast moving aircraft incoming.  Two Kestrels emerged from the thinning mist to the east and the south, and rocketed over the frigate at about five hundred feet before turning and running past the two warships some two hundred yards to port of the Liverpool. 
 
    “It looks like we really do have and air force again, after all,” Alan Hannay remarked wryly. 
 
    As if to emphasise the point, shortly before Naiad and the old cruiser parted company, a Sea King appeared out of the murk and settled on Liverpool’s stern, disgorging several passengers, embarking other crewmen and what at a distance, looked like three, or four, well-stuffed mail sacks, and lifted off, swiftly disappearing to the south towards where the Naiad was bound. 
 
    “Okay, I think we know where the rest of the Task Force has been hiding the last week or two,” Dermot O’Reilly observed wryly, as Naiad, shortly after noon, felt her way into Leith Harbour. 
 
    Half the Fleet seemed to be anchored around the heavy repair ship Triumph, and interspersed within a gaggle of at least eight or nine oilers and supply ships.  And in the middle distance, nestling in the lee of Grass Island in Stromness Harbour were the unmistakable high-sided silhouettes, almost but not quite lost in the haze, of the former Cunard cargo liners Carmania and Franconia guarded by a clutch of destroyers and frigates. 
 
    “It looks like we’ll be hanging around a while before Triumph has a chance to address our defect list,” Alan Hannay groaned.  “Well, we will be,” he corrected himself, grinning at Dermot O’Reilly.  “I’m sure you’ll be wining and dining with the great and good while we humble frigateers do what we can to maintain a semblance of seaworthiness,” Naiad’s commanding officer complained, his tone theatrically long-suffering. 
 
    Dermot O’Reilly clapped his friend on the shoulder. 
 
    “It’s a dirty job, old man,” he laughed, “but somebody’s got to do it!” 
 
    Alan shook his head. 
 
    He would be sad to see his old friend leave the ship so soon.  Having the Canadian veteran, sometime whaler man and the survivor not just of Talavera’s last fight but of a string of dashing destroyer actions in the years since, on board had been a real shot in the arm to him personally, and to his crew who had soon found out, if they had not suspected it before, that the Commodore, Assault Landing Operations, was an all-round good egg with an uncanny knack of effortlessly connecting with officers and other rates alike.  It had been his first time on a Leander class ship and he had spent every spare minute crawling over Naiad and introducing himself to practically every man aboard. 
 
    The passage east from the Falklands had been a real busman’s holiday for Commodore O’Reilly! 
 
    Typically, far from regaling the wardroom, or the lower decks with tales of his derring-do in the Mediterranean, the Atlantic, the Channel and in the battle with suicidal End of Days terrorists in Philadelphia; he had been far more interested in remembering his seasons down in this part of the world as, all around him, the Great Southern Pelagic Whale Fishery had died on its feet in the years before the October War.  And, by public demand, he had been obliged to recount, many times, the tale of the famous night he was bodily ejected from the bar of the Upland Goose Hotel in Stanley! 
 
    As Naiad edged into the harbour the big guided missile destroyer Norfolk was departing.  Originally laid down as HMS Kent, the third ship of the County class, her construction suspended, abandoned and then continued so that she could be launched to clear the slipway at the Harland and Wolff Yard in Belfast.  Then, in late 1966 she had been towed to the United States and completed the following year to a specification comparable to a hybrid of the slightly larger, US Navy’s Farragut class ships.  Thus, instead of her designed 4.5-inch guns and obsolete Seaslug missile launcher she had a single fully-automatic Mark 42 5-inch 54-calibre rifle turreted, and an eight-tube ASROC – Anti-submarine Rocket launcher – forward of her bridge, a triple 12.75-inch torpedo launcher for the modern Mark 32 anti-submarine homing torpedo mounted both port and starboard amidships, and a twin-rail RIM-2 Terrier surface-to-air system at her stern. Unrecognisable as a County class ship, another result of her radical rebuild was that the Norfolk had acquired an elegant clipper bow, and to boot, a bulbous underwater profile forward, and a helicopter pad and hangar aft of the superstructure.  Other than the Liverpool – also a beneficiary of the UK-US Naval rapprochement born out of the crisis of the Civil War in the Midwest in the spring of 1966 – no other ship in the Task Force had a comparably sophisticated electronics or radar suite.  Beside the Norfolk, Naiad and her sisters were positively ante-diluvian relics. 
 
    Both of Norfolk’s half-sisters, the Devonshire and the Hampshire had retained their two twin 4.5-inch turrets forward of her bridge but been extensively modified stateside, and their sensor suites upgraded, to operate a twin Terrier launcher on their sterns while retaining their helicopter decks and rather pokey by modern standards, hangars.  Devonshire was presently en route to South Georgia for repairs; while Hampshire had taken her place with the much-reduced squadron blockading the Falklands and guarding the seaborne logistics train that kept the men ashore fed and supplied with all the necessary tools of war. 
 
    Naiad’s anchor chains shivered the ship as she moored. 
 
    Some minutes later Alan gave the order to ring down: FINISHED WITH MAIN ENGINES. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Saturday 6th December 
 
    Fleet Headquarters 
 
    HMNB Drakelow, Worcestershire 
 
      
 
    Prior to the removal of Fleet HQ from Oxford to the warren of Second World War tunnels beneath the Blakeshall Estate, the old Second War bunker shadow factory had been taken over by the Ministry of Supply as what the Secretary of State for Reconstruction, Dame Alison Munro had termed a ‘strategic store and co-ordination hub’, a separate above-ground complex had been erected about half-a-mile from the entrance to the underground facility.  Initially, the plan had been that only essential supplies, documentation, specie – that is gold or other precious metals – and realistically, a relatively small number of personnel could be accommodated in the Drakelow complex for any length of time; therefore, stores and people deemed ‘less vital’ would have to make do with accommodation above ground until a better solution could be found. 
 
    In any event, while the operational beating heart of Fleet HQ was located in the nearby nuclear bunker – which was judged to be invulnerable to anything but a direct hit by a very, very big bomb – much of that establishment’s administrative and increasingly, its combat-related functions, had been transferred to the HMNB’s above-ground, Compound B, vacated by Alison Munro’s ministry the previous summer in favour of strategically located warehouses and depots scattered across the English Midlands. 
 
    Not that the premises the Navy had inherited were ideal but then everybody, even some senior officers, recognised that the exigencies of the age – mainly the budgetary ones – were such that sometimes one simply had to make the best of a bad deal. 
 
    The compound’s buildings were mostly prefabricated, barn-like constructs which were impossible to heat on cold days.  At this season of the year condensation sometimes dripped from the ceilings and even though all the buildings were post-October 1962 structures, they had been thrown up in such an ungodly hurry that many of the roofs leaked, and when the wind was from the north or the north west it rattled poorly-seated window frames and very nearly blew straight through some of the offices.  It was a running joke that the only rooms in the whole complex that were dry all year round were the Wardroom Mess pantries! 
 
    C-in-C Fleet’s office was heated by a single-bar electric fire.  Although presently there was not actually any visible mold on its walls, from the clamminess of the air, Vice Admiral Sir Simon Collingwood knew it was only a matter of time. 
 
    “We’re tearing down half the buildings in the spring,” Admiral Sir Nigel Grenville announced cheerfully.  “Well, assuming my rheumatism doesn’t get me first!” 
 
    Collingwood’s visit was purely a courtesy call. 
 
    Or rather, that was how it had been notarised in his official diary; just in case anybody was feeling more than normally paranoid in Oxford, given that right now neither he, or the nuclear boat program was anybody’s flavour of the month in the Ministry of Defence. 
 
    In fact, he was getting a little weary of submitting, without success, his resignation.  This was becoming a big problem.  Not least because it seemed to Flag Officer, Submarines, that as he was the man in charge, he ought to be the man held responsible, regardless of any extenuating or mitigating circumstances for the loss of the Cassandra and any, or all the associated failings of his branch of the Navy which the ongoing Board of Inquiry might in due course, identify. 
 
    Likewise, if many of his colleagues regarded the tragic comedy of errors which had resulted in Warspite torpedoing La Argentina and the Almirante Brown, upon the selective amnesia of the Government, or more correctly, of a certain lady, he did not.  The fault was his; he had failed to ensure that the Prime Minister fully understood the consequences of her decisions. 
 
    Similarly, the loss of the Cassandra was no out-of-the-blue surprise to anybody in the Navy, and certainly not to anybody who knew anything about submarines, just to the Government of the day.  Truth be told, Simon Collingwood was amazed, absolutely astonished that in putting seven SSNs in the water in as many years – from a standing start, Dreadnought had just been a prototype and many of her technologies had been found to be too fragile, or plain flawed, to be built into the subsequent boats – that until the loss of the Cassandra, no Royal Navy personnel had ever died on board a British nuclear submarine.  Privately, Collingwood had steeled himself to lose a boat, perhaps two in the first five years of the program proper which had only started in earnest in early 1965. 
 
    Granted, this was not a thing he had deliberately attempted to hide from his service, or his political masters, let alone from the one person who had, from the outset, mattered more than any other, the Prime Minister. 
 
    The cost of going full steam ahead, of blazing a trail with new and experimental technologies is that one must accept the risks inherent in the same.  If it is our object to create a significant undersea fleet before the end of this decade it follows that we must understand that there may be a high price to be paid not just in terms of pounds, shillings and pence but in terms of the human cost in the lives of the men entrusted with the delivery of the aforementioned goals… 
 
    None of which absolved him of his responsibility. 
 
    Nor had the fact he had made sure that Margaret Thatcher knew the risks from the outset.  When she had confronted him with the argument that the US Navy had never lost a nuclear submarine and it had a fleet of over forty SSNs and Polaris ballistic missile boats (SSBNs), Collingwood had re-joined: ‘To the best of my knowledge the US Navy have had at least seven ‘near misses’ including two instances in which there was significant radiological contamination of men and boats, in the second such accident the vessel concerned had had to be abandoned, and was subsequently scuttled in a deep water basin off Southern California.  He had concluded that conversation: ‘Remember, the US Navy has vastly greater resources; essentially a ten to fifteen year lead on us, as witnessed by the reality that our own SSBN program would not be viable but for significant American technical and industrial assistance.  To date, it is just that we have been incredibly lucky.’ 
 
    However, in accepting the role of ‘God’ in all things connected to the Nuclear Undersea Fleet Project, Simon Collingwood had implicitly understood that the buck stopped with him.  He had always accepted that; embraced it because from day one it had been the great enterprise of his life. 
 
    Twice now, he had offered his resignation to the Prime Minister; twice she had rejected it.  He would have stepped down anyway; had not Peter Hill Norton asked him to stay on; which, now he felt himself obliged to do at least until he was sacked, or the preliminary findings of the Board of Inquiry into the loss of the Cassandra were published, possibly as early as mid-February 1970. 
 
    Until then he would leave the schadenfreude to others; it gave him no satisfaction to have been proven right.  Either about the intrinsic dangers of the Nuclear Undersea Fleet Program – which every man who signed up for sea duty in the Submarine Service understood before he went anywhere near the water – or the inherent perils in fighting a war eight thousand miles from home in the South Atlantic. 
 
    Having initially been reconciled to the inevitability of the war in the South Atlantic, in recent times he had come to view the whole, absurd idea of wrecking the Navy and what little remained of the country’s international prestige over a strategically and economically irrelevant distant archipelago as a wrong-headed political vanity project that would get a lot of good men – and now it seemed women and children too - killed for no good reason.  He knew, as did senior members of the Government, that the atrocities of the Argentine invasion and the travails of the forced exiling of the Kelpers in 1964 had been greatly exaggerated, become unseemly diplomatic footballs; yes, there were bad people who still needed to be brought to justice but hardly any of them were on the Falklands now, and whatever the British people had voted for in that spring’s general election it had not been to wage war to repatriate fifteen hundred Falkland Islanders, the majority of whom had no wish or intention of ever going home.  The Falkland Islands Dependencies were literally faraway, windswept rocks in a stormy sea of which the British people knew little, and once one got past the bluster, hyperbole and wilful misinformation promulgated by the press and certain elements in Parliament who really ought to know better, cared even less. 
 
    He had always felt that OPERATION SOMERVILLE would be a bloody, divisive business and privately, he had said as much to colleagues, and consistently spoken to power in Oxford of his reservations long before the Task Force sailed. 
 
    He would have resigned his commission in the spring had not the Government authorised the deployment of every available SSN – accepting the risks which had probably cost the lives of the one-hundred-and-three officers and men on the Cassandra – in the South Atlantic.  His SSNs had been the Task Force’s shield; the guarantor that the ARA would be kept in port for the duration, or if it put to sea, quickly liquidated, and thereby, minimised British casualties at sea and on the land.  The removal of the SSNs from the campaign at a critical early juncture, had almost certainly caused the loss of the Ark Royal, and facilitated the bombing of San Carlos Water which had sunk the Canberra, destroyed or crippled several frigates, destroyers and Royal Fleet Auxiliaries, and the death and wounding of as many as twenty-five hundred British servicemen, of whom, over one-thousand-four-hundred had thus far lost their lives.  Worse, it had emboldened the enemy to act with exceptional bravura – and frankly, a recklessness verging on stupidity – who had, as a result, suffered catastrophic losses in men and ships.  The sinking of La Argentina and the Almirante Brown, tragic as it was, ought to have been the beginning and the end of the war at sea; it ought to have averted the loss of thousands of the lives of friends and foes alike! 
 
    All this he had said to the Prime Minister, more than once.  Most recently with barely contained outrage when the bloody woman had refused, point blank to accept his second resignation as Flag Officer, Submarines. 
 
    “So, to what do I really owe the pleasure of your company today, Submarines?”  Nigel Grenville inquired after a WREN had served the two great men cups of tea, and departed, quietly shutting the door at her back. 
 
    There was a mischievous twinkle in C-in-C Fleet’s rheumy eyes. 
 
    “Nobody’s talking to me about Chile, Nigel,” Simon Collingwood said, his mood such that he was beyond dissembling. 
 
    “The Ushuaia imbroglio does seem to have stirred things up,” the other man observed.  He sighed: “The Beagle Channel is getting a little crowded, certainly.” 
 
    It was known that what was left of the ARA, a few old destroyers, had sought refuge at, and it was likely, taken part in a rebellion or mutiny of some kind which had turned the remote southern port into a battleground.  Or at least, those were the reports coming back into Drakelow from HMS Odin, the diesel-electric submarine operating as a spy boat and a radio relay for the SBS teams ashore on Tierra del Fuego and Chilean Isla Navarino on the other, southern side of the Beagle Channel. 
 
    Separately, patrolling in the vicinity of Picton and Isla Nuevo, the Odin had picked up radio indications that the Chilean Navy had deployed a cruiser, one of their old ex-US Navy Brooklyns, a destroyer and several other smaller warships to the area and reinforced their small garrison at Port William, overlooking the Channel with a company-sized detachment of Marines. 
 
    In Oxford, there was some suggestion that the government in Santiago was being quietly ‘egged on’ by ‘young Turks’ in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  Lord Harding-Grayson would have squashed this at source; unfortunately, the new man at the FCO, Sir Francis Pym, was still trying to get his feet under the table and following the departure of Sir Anthony Kershaw, the man many had mistakenly viewed as Machiavelli’s apprentice these last half-a-dozen years, Pym’s deputy, Sir Ian MacLennan lacked Kershaw’s sergeant-majorly presence in the FCO, the better to keep the hotheads better under control. 
 
    Nigel Grenville knew that the submariner had not actually come all the way out to Drakelow to talk to him about Ushuaia and the Beagle Channel, or the likelihood – which he rated as about 40-60 against, of a second war erupting in the South Atlantic. 
 
    “Damned shame about Woodward,” he said grimly.  “He was a fellow who was going places.” 
 
    Collingwood nodded. 
 
    Cassandra’s short career had been plagued with troubles, design and mechanical in the main which inevitably had impacted crew morale and the standing of the boat in the eyes of the rest of the 1st Submarine Squadron.  Sometimes, there was nothing to be done but to install a new broom, a new commanding officer to start afresh; Sandy Woodward had been the obvious choice to replace Noel Haggard who had got to the stage where he was bashing his head against a high-tensile steel wall, and for the good of the boat – and himself – he had had to be relieved of command. 
 
    “I need your advice, Nigel,” he said. 
 
    The two men had had little contact during their respective careers, other than a brief spell in the immediate post-Second War period when Collingwood had been a sub-lieutenant engineer on the old HMS Liverpool, a town class light cruiser in the Mediterranean.  Grenville was seventeen years his senior, a vastly more experienced command and flag officer, whose exemplary roles in the battles of 1963 and 1964 would have naval historians drooling for generations to come. 
 
    “You’ve made yourself indispensable to the Lady, Simon,” Grenville observed without malice.  “This is not the time to stand on ceremony, or one’s dignity.  You’ve offered your resignation, and the Prime Minister has thrown it back in your face as she has every right to do in time of war.  This is not the time to do the right thing.  This war is only half over, you know that as well as I do.  Ceasefires are tricky things; somebody always finds a way to mess them up and with the antics of those clowns in Buenos Aires, God alone knows what we can expect in the coming days!” 
 
    Collingwood nodded. 
 
    “But,” C-in-C Fleet shrugged, “you already know all that.  Just like you always knew that you’d be the one to fall on his sword if you lost an SSN.” 
 
    The younger man nodded; wondering yet again how comforting it was to hear a man one respected confirming that he had not quite, just yet, lost the plot. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he concurred.  “But thank you for being so frank, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Espora 
 
    Ushuaia Bay 
 
    Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Juan Bonham-Garcia and two representatives cum bodyguards cum watchers appointed by the grandiosely christened Naval Workers Committee of Tierra del Fuego, had barely set foot on the deck of the old former US Navy Fletcher class destroyer Dorch, when the klaxons blared and the approaching whistle of the Pratt and Whitney J48 turbojets of the two Grumman F9F Panthers were almost upon them. 
 
    This time, the fighter bombers – which lacked the legs to reach the Malvinas and return to the mainland flying from bases at Rio Gallegos, just a hundred-and-twenty-kilometres north-north-east of Ushuaia at Rio Grande - screamed in from the east, following the line of the northern shore of the Beagle Channel at an altitude of about a hundred metres with their four 20-millimetre AN/M3 autocannons chattering.  Each aircraft dropped two small – probably 50- or 100-pound bombs, Juan guessed, before swinging away to the north beyond the range of the small arms fire that had ineffectually pursued them across the port city. 
 
    None of the guns on the Espora, or her sister, the Rosales, moored in the bay had fired a shot.  This was hardly surprising since as the two Naval Air Service fighters disappeared into the overcast shrouding the northern mountains, their crews were still running to man their guns.  
 
    The aircraft came two or three times a day. 
 
    The first raid had been by five aircraft, a pair of F9Fs, a Douglas A-1 Skyraider and two North American T-28 Trojans.  The Skyraider and one of the Trojans had fired rockets at the Entre Rios, starting several fires and a couple of hours later the old destroyer had been wracked by a series of small, then larger explosions.  She had had to be abandoned the next morning; by which time twenty-four men of her crew had died or since been listed missing presumed dead.  The ship had capsized during a second air raid the next morning… 
 
    Juan was losing track of time. 
 
    Was that only yesterday? 
 
    The fate of the Entre Rios had done little to sharpen up, or in any way improve the attitudes of the near-mutinous crews of the two surviving destroyers; witness the fact their officers did not trust their men to permanently man even a small number of their ships’ guns. 
 
    Smoke and dust were rising from where the bombs had fallen, mingling with the pall that seemed to permanently hang over the port, as if trapped by the mountains like some grey, hazy miasma.  Ushuaia straggled along the shore and around the bay rather than concentrating north of the main docks, or anywhere else other than the buildings in the small government district.  Consequently, from a distance much of the city seemed intact, with many of the bombs falling in relatively open spaces, or further wrecking structures burned out in the initial rioting. 
 
    “They went for the Navy base again!” 
 
    Juan doubted the raiders were targeting anything in particular; this time they had run in at maximum speed, guns blazing and the pilots had hit their bomb release buttons as soon as the eastern outskirts of the small city flashed beneath their wings. 
 
    The Junta had made no attempt to contact, or to send emissaries down to Tierra del Fuego; true to form, its first reaction to the news of the mutiny and the civil disorder in Ushuaia had been to order the destroyers in the bay to open fire and when that had happened and after a few ill-directed, desultory salvoes stopped – the crews of the Rosales and the Entre Rios had been on the verge of lynching their officers when their ships fired, briefly on rebels in the docks – the air raids had begun. 
 
    It seemed to Juan that, since the Espora and the Rosales were undamaged and, logically, still had a means of communicating directly with the ARA’s High Command, or failing that, whoever was in charge at Puerto Belgrano, the Headquarters of whatever was left of the Navy, even if it was ultimately pointless somebody on those ships ought to be trying to talk to their fellow countrymen.  Not that it had been a straightforward task getting permission from the Naval Workers Committee of Tierra del Fuego, to take a boat out to the nearest ship, the Espora.  For all that he might still have the respect, if not the trust, of a lot of the men off the Veinticinco de Mayo; to many of the mutineers ashore he was just another officer. 
 
    It seemed that the captain of the destroyer was virtually under house arrest on his bridge.  A balding, unsmiling very angry middle-aged man whose uniform was as grimy and creased as the man within, Commando Alexandro de Molinari was not pleased to see Juan. 
 
    “I suppose you’re leading these people now!” 
 
    “No, sir,” Juan responded respectfully, irritated that the older man had not returned his salute.  Okay, they were, strictly speaking ‘inside’ so salutes were superfluous; on the other hand, he was going out of his way to show that he still considered himself to be a loyal officer of the Armada de la República Argentina, and it would have been helpful if the destroyer’s commanding officer had been prepared to play the same game! 
 
    “No, sir!”  The other man echoed sarcastically.  “What now?  You want me to shoot at those bloody planes, I suppose?” 
 
    That would certainly be good for morale… 
 
    “No, sir.  I did not come out to the Espora to tell you your duty, sir.  That is a matter for your own conscience.” 
 
    “I heard that you were a damned trouble-maker!” 
 
    Resisting the urge to roll his eyes, Juan remained poker-faced, hoping this idiot did not start another mutiny of his own before he got a chance to say what he needed to say. 
 
    “No, sir,” he said flatly.  “I tried my utmost to prevent the unfortunate events ashore…” 
 
    “Did you, by God!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.”  Juan decided to attempt to alter the rules of engagement with the numskull standing in front of him.  “May I ask if you are in contact with Fleet Headquarters, sir?” 
 
    “No, you may not!” 
 
    Juan tried again. 
 
    “The revolt, or whatever you wish to call it, is over, sir.  There is no need for anybody else to be killed.”  Before de Molinari could stop choking on his rage, he continued: “Right now the Chileans could walk in and take the whole of Tierra del Fuego without a fight.  Do you want to go down in the history of our country as the man who let that happen, sir?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Sunday 7th December 
 
    USS Enterprise (CVN-65) 
 
    Naval Station Norfolk, Virginia 
 
      
 
    Forty-nine-year-old Admiral Elmo Russell ‘Bud’ Zumwalt Jr. had not been everybody’s pick to become the youngest Chief of Naval Operations in the history of the United States Navy in April that year.  However, the newly-inaugurated President had not been looking for a status quo candidate to succeed Thomas Moorer as ‘God’ in the world’s most powerful navy; he had wanted a man who was prepared to ruthlessly discard old ships, to wholeheartedly invest in the latest technologies and to make damned sure that every man who wore the uniform – regardless of the colour of his skin, his parents’ ethnicity or religion, or his status in society ashore – got the same respect and the same chance to be the best officer, specialist or rating that he could possibly be. 
 
    Thus, after long and frank discussions with Jack McCain, his Secretary of Defense, Walter Brenckmann had decided that Bud Zumwalt was, if not that man, then the nearest thing to it in the US Navy.  It helped more than somewhat that – despite sniping from contemporaries - Zumwalt had managed to come out of the Straits of Taiwan conflict, and the subsequent missteps and disasters in the South China Sea and the Sea of Japan with the Chinese Communists, as the one admiral who had, demonstrably, actually known how best to employ American technology and raw fighting power, particularly in ‘avenging the Ranger’ in the Battle of the Paracel Islands.  In any event, eight months into his tenure, Zumwalt had proven to be a surprisingly politically adroit all-around ball of fire. 
 
    As the memorial service for the fallen of that Day of Infamy at pearl Harbour twenty-eight years ago in 1941 drew to a conclusion, Bud Zumwalt looked around the great carrier’s packed hangar deck.  Some three-quarters of the ships 4,600 men were assembled, insulated from the gale presently buffeting the world’s largest naval base, paying tribute to the generations who had gone before them to preserve freedom. 
 
    Zumwalt’s first reaction to the news that the President – who had always struck him as a profoundly sensible, reasonable men – had offered to ‘lend’ the Big ‘E’ to the British for the duration of their cockamamie adventures in the South Atlantic was a joke in very, very bad taste.  Soon thereafter, he had gone into damage limitation mode, and then put a high-powered team together to figure out why, for self-evidently good reasons – possible, plausibly compelling reasons - that loaning the Flagship of the Atlantic Fleet to the Brits was, well not stupid because while one simply could not say ‘NO!’ to one’s Commander-in-Chief, one could advise him that such a deployment might be a distinctly sub-optimal employment of the biggest stick in the US arsenal. 
 
    Systems incompatibilities… 
 
    Non-standard operational protocols… 
 
    Outstanding reactor and turbine problems likely to delay the ship another three to four weeks at Norfolk… 
 
    Okay, so the Big ‘E’ did not need oilers in her fleet train but there was no way he, as CNO, could countenance sending her all that way down south without her own, sizable USN, escorting screen and those ships would require tankers, and all manner of other support ships and transports, many of which were already allocated to other, strategic roles… 
 
    And then of course, the Enterprise was only a few weeks out of dry dock after a major ‘refresh’ refit and overhaul; she had over two thousand new men on board and it took time for a big ship to work back up to maximum efficiency.  Heck, her full air group would not be available for another seven weeks, Mister President… 
 
    Jack McCain – Mister Sea Power – had let Zumwalt get away with it and, so far as he could tell, the Brits were even more aware of the difficulties incorporating a ship like the Big ‘E’ into their existing operational planning as their US Navy Department counterparts.  And besides, now that Zumwalt’s Operations Division had re-assessed the British plans, done the math, as it were, and basically, concluded that now the Argentines had well and truly shot their bolt at sea and in the air, those poor schmucks trapped on the Falklands were already…toast.  Always assuming the ceasefire down there, which had come as a huge surprise to everybody in DC, and apparently to the former Junta in Buenos Aires, did not go on past February or March next year. 
 
    By the spring the British Task Force would be falling apart; but that was another issue.  Neither he or the Secretary of Defense thought that was likely to arise; not least because although the make-up of the Junta around the new Argentine President General Roberto Marcelo Levingston Laborda, was opaque in terms of named personnel, even the CIA blanched at the openly authoritarian, positively fascist pronouncements of the rightest factions behind the recent coup.  Those guys were like something straight out of a comic-book history of the sort of people behind Mussolini or Generalissimo Franco! 
 
    Not for the first time in the last couple of months, Zumwalt thanked his political sixth sense for mandating that all communications from the US Navy OLOs with the South Atlantic Task Force, should be securely handled by a dedicated team of analysts.  If any of that gold dust – to the Argentines – had leaked out in the last few weeks, he would have had blood on his hands.  Neutrality meant neutrality; keeping both sides’ secrets however uneasily that sat with one’s conscience. 
 
    Zumwalt came from the minority school of admirals within the USN; he understood, and more importantly, accepted it was going to cost the earth to maintain a two-ocean fleet with a truly global reach and not even Nixon had been prepared to pay for that.  He was convinced that the future held ever-greater integration with the British and other allies, particularly the Canadians, and the Australians and the Japanese in the Pacific.  Admittedly, such a hands-across-the-ocean policy was problematic with the US’s handful of current Latin American allies, the Chileans and the Peruvians, for example, but in his opinion, such an approach ought to be de rigor with the Mexicans and the Panamanians.  Hopefully, he would have long enough in post to win a few of the crucial enabling arguments on Capitol Hill; in the meantime, most of the problems encountered by the British in the South Atlantic were attributable, in part, to the piecemeal, somewhat tokenistic integration of the USN-Royal Navy initiatives already rolled out. 
 
    If the Ark Royal had been modernised to the standard of the Oriskany, she might still be afloat.  She would certainly have still been afloat if more of her escorts had been upgraded to deploy modern surface-to-air missilery like the Tartar or Terrier systems.  Instead, the Ark Royal had been mostly defended by ships with minimal ‘modern’ air defence capabilities, and most of those ships which had surface-to-air systems had been armed with worse than useless sub-sonic short-range Sea Cats! 
 
    The one British ship engaged in the Battle of the Malvinas equipped with Terriers had shot herself dry and claimed as many as seven kills.  Likewise, the old Baltimore class cruiser Liverpool, with cutting edge sensors, gun directors and a modified main battery gun table had blown up one Argentine cruiser with her third broadside at a range of fifteen miles, and shot another to pieces in less than thirty minutes.  There was a moral behind all this; if and when the United States went to war at sea again, it needed allies fully capable of fighting like the USN beside it and if that meant giving away technologies, or if Congress would not wear that, then, if necessary, finding back-door routes to heavily subsidise its installation in the ships of friendly navies, so be it. 
 
    That was just one of several ‘good fights’ he was flying back to Washington that evening to continue to fight.  It worried him that the South Atlantic imbroglio was a disaster that was going to leave the British Royal Navy on its knees for years to come.  Whatever happened down there, the Atlantic Fleet was going to have to fill the gap and nobody on Capitol Hill had budgeted for that. 
 
    If those old boys wanted to carry on playing pork barrel politics that was fine; but if they thought he was going to weaken Seventh Fleet – currently facing off with the Union’s one significant global foe, the Chinese – in the Western Pacific, they had another thing coming! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Puerto Argentino 
 
    Isla Soledad, The Malvinas 
 
      
 
    Sixteen-year-old Rosa Ibarra de Madrid had decided that she was not going to get used to having a little sister any time soon.  She was at that age when even a bright, relatively precocious twelve-year-old like Lucia Bonham-Garcia was often quite…irritating.  It was not that Rosa was ungrateful to have been taken in and well, mothered – a thing of which she had previously had scant experience – by Donna Elena, just that sometimes Lucia did not understand that she needed a little privacy and…space.  Which Rosa knew was being selfish.  Puerto Argentino was under siege, after all, schools had been closed and nobody was allowed to freely walk about, families were forced to stay at home, shelter together and it was not Lucia’s fault that she seemed wilfully incapable of getting used to the idea that the English could murder them at any moment. 
 
    Worse, it vexed Rosa that the kid could not seem to understand that the man she thought of as some kind of modern-day prince charming, Peter Christopher was actually the Butcher of Grytviken who had very nearly killed her brother Carlos and all his friends at the start of the war! 
 
    Or, that, presumably dripping in blood, her hero could, and probably would sail his ship into the harbour and do exactly the same thing to Puerto Argentino one day soon! 
 
    Nonetheless, Rosa had become very fond of Lucia, and of her new family. 
 
    She had never lived in a house with so many books. 
 
    All the Bonham-Garcia’s read voraciously, in English and Spanish but Lucia’s mother also read in French and Italian.  The General liked detective mysteries and comical PG Wodehouse stories, Carlos, with whom she longed to be re-united with an ache that some days seemed to linger in her bones, liked thrillers and history books.  Lucia, having inherited the family reading trait; was emerging from the ‘fairy tale’ phase through which every child, apparently, not that she could recollect it in her own case, rapidly left behind in adolescence. 
 
    ‘Books are other worlds,’ Carlos had said to her.  ‘Between their covers you get to walk in distant places, and to see things you would never see in real life.’ 
 
    Rosa had not got it, not at first… 
 
    According to the Americans, Carlos was in Montevideo.  There had been some problem in Buenos Aires, the new Government, or something, so the Americans had put the rescued cadets and the other prisoners of war they had brought back from South Africa ashore in Uruguay. 
 
    Or at least, that was the message the General had received. 
 
    They saw very little of the General, or of Pablo Finocchiaro; messages were delivered to the residence, there were occasional telephone calls but most night’s Carlos’s father returned home very late and he was already gone again by the time Rosa or Lucia awakened.  They said that the General was hardly ever in Puerto Argentino, that he was constantly moving around the defences in the western mountains or with the troops on the front line opposite the invaders on the Tercer Corral lines.  In the town, General Mendoza seemed to be everywhere, inspecting this, making impromptu speeches to groups on the streets, slapping shoulders, shaking hands and yes, kissing babies as if he was a politician… 
 
    ‘Horacio knows that the most important thing is that we all keep our spirits up,” Donna Elena would smile.  She too, was out a lot, leaving Rosa and Lucia under the watchful eyes of neighbours although increasingly, she trusted Rosa to keep Lucia safe when she departed for this or that committee meeting, or to pay a call on the wife of a wounded soldier. 
 
    Presently, Donna Elena and Donna Francesca, Rosa’s aunt by marriage – who had never showed any interest in her until the last few months - were working with the Governor’s office, drawing up evacuation lists, and making sure that everybody had their documentation up to date.  As yet, no day had been set for the evacuation to begin; again, the problem seemed to be back on the mainland because only yesterday an American destroyer had anchored in Puerto Argentino harbour and officers had come ashore to meet with the Governor and Colonel Morales, representing Lucia’s father and the MLFG, supposedly, to finalise arrangements. 
 
    Apparently, it was likely that a provisional schedule detailing the order in which families would be evacuated, where they were to report to and so on, would be published in the next two or three days.  Most likely, Donna Elena said, families would be collected by car or lorry from their homes or designated pick up points and transported directly to the airfield on Cap San Felipe where US Navy helicopters would transport them to ships waiting out to sea.  One American aircraft carrier, the Oriskany – the name of a minor battle in the War of Independence – was already at sea off the Malvinas and another one, the USS Iwo Jima, was expected to arrive within the next couple of days.  This second ‘flat top’ was a helicopter carrier; Rosa had no idea how this made her any different from a normal ‘aircraft carrier’ but she was not going to spend a great deal of time, any in fact, worrying about it. 
 
    It would take three to four days at most for all the evacuees to be ‘air-lifted’ out to the rescue ships and up to two to three days for them to reach the Argentine mainland, with Puerto Belgrano, Comodoro Rivadavia and Rio Gallegos being mentioned as possible disembarkation ports.  The General’s family – and Rosa - would be among the last to be evacuated.  Likewise, the dependents of senior officers and civil officials flown home once the airport had been sufficiently repaired to permit larger aircraft to safely land and take-off. 
 
    All this had been made known by broadsheets posted on street corners, and by repeated broadcasts on the local Puerto Argentino radio station, transmitting again now the British had stopped jamming its signals.  This had quickly silenced the complaints, and largely countered widespread resentment when a rumour had been spread that ‘persons in authority’ would depart first, so as – allegedly - to be available on the American ships to organise the evacuees as they arrived on board. 
 
    The Governor himself had now declared: ‘This will not be necessary; the American Navy has everything under control.’ 
 
    Rosa wondered exactly what sort of problems back home would have made the Americans land Carlos and the others in Uruguay, which so far as she could tell, had not been terribly friendly with her neighbour across the other side of the River Plate in recent years. 
 
    ‘That’s just because our generals don’t like their generals,” Donna Elena had quipped cheerfully as if such things were best dismissed as simply manly foolishness. 
 
    In fact, Rosa found this explanation entirely plausible, given that self-evidently, there was an awful lot of manly foolishness in the world… 
 
    It was odd to hear aircraft flying high overhead and not have to rush to the bomb shelters.  The Americans were flying ‘ceasefire certification’ missions over the archipelago using their super-sophisticated Tracker twin-propeller ‘spy’ planes, Pablo Finocchiaro had explained. 
 
    ‘Just to make sure the English aren’t cheating.’ 
 
    It was hard to know how the English could be cheating; they were not the ones who were being blockaded; and the ceasefire agreement said nothing about them reinforcing or re-supplying their forces around San Carlos Water. 
 
    “You’re very quiet today, my dear?”  Lucia’s Mama prompted as they laid the table for dinner, as they did every night, laying a place for the General just in case he made a belated appearance.  Today, the electricity had been on long enough to heat up some mutton to supplement the tinned soup and almost stale bread that would otherwise have been their meagre fare.  The General was so rarely at home that he, and occasionally, Pablo turned up carrying single field rations to help stretch out the household ration.  They were all thinner now than they had been in the summer, and a little hungry most nights they went to their beds but they were not, nor would they starve until the last sheep was gone. 
 
    It was as well to be positive… 
 
    “It must be horrible for Carlos not being able to go home,” Rosa said in a tiny voice. 
 
    Donna Elena smiled: “At least we know he is safe.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Monday 8th December 
 
    Douglas Settlement 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    Marine Suboficial Segundo               Eduardo Davies reached the crest of the low rise, noting how the landscape had greened, subtly altered in the weeks since he had last stood on this particular piece of Malvinas real estate.  Early spring had turned to what passed for summer in these latitudes, the dun-coloured sodden landscape was visibly dryer and the endemic tussock grass, browsed upon all winter by the wandering sheep, was resurgent like the flocks of cormorants, petrels, terns, shearwaters and lapwings which filled the skies, wheeling over the nearest lead of Salvador Water to the east. 
 
    Somebody had once told him that there were over two hundred species of birds on the archipelago, mostly vagrant, seasonal visitors from tiny sparrows to albatrosses, practically every imaginable kind of gull, sandpipers, and southern skua, storm petrel and duck.  The whole place was an ornithologist’s wet dream! 
 
    The last couple of days the cloud had been low and the light dull; today, there were blue rents in the high cirrus, the sea was blue, glass-like in the distance. 
 
    However, Eddie Davies studied the topography with a soldier’s, not a naturalist’s eye; this was not good special forces ground.  Nobody could easily, as if by magic, dissolve into this landscape. 
 
    Here in the north of Isla Soledad it was real sheep country; the endless tussock meadows south of the mountains which split the island from Cerro Montevideo in the west to Cresta Inalámbrica overlooking the northern shore of Puerto Argentino Harbour, delineated and preserved northern and southern terrains which were almost bizarrely dissimilar.  Up here one found rock and boulder fields, fields like one found on the coast of Patagonia, and the widely-dispersed settlements, estancias dotting the country with their red and green roofs sat on the slopes leading down to the warren of navigable inlets which were wide enough and deep enough to grant relatively large vessels egress several kilometres inland.  To the south east of Douglas Settlement was Teal Inlet with beaches that might have been custom made for landing craft, or rather, they and the approaches to them would have been perfect for amphibious assault landings until the British had pummelled the inlet and its defensive emplacements into a passing impression of Flanders fields, circa 1916. 
 
    To the south of the mountains the terrain could hide if not an army, then a goodly number battalions; assuming the torrid peat bogs criss-crossed with ice-cold brooks and streams that never dried up, did not suck them down into their primordial depths.  It was good country to hide in; easy country to get lost in without a trace, and literally trackless it had been a nightmare to drive the South Camp Road from Puerto Argentino to Darwin, via Bluff Cove and Fitzroy around the periphery of what combat engineers now called ‘No man’s Land’ or just, ‘the great swamp’ in the middle of Isla Soledad.  Some of the ground south of the mountains was grazed for parts of the year but not so one would notice it trudging across it, every step sinking calf deep in the squelchy mud-peat, or twisting on the root of an immovable tussock plant.  Whereas, up here in the north, where generations of grazing had produced a tundra-like grassy moorland, there might sometimes be half-way good marching ground underfoot - unless it had been raining hard - with unobstructed sight lines for hundreds of metres, sometimes kilometres in every direction, and if one had the fieldcraft to identify the best high ground, the light was often good enough to see most of the way to Cerro Montevideo and Tercer Corral once the morning mist began to lift. 
 
    Every time he came to this part of the island Eddie could – almost – understand how it could be that if one had the right mindset, this really was God’s own country. 
 
    But not for Eddie Davies; he was a city boy, a product of the backstreets of Rosario who had been saved, he had no illusions about that, by the Marines.  But for the Marines he knew he would have come to a bad end a long, long time ago. 
 
    He took the binoculars handed to him, raised them to scan the middle distance.  He noted that there were a few more tents, neatly aligned near the old shearing shed, and that the smoke from several field stoves hung in the morning air.  Once he got his eye in, he saw the sentry patrols, two fire teams moving independently, quartering the ground without being overly obvious about it, otherwise the camp was quiet, most men preferring to stay out of the biting breeze that was just starting to skirl down off the high ground to the west.  Sensible guys…  Most of the troops in camp would have been in the lines at the head of the San Carlos Valley until thirty-six to forty-eight hours ago; a man needed to get warm and dry and to stay that way for a few days to recover his physical conditioning, and to feed-up again before he was sent back to the front. 
 
    Campaigning in this country was a bitch; the only good thing about the field conditions prevalent practically everywhere on these miserable islands was that it was the same for the English, too! 
 
    “We’ve got company, Chief,” one of Eddie’s boys announced wryly. 
 
    This mission was just an extended intelligence gathering trip, MLFG Headquarters Company business; Eddie was travelling relatively light with five trusted hard cases, special forces veterans like him much happier doing what they were doing in a real war against a serious enemy, than fighting guerrillas in the mountains and the shanty towns back home.  Half the team always went to ground whenever, rarely, other members of the group made themselves visible above a ridge line or crossed open ground. 
 
    Move, cover one’s buddies, look around, and move again… 
 
    Eddie Davies stood up straighter, his hands on his hips. 
 
    “Just a non-com, guys,” he said, almost under his breath, trying to keep the smile out of his voice. 
 
    One rider on horseback, was watching them from about two hundred metres away and had probably been eyeballing them for much of the last half-an-hour. 
 
    The rider raised a hat and waved. 
 
    The best part of a kilometre beyond the rider the settlement was periodically shrouded in low cloud and mist.  The cold air falling off the hills often raised a haze as it came into contact with the slightly warmer, still hurtfully cold water of the inlet to its east.  Farther away the long rust-red of the roof of estancia’s shearing shed, phased in and out of view in the haze, whereas, nearer, the faded green roofs of the homestead and a number of out-buildings were clearly visible.  That the seeing conditions could change in a minute, almost in the blink of an eye was another thing strangers to the archipelago took a while to get used to. 
 
    “We ought to go and say hello, I suppose,” Eddie decided. 
 
    The rider was moving towards them as the Marines rose from cover and formed up behind their leader, trudging forward, weighed down by their field packs and weapons.  Each man carried an assault rifle, a holstered automatic pistol, grenades, a bedroll, spare, dry battledress, entrenching tools; two also carried sniping pieces, one a re-chambered antique Martini Henry .303, the other a captured long-barrel 7.62-millimetre calibre British SLR, both with bespoke telescopic sights.  A thirty to forty kilogram pack and weapon load equalled was ‘travelling light’ for Eddie’s boys but out in the Camp it paid to be ‘armed for bear’ even when there was supposed to be a ceasefire in effect. 
 
    The rider met the Marines on the bank of a muddy, summer culvert just above the beach.  Out in the inlet, only some thirty metres away, seals stuck their heads out of the water as if curious about the newcomers. 
 
    “Do you speak English, young lady?”  Eddie asked, grinning broadly. 
 
    “Very funny!”  The teenage girl on horseback retorted, in English.  “What do you think, Eddie?” 
 
    Several of the Marines present had only arrived on the Malvinas that summer, and had not yet been introduced to the girl, who was now leaning on the pommel of her saddle, eyeing the visitors.  Her long dark hair stuck out under the brim of her hat, a battered, leathery broad-brimmed thing to keep off the rain when pulled down deep over her brow. 
 
    Davies turned to his men, grinning. 
 
    “For those of you who haven’t been this way before, this is Senorita Eva Morales Jones, the Boss’s favourite niece.” 
 
    This led to a momentary widening of eyes among the men who had just been let into the secret; and lingering smirks from the others who had been in the know about Colonel Morales’s unadvertised family connections on the archipelago. 
 
    “So,” Eddy went on, “mind your manners when you meet Donna Victoria.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the girl on horseback added, flashing her teeth in a mischievous smile.  She waved towards the tents around the distant settlement.  “Just so you know, Mama’s about had it up to here,” she raised a hand to her chin, “with you guys!” 
 
    Eddie Davis’s men were exchanging odd looks, not all finding it easy to understand the girl’s English, unable to tune their ears into her distinct, British West Country burr, a thing that Eddie knew she had picked up from her dead father as a small child. 
 
    Flecks of rain slanted down from a seemingly sunny sky as a brief shower skirted the settlement. 
 
    “What do you know, Eva?”  Eddie asked, casually. 
 
    The girl was a child of these hills and valleys, sea lochs, the mistress of a landscape which had been her childhood playground.  The first time he had met her he had suspected she was a little feral, a creature of the hills capable of evaporating into the landscape, all-seeing, alert for danger and dissonance.  He had been brought up in the Rosario shanties down by the Paraná River, street-wise, sharp like a razor in his natural habitat, cityscapes; but out here in this country, his trained, long-honed fieldcraft was as nothing to the instinctive perception of the girl on the horse. 
 
    Eva shrugged. 
 
    “There aren’t any bandits in the hills,” she said, nodding to the high ground to the west and south, nearly giggling at the bemused expressions of the men behind Davies.  “If that’s what you mean?” 
 
    The Marine nodded. 
 
    “The English are playing nice,” the girl added, a little archly, belying her tender years and sheltered upbringing cut-off from practically everything most girls of her age took for granted back on the mainland.  “Nobody’s shooting at anything,” she went on, “so, I guess we are too?  Playing nice, I mean?” 
 
    Eddie nodded. 
 
    “We need the ceasefire more than they do,” he grunted.  “Look, I need to get my guys out of the wind, some place they can dry out before we move on.  What mood was your Mama in the last time you saw her?” 
 
    Again, the kid gave him a very grown-up look. 
 
    “What do you reckon?” 
 
    Eddie had no idea if his boss, Lieutenant Colonel Pedro Morales, the best Marine he had ever met – until he was introduced to General Bonham Garcia – knew, or cared about his on-off fling, affair, obsession with his elder sister.  The only thing he knew for sure was that Vicki – Victoria Morales Jones – was a scarily formidable woman and the last time they had parted he had not been her favourite Marine. 
 
    “Kneecap or head shot?”  He asked, forcing a grin that wholly failed to cover his sudden disquiet. 
 
    “No,” the girl said, thinking about it, her face a picture of earnest, childish concentration for a moment, “maybe she’d shoot you someplace in between,” she decided.  Then thought again: “If she was in that sort of mood, leastways.” 
 
    Eddie Davies’s men were now exchanging very odd looks. 
 
    The girl – or the horse, or perhaps the two of them in unison – snorted, shook their heads and turned towards the settlement.   Eva nudged the horse to hurry it across the ankle-deep stream that they came too.  The Marines splashed across onto the other side and found themselves on a shallow downslope falling towards the beach, where the going was firmer underfoot. 
 
    Donna Victoria was standing in the doorway to the farmhouse. 
 
    Her once raven black hair was streaked with grey, a lot more than it ought to have been, given that she was not yet forty but then life on the islands had not always been kind to her.  She was a lean, striking woman and when she frowned her face was lined, her complexion overly-tanned by the sun and the wind.  As always, she wore faded slacks and a man’s much-patched brown jacket over a thick woollen sweater. 
 
    Eddie Davies considered it a good sign that she was not hefting the old Winchester lever-action rifle she kept to put injured sheep out of their misery, or to slaughter a lamb for fresh meat. 
 
    The woman gave him a weary, quizzical look as if to say: forget it, we’ll have a fight another day. 
 
    “The casualty clearing station guys left a lot of junk in the shearing shed,” she said abruptly.  Jerking a thumb over her shoulder at the tented encampment she added: “the Marines tidied up the mess the Army left.  The guy in charge is Lieutenant Soria.  He’s been sending out patrols; that’s how we know the English are keeping their side of the bargain around here.” 
 
    Many of the casualties from the Cerro Montevideo-Tercer Corral attack had initially been brought back to the settlement, receiving emergency treatment before being flown back to Puerto Argentino by one of the two available Army Bell Iroquois Huey’s, on the nights after the battle. 
 
    Eddie had half-expected to find the casualty clearing station still in place at Douglas.  He assumed it must have moved back to Teal Inlet.  He turned, called over his shoulder for his men to bed down in the shearing shed. 
 
    “You guys find some shelter.  I’ll join you in a while.  Get the radio warmed up!” 
 
    Meanwhile, Eva had slid off the back of her horse, leaving it to graze, still saddled on the tufty green sward raggedly growing around the farm house. 
 
    “You better come in, Eddie,” her mother decided. 
 
    As always, there was an old iron kettle simmering on the stove.  It was warm inside; and the kitchen was impregnated with the taint of burning peat.  The Marine had tried to kick the worst of the mud off his boots but the lady of the house did not care about the mess he made on the stone flags of her kitchen floor. 
 
    “I suppose Pedro sent you to check up on us,” the mother said.  It was not a question. 
 
    The Marine nodded, pulling up a chair at the table, and slumping down wearily. 
 
    The daughter was leaning against the frame of the door, watching the adults.  It was quiet until a steaming mug of coffee clunked down in front of the visitor. 
 
    “You don’t have to act all proper, Eddie,” the mother sighed, settling in a rickety chair opposite the man.  Her eyes flicked to her daughter.  “It isn’t as if Me and Eva have any secrets, not now.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “And before you start on me again; we’re not going anywhere.  Well, not back to the mainland.” 
 
    “Vicky, this ceasefire could fall apart tomorrow!” 
 
    The woman shrugged. 
 
    “We’re Kelpers que decidieron quedarse,” she said as if that explained everything. 
 
    Kelpers who decided to stay. 
 
    “Eva’s Papa and I, we came out here to get away from the politics on the mainland.  Remember?” 
 
    The Marine opened his mouth to object, and to point out that actually, she and her then lover, later husband, Eva’s father, had had to flee for their lives after they became embroiled in a plot to murder General Eduardo Ernesto Lonardi Doucet, a co-leader of the coup that had ousted Juan Perón back in 1955.  However, that was ancient history of the kind it was still profoundly unwise to broach even now, the best part of a decade-and-a-half later. 
 
    “The Colonel is worried what will happen to the Kelpers who swore allegiance to the Argentine,” he explained, hating how lame it sounded. 
 
    “More like he doesn’t want to be embarrassed by his sister!” 
 
    Eddie shook his head. 
 
    “You know that isn’t it,” he protested, angrily. 
 
    “The British didn’t care about us, any of us on these islands before the war, and they won’t when this one is over.  Is it true there’s a new bunch of generals running things in Buenos Aires, now?” 
 
    Eddie Davies nodded. 
 
    “Yeah, the lunatics have finally taken over the asylum.” 
 
    “As bad as that?” 
 
    “They’re threatening reprisals against the ‘families and the connections’ of anybody who doesn’t defend the honour of the Republic and the sacred soil of Las Malvinas with the last drop of their blood.” 
 
    “That’s just words!” 
 
    “The Colonel,” the Marine re-joined, corrected himself: “Your brother, says he knows some of the people who were behind the coup last week.  We’re talking about the sons of the people who thought we ought to have fought with Hitler in the Second War, real true-believers.  The Americans are planning on evacuating the women and children to Uruguay or maybe, even to Brazil.” 
 
    Victoria Morales Jones scowled. 
 
    “Well, we’re not going anywhere!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 9th December 
 
    The White House 
 
    Washington DC 
 
      
 
    The Argentine Ambassador to the United States was in a conflicted, but oddly sunny mood that morning as the embassy limousine ground to a smooth halt in front of the old, much modernised building synonymous with American global power.  The White House Chief of Protocol greeted him on the north steps, accompanied on this occasion by the First Lady’s Appointment’s Secretary.  It was all very low-key, polite with the smiles turned down low and there were no photographers closer than around seventy to eighty yards to document the arrival. 
 
    Fifty-six-year-old Álvaro Carlos Alsogaray, a former Minister of the Economy, was a technocrat not a diplomat who was a little surprised to have been left in post in Washington so long.  In fact, he was astonished that the new – latest - Junta had not instantly recalled him to Buenos Aires.  That might still happen, of course but in the meantime, for so long as the Americans still wanted to talk to him, he would gladly oblige them. 
 
    Born into a military family, Alsogaray was a graduate of the Republic’s National Military College, a former infantry officer who had qualified in military, civil and aeronautical engineering at the National University of Córdoba before, having reached the rank of captain, foresworn a martial career, and gone into business.  Under Juan Perón, whose policies he later came to loathe, he had been Director of Aerolíneas Argentinas, the national airline.  It was only after the fall of Perón in the coup of 1955 that Alsogaray’s career in politics had really taken off.  The founder of the unsuccessful Independent Civic Party – whose policies would have sat happily with the laissez faire notions of nineteenth century European liberals – he was blissfully unaware that most independent observers viewed his time in charge of the Argentine economy in the years immediately before the October War, as an object lesson in how to promote the perfect climate for catastrophically bust-boom-bust economics to flourish. 
 
    Had he stopped to consider this perspective on his time in office he would, almost certainly, have claimed that his critics simply failed to see the big picture.  US State Department and CIA analysts were less charitable in their view of his ‘achievements’ and to a degree, this explained why he had never been taken that seriously in Washington, even by the Nixon Administration. 
 
    Countering crushing trade deficits by drastically devaluing the Argentine peso and enforcing Draconian credit controls on the Argentine banking system, intentionally inflicting a particularly cruel austerity upon the country at a time when consumer prices were going through the roof and wages had been artificially forced down by a fifth, may have caused a brief ‘bounce back’ albeit short-lived economic revival in 1960 and 1961; but it had hardly re-established a firm foundation for future Argentine fiscal stability or economic growth.  To the contrary, his critics still agreed that all he had achieved was to negligently ‘break’ the Republic’s always fragile economy.  That had certainly been the opinion of the Onganía-led Junta which, mainly to curtail Alsogaray’s constant, misguided – some said, mischievous - attempts to undermine it, had appointed him Ambassador to the US in early 1967 and basically, left him there, largely ignoring him while conducting ‘important’ business with the White House via proxies and special Presidential envoys, or through the offices of the Republic’s Permanent Representative at the United Nations. 
 
    Notwithstanding, today Alsogaray felt that for the first time in many months, he had a good wind in his proverbial sails and things were finally, threatening to take a turn for the better. 
 
    It seemed as if that clown Nicanor Costa Mendez having, rather like a mendacious puppy, made such a mess of things that he had been relegated to the side-lines, that the new Junta had been forced to rely on a true professional, the man on the spot in Washington to mend fences with the Americans. 
 
    Or that, at least, was what he thought was going on. 
 
    It was still galling to have received his marching orders from the clown himself, Costa Mendez, who was still intent on playing the Cuba card for all it was worth.  Which was, of course, madness.  That apart, it was good to be back in the game, a real player again rather than a voice crying out, unheard, in the wilderness of exile.  Moreover, that morning’s appointment was the first time he had been invited to attend the White House for over a year! 
 
    His good humour was such that he remained, for a little while, blind to the tell-tale signs that, in reality, he had no good reasons to be so optimistic. 
 
    The first inkling Alsogaray got that all was not necessarily well, and that he had set his horizons and hopes several degrees too high, was when even before he had properly set foot in the West Wing, he was diverted to a side room, a modest, somewhat cluttered room which reminded him more of a university academic’s den than a place of business, which was some distance from the Oval Office. 
 
    “The President has meetings all day.  The VP is out of town and Kissinger is on his way back to Oxford trying to talk the Brits out of nuking Buenos Aires!”  Walt Rostow chortled cheerfully as he shook his visitor’s hand.  “Delete that last clause, that was a joke,” he added.  “Well. So far as I know.  You can never tell what the Angry Widow will do next.  We need to talk about Cuba.” 
 
    Alsogaray blinked at the US National Security Adviser. 
 
    He was…speechless. 
 
    There was absolutely nothing the Argentine Ambassador wanted to talk about less than Cuba and after a moment, he realised that his expression must have betrayed as much.  Cuba had become a very useful stick with which to chastise any US Administration, a cause over which the majority of OAS members felt entirely safe dissembling, scoring cheap political points which played well to their own domestic constituencies.  The Argentine would never have been able to build a coalition to frustrate US ambitions if that coalition’s members had thought their support would have real world consequences. 
 
    “We could talk about those goddammed islands in the South Atlantic but the Administration is trying to keep a lot of plates in the air at the same time,” Rostow shrugged, resuming his seat behind his desk and waving Alsogaray to pick one of the chairs circled around it, “and that particular plate is Henry’s at the moment.” 
 
    Alsogaray opened his mouth to speak; but he was so shocked that no words formed on his lips.  The DC press pack called Rostow Walter Brenckmann’s ‘attack dog’ and the diplomat knew he had just been, and was going to be, again and again, mercilessly savaged in the coming minutes. 
 
    “The OAS will be scheduling a vote on the Administration’s Cuban Peace and Reconstruction Program at its next full plenary session in Caracas in January,” Rostow went on, the fingers of his right hand drumming his desk.  “All US aid to Latin America will remain frozen until the vote is in.  We’d have suspended food aid also if it wasn’t summer down in your part of the world.  We’ll reconsider that stance around May or June next year when halting grain shipments and meat subsidies will hurt your friends a lot more than it would now.  You need to tell your principals in Buenos Aires – whoever they are today – that the President blames the Government of the Argentine Republic for the stalled Cuban Peace Process, and you need to know that he is very, very pissed off about it.  We tied the Brits hands behind their back in the name of peace in the South Atlantic; and what happened?  The Junta pissed on us for giving peace a chance down there.  Now, you’re screwing us around over Cuba.  Again!” 
 
    The Argentine Ambassador opened his mouth, took a deep breath and was about to defend himself. 
 
    But Rostow had not finished.  In fact, his tone suggested he had only just begun. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t give me any of that horse manure about the new Junta needing time to settle in and get its ducks in a row!  If they couldn’t organise a coup well enough to hit the ground running, they don’t deserve the President’s time of day!” 
 
    Rostow gave him no opportunity to object. 
 
    “Back in October 1962, another bunch of clowns jerked off an American President over Cuba,” he growled.  “That didn’t work out so well for Chairman Khrushchev and his friends, did it?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Ship Himalaya 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    The converted P & O liner had been moved out of San Carlos Water yesterday for – as far as any of her doctors and nurses could think – no better reason than that it had been decided that they and their patients should get a different view on those mornings when it was not too misty.  Either that, or her captain had wanted to turn over his engines and remind his crew that they were on board a ship not a harbour-bound hulk. 
 
    There were rumours of a run back to South Georgia, although given that over half the one hundred and fifty beds still in use were occupied by Argentine soldiers and sailors, that now seemed unlikely.  All the members of the team which had temporarily decamped to Goose Green were now back aboard, their tales of the horrors and the suffering they had witnessed quickly communicated ship-wide, and now Task Force-wide conversational currency within hours of their return. 
 
    Notwithstanding that on her return from Goose Green Nursing Officer Toni Richards had been granted a day off; she was still tired and her bones a little stiff and cold after her relatively brief sojourn in the field as she dragged aft that forenoon – whatever had happened to mornings? - to the stern helicopter platform to join the reception party for the last of the seriously wounded men to be transferred from the Bulwark’s sick bays.  Out in the Sound the Leander class frigate Arethusa patrolled, like a hungry big cat prowling her territory, her radar bedstead revolving, the guns of her single forward turret elevated half-way to the sky and men in anti-flash smocks and hoods manning the machine guns and autocannons on her deck.  Apart from the now crowded prisoner Argentine cruisers and their guardship, today the Berwick, Himalaya and Arethusa were alone in their broad, uncluttered patch of the broad channel between East and West Falkland, although the silhouettes of an old Fletcher faded into and out of the haze to the north, and a Battle class ship prowled far to the south.  That was the Corunna, Toni guessed.  She had no idea where the rest of the warships had gone; presumably, they were out at sea, maintaining the blockade or refitting and re-victualling at South Georgia. 
 
    Most of her sister nurses half-believed – perhaps, it was just wishful thinking – that the war was slowly petering out; that it was all over and done with bar the customary shouting across the peace table.  If that was the case, nobody was going to mind that the whole affair was ending with a whimper not a bang; they had all witnessed what just a few days vicious combat could do to human flesh.  If that was not bad enough, then waking up each morning to look out of a porthole at the wreck of the Canberra was reminder enough of the real horror of war! 
 
    The Argentines were in chaos at home, according to the BBC.  Tierra del Fuego was in rebellion, there had been another coup in Buenos Aires although Toni had no cause to believe for a second the rumour that the new Junta was refusing to accept or respect the ceasefire.  No, that was too ridiculous even for a South American banana republic!  And besides, everything else they were hearing was that the US Navy was organising the evacuation of women and children from Stanley-Puerto Argentino.  As the thrumming rotors of the helicopter approached, she stole a glance at the Hercules, the nearest of the two captured ARA cruisers. 
 
    Cesar Scarpa was on her, somewhere… 
 
    Suddenly, she was grabbing at her hat as the downdraft intensified and the roaring of the Wessex V’s engines filled her senses.  She was dressed in her best, uncreased uniform, assigned to the reception committee not for the wounded but to add ‘feminine colour’ to the reception line greeting Rear Admiral Penberthy, who was paying the Himalaya an official visit.  Supposedly, some kind of inspection; more likely just to enjoy a couple of pink gins in the wardroom. 
 
    Everybody was asking where the Hermes was? 
 
    Surely the Bulwark’s crew must be in need of a little R and R by now? 
 
    After all, they had been continuously at sea for most of the last couple of months, standing interminable ADC1 watches, keeping her gallant Wessexes in the air day and night.  Perhaps, the Hermes was as crocked as they said she might be?  One girl had told her – she claimed, on good authority that she had heard – that the Hermes was already on her way back to the Cape.  If that was true, it explained why everybody had been so happy about the ceasefire! 
 
    “This is Nursing Officer Antonia Richards, sir.” 
 
    Toni had been wool-gathering, never a good thing to do on a flight deck, let alone when the visit of a flag officer was in the offing. 
 
    Toni threw what she hoped was an immaculate salute. 
 
    The tall, distinguished, grey-haired man still wearing his Mae West over his uniform jacket smiled paternally. 
 
    “Ah, you’d be Commodore O’Reilly’s daughter-in-law?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I believe your brother is on the Hampshire?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    “He and the Hampshire are in one piece still,” David Penberthy assured her, and moved on to the next officer in the reception line. 
 
    About an hour later Toni encountered the Seaborne Commander of the Task Force (Assault Group) again, this time in the ward assigned to the newcomers from the Bulwark. 
 
    Penberthy was chatting affably with a handsome man with his left leg in so much plaster she was surprised the bed had not collapsed under duress.  He seemed to have his personal nurse, a brunette in a uniform like Toni’s except with the insignia badges and patches of a Senior Nursing Officer – equivalent to a full lieutenant -in the Queen Alexandra's Royal Naval Nursing Service – and a name badge that said just ‘Heather Appleyard’. 
 
    Several of the women on the Himalaya had transferred out in the last week, the new woman must have moved the other way, joining the hospital ship from the Bulwark. 
 
    “Paddy,” David Penberthy smiled broadly.  “Let me introduce you to Nursing Officer Richards, Dermot’s new lady wife’s daughter!” 
 
    Toni was very aware that the woman called Heather gave her a momentarily narrow-eyed look. 
 
    “I hear the blighter has swanned off to the other big rock down here?”  The patient, apparently a wounded hero, to judge by the number of people gathered around his bed, queried in a tone which indicated to Toni that he was still under serious medication, presumably from the pain of his injuries underneath all that plaster of Paris. 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly comment on that, Captain Ashdown,” David Penberthy laughed, patting the younger man’s arm and moving on, trailing an ever-lengthening retinue. 
 
    Heather stood in front of Toni; she was two or three years her senior, freckled with a stare and a presence that said that this was not her first time in proximity to a combat zone and she was not a woman who had the time or the patience to beat about the bush. 
 
    “I am Senior Nursing Officer Appleyard; I shall be the new sub-matron of the port-side acute wards,” she informed Toni. 
 
    Which means that I’m your boss, Nursing Officer Richards. 
 
    Toni stuck out her hand, civilian-like. 
 
    The other woman ignored this for a second or so. 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the Royal Marine who had attracted so much attention only a minute before. 
 
    “And,” she declared, without a scintilla of false confidence, “just so we understand each other, Paddy is mine.” 
 
    “Oh, he is?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The women shook hands perfunctorily and turned away. 
 
    Toni half-turned back: “It’s funny, isn’t it?  My mother always told me I’d know it when I met the right one.” 
 
    Heather half-smiled, not quite understanding at first. 
 
    “The trouble is,” Toni confessed ruefully, “I think my Mister Right might be on one of those prison cruisers, probably about to be lynched by a bunch of mutinous stokers…” 
 
    Heather clearly had a better understanding of the various classes of person who inhabited the lower decks of warships in any Navy, regardless of nationality. 
 
    “Or the deck apes,” she suggested wryly.  “That’s where all the hard cases end up because their officers don’t trust them with anything that really matters; like the engines and the guns!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 10th December 
 
    HMS Galatea 
 
    54 Degrees South, 41 Degrees West 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Henry Conyers Leach was never going to be the sort of flag officer who lurked in his cabin – in his case with his faithful black and white tom cat Bantu – like a hermit.  That said, the planned fifty-seven hour transit from Falkland Sound to Leith Harbour, South Georgia was, in all honesty, something of a relaxed busman’s holiday.  He had left an eleven warship-strong flotilla blockading the western archipelago and guarding the dozen Royal Fleet Auxiliaries and merchantmen supporting the forces ashore, in the calm, capable hands of his second-in-command at sea, David Penberthy and other than to read and inwardly digest a few signals from England – none of which he could reply to because Galatea, like all ships moving between South Georgia and the Falklands was operating under a self-denying edict requiring strict radio silence – he was more or less free to enjoy the voyage, and to contemplate what to do next if and when the politicians made up their minds. 
 
    Underlying all his thoughts was the baseline assumption that at some stage the ceasefire would end; thereafter, there might be peace although he had no idea what that would look like if the Argentines still had ten thousand troops on the Falklands Archipelago, or, on the other hand, there might be a full-blown renewal of hostilities. 
 
    A ceasefire was exactly what it said it was; a temporary cessation of hostilities.  It was not peace and he was not paid to make peace on anybody; even if the first reaction of the nincompoops at the Ministry of Defence in Oxford, presumably at the prompting of the Treasury, was to attempt to halt the scheduled ongoing build-up of forces in the South Atlantic.  Apparently, orders had been drafted, then countermanded after both the Chief of the Defence Staff and the First Sea Lord had threatened to resign, if sailings from Gibraltar and Cape Town were halted, or any attempt was made to turn around ships already at sea.  As it was, according to the OPERATION SOMERVILLE logistics plan today was the day the South Atlantic Task Force reached its peak fighting strength.  That same plan postulated that this ‘peak’ combat capability might be maintainable for approximately twenty-eight days but from day twenty-nine onwards, it would steadily decline and that unless a third party – say the United States – filled the gap, there was nothing the Royal Navy or the United Kingdom in general, could do about it. 
 
    Basically, ships and crews got tired, worn out, they broke down, combat efficiency waned and the logistics train ran out of steam because, in no small part, not to put too fine a point on it, the campaign in the South Atlantic had finally, irrevocably broken the national piggy bank. 
 
    So, the clock was ticking. 
 
    And that was why he had deserted his post in Falkland Sound to have a pow-wow with his senior commanders at South Georgia where, presently, the larger part of his fleet was licking its wounds and preparing to re-join the fight, and every last extra available infantryman was cooling his heels.  While Henry Leach had no idea what the politicians were going to do next, if ultimately, this war was to be decided by force of arms, he was going to be ready.  Or rather, once he had gathered his captains and colonels around the camp fire, the plan to win the war as expeditiously as possible, would have been re-drawn and – so to speak – be in the oven, ready to bake! 
 
    However, that morning, standing apart in his own personal bubble of remembrance on the compass platform of the frigate as she forged to the east, rolling a little uncomfortably with the weather on her starboard stern quarter, Henry Leach was allowing himself to commune with the past for this was a date with a particular resonance to the C-in-C of the South Atlantic Task Force. 
 
    This day twenty-eight years ago, his father, had gone down with his ship, the Prince of Wales on what for the Royal Navy, had been the worst day of the Second World War.  Yes, the Navy had endured dreadful days in that war, for example, the loss of the Hood in the Denmark Strait, the torpedoing of the battleship Barham in the Mediterranean, and the decimation of the Mediterranean Fleet evacuating troops from Crete; but nothing came close to the shock of the loss of the Prince of Wales and the elderly battlecruiser Repulse, torpedoed and bombed to their watery graves in the South China Sea. 
 
    Leach had always wondered if his father had chosen to go down with his ship; he had felt awful abandoning his flagship, the Ark Royal a month ago but the circumstances had been different.  Whereas, his father would have known that British naval power in the Far East had just been emasculated, blown away in a single terrible afternoon and that there was nothing to stop the Japanese carrying all before them; down here in the South Atlantic, the loss of the Ark Royal had been balanced by the destruction of the Argentine Fleet.  Henry Leach had known, even as he stepped onto the deck of the Naiad that nothing, absolutely nothing was going to drive his ships from the waters around the Falklands.  Moreover, in the last month the Task Force had been reinforced, new ships and fresh men had arrived, many of the damaged ships had been patched up, and ashore on East Falkland British forces were now immovably lodged on land.  For his father, the knowledge that his great ship was doomed must have been an end to everything he held dear. 
 
    Even in defeat there had been honour… 
 
    The Galatea’s captain, Commander Brynmawr Williams had stepped onto the bridge, snapping CINCSATF out of his reverie.  If he was not necessarily grateful to be distracted, neither was he discomforted; for he had been long aware of the dangers of dwelling on things over which he had no control. 
 
    Williams was a big, bearded man of Leach’s own age, a reservist who had been recalled to the colours in 1963 who had played rugby for the Navy against the Army at Twickenham two years running in the late 1940s.  Williams had been aboard the fleet carrier HMS Formidable at the end of the Second War.  Around the time of the Suez debacle in 1956 he had commanded a minesweeper; after that, not looking forward to a career steering a desk, he had returned to civilian life.  As he was wont to reminisce, much to his astonishment his wife, Glenda – for reasons best known to herself – had seemed to want to see more of him, a decision she had lived to rue because they had agreed to divorce shortly before the cataclysm.  In late October 1962 he had been in the process of lining up a suitable floozy to be ‘seen with’ at an appropriately seedy hotel, so that the divorce papers could be filed…and then Glenda had disappeared in the maelstrom which had engulfed large swathes of London. 
 
    Williams had been Dermot O’Reilly’s Executive Officer during Campbeltown’s many adventures in the Mediterranean during the French War, participating in the ‘cutting out’ of the French Fleet and the occupation of Toulon, as the liberation from the foul hand of the Front Internationale had rushed to its heady conclusion. 
 
    “A following sea always feels different down in these latitudes, Captain,” Henry Leach observed ruefully. 
 
    “It certainly separates the sailors from the land-lubbers, sir!” 
 
    Galatea had been one of the Leander class ships which had gone straight into mothballs on completion, and only been retrieved from the Reserve Fleet last year.  Brynmawr Williams had taken command while she was still moored in Fareham Creek, some twenty months ago and he gave every impression that he was having the time of his life. 
 
    No man in the South Atlantic could be more thankful to have been handed his current crop of captains than Henry Leach; to a man they were combat hardened, many of them veterans. 
 
    A true band of brothers… 
 
    “By your leave, I will desist in distracting your bridge watch and absent myself below, Captain.” 
 
    Leach decided that he had thought long enough of that dreadful day he had roamed the docks at Sembawang Naval Base in Singapore seeking news of his father as the destroyers Express, Electra and Vampire had landed the survivors from the two great, lost ships. 
 
    A frigate was not really appointed to accommodate a Fleet Commander, even one accompanied with the most skeletal of cut-down staffs – a staff officer cum flag lieutenant, a communications officer, two writers, a steward and a small tom cat – without seriously discommoding its wardroom.  It helped that the disruption was only for three days and nights but Leach had made it clear that his staff were to ‘muck in’ and make do with ‘bloody good grace’; therefore, although Brynmawr Williams had surrendered his lightly used at sea, day cabin to him with no little pleasure – while he was camped out in his cupboard-like cabin on the bridge, anyway – no other ship’s officer had been similarly turned out of his quarters, spare cots and space sharing being the order of the day. 
 
    Lingering a few seconds longer, and taking one last look at the churning grey seas through which Galatea was ploughing her lonely furrow, with a last sigh, nodding Acknowledgement to the youthful officer of the watch and the ship’s commanding officer, he made his unhurried exit. 
 
    Twenty-eight days, he was thinking. 
 
    Twenty-eight days before the sands started to run out of the jar with a vengeance and the great armada, the biggest assembled by the Royal Navy since 1945, began to slowly, and then not so slowly, fade away.  He had no doubt that there were people in Oxford, possibly a lot of them, who wanted nothing else.  They heard the word ceasefire and for them, that was that. 
 
    War over! 
 
    Pack up the kit and go home… 
 
    A large number of members of Parliament would already be de-mob happy! 
 
    How, he wondered were those people reacting – if they had thought about it at all - to the news that the evacuation ‘of the innocent’ had yet to begin? 
 
    As successive British governments had since the Second War, people back in Oxford were probably, turning a Nelsonian blind eye to what seemed to Leach, the shameless obfuscation and probably, incompetence on the part of the Argentines.  This despite the Oriskany Task Group, now joined by the Iwo Jima having been in position off East Falkland, ready and willing to get the ‘evacuation show’ on the road for several days now! 
 
    It was a strange business. 
 
    Having asked for a humanitarian ceasefire in which to remove several thousand non-combatants from the battle zone, in General Mendoza’s position, Henry Leach would have wanted to get on with it post haste. 
 
    The delays gave him more than a little pause for thought… 
 
    Leach had no doubt that HMG wanted nothing better than to remove the civilians – non-combatant males, and the women and children trapped on the islands out of the line of fire – and likely, the Americans would soon be claiming it was all their idea in the first place.  But that was where, to his mind, things got murky.  The removal of ‘useless’, or non-military mouths from any siege situation was usually a good thing for the defenders but in this case, this was not necessarily so.  Oxford, Fleet HQ and actually, he, was extraordinarily wary about taking any action against Stanley-Puerto-Argentino likely to cause civilian casualties.  In fact, thus far, his forces had been scrupulous about avoiding the same and therefore, the enemy had been free to fortify, or to conceal his forces and his supply depots within the port-town, safe from naval bombardment or air attack.  If and when the non-combatants were removed from the equation, Stanley-Puerto Argentino would be fair game, an unambiguously military camp.  Which was decidedly not to the advantage of the Argentine forces within it. 
 
    The more he thought about it; the more he suspected that he was missing something important.  The enemy had requested the ceasefire.  It had been in effect for nearly a fortnight and still, to the best of his knowledge, not a single Argentine civilian had departed the archipelago courtesy of the US Navy, which had been standing ready to get the show on the road for the last seven days. 
 
    So, what was the problem? 
 
    It was all very strange… 
 
    Back in his borrowed cabin Bantu flowed up onto his lap, purring, demanding to be tickled and CINCSATF complied with the feline’s wishes as his mind ranged across the possibilities.  Now the dust and smoke of the Second Battle of the Falkland Islands had cleared, he saw exactly what needed to be done, if only the politicians would let him get on with the job. 
 
    Before departing East Falkland, he had gone ashore to touch base a final time with Ian Gourlay, the terrifyingly competent Royal Marine who, like him, was chomping at the bit to get on with the job.  Presently, there were – give or take a few men coming onto and off the sick list – some 4,700 British and Commonwealth troops, boots on the ground, of whom approximately 3,200 were frontline combat-effectives.  Moreover, these fighting men were the best of the best, Royal Marine Commandos, Parachutists, Guardsmen, Green Jackets, Gurkhas, not forgetting the Russians of the Vindrey Commando, who had shown their mettle, fighting like berserkers of yore, in desperate circumstances in their first real test of fire. 
 
    Ian Gourlay did not care how many ‘grunts’ the Argentines had on the ground between him and Stanley-Puerto Argentino, or how high the bloody mountains guarding the approaches to the bloody port were, he knew his boys would eventually carve their way through. 
 
    ‘I could get started now, Henry!’   He had complained. 
 
    ‘Without air cover?’ 
 
    ‘That’s not ideal, obviously.  But it’s not as if the other side has an air force either!’ 
 
    Which was true but if the beggars had a couple of Skyraiders or even a few old Second War ground attack aircraft hidden away somewhere, or even a couple of helicopter gunships, for any troops caught in the open - and there was not a lot of cover between the Port San Carlos Sector and the mountains blocking the way to Stanley - things might easily be a lot bloodier than they might otherwise be.  And it was not as if the enemy was going to be sitting on his thumbs during this enforced interregnum, every trench was going to be deepening, new bunkers would be under construction and Argentine artillery would be zeroing in every inch of terrain between Cerro Montevideo and Mount Tumbledown overlooking Stanley. 
 
    The original scheme had been to launch every available man, supported by every ship and aircraft to hand, in a single concerted assault, breaking out through the Cerro Montevideo-Tercer Corral sector and marching on Stanley via Teal Inlet and Mount Kent in the week before Christmas.  Diversionary, even major additional amphibious assaults in the enemy’s rear areas had not been ruled out. 
 
    And then the ceasefire had happened. 
 
    Now, three thousand fresh troops with forty-two days war supplies had been diverted to South Georgia to join well over two-thirds of the fleet remaining in the South Atlantic, and everything was on hold, in limbo while people in Oxford, Buenos Aires, Puerto Argentino and Washington threw the dice, and waited to see what numbers came up. 
 
    That was fine for the politicians. 
 
    Not so good for the Task Force. 
 
    Time was running out… 
 
    Nonetheless, he planned to proceed on the basis that whatever else happened, the Task Force was not about to up sticks and go home any time soon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Uruguayan Naval Academy Barracks 
 
    Carrasco, Montevideo 
 
      
 
    Cadet Carlos Bonham-Garcia had badly wanted to believe that he and his fellow cadets were ‘in transit’, just staying in Montevideo for a couple of days while arrangements could be made to take them home.  The trouble was that despite assurances that the new Junta was still establishing itself in Buenos Aires on the other side of the estuary of the River Plate, and all would be well soon; each day when he asked when they would be going home, nobody could tell him. 
 
    The cadets had been reunited with their Instructor, Teniente de Fragata Daniel Piaggi, who had been seriously wounded at Grytviken, on board the Oriskany.  Still a little unsteady on his feet and discharged with a month’s supply of medications, he had refused to be separated from his former charges. 
 
    The boys were free to come and go as they wanted but Piaggi had counselled them not to venture out onto the streets alone.  He was a greying, fatherly figure who had been called out of the reserve with so many others earlier that year, a former ranker who had left the ARA as a Chief Petty Officer after the reconquest of the Malvinas in 1964, and become a teacher in civilian life.  To be awarded a short service – two-year – commission under an Emergency Powers Act he had never heard of that summer, and sent to sea on the Santissima Trinidad, had been a sanguinary experience.  At about the time he was under the knife in HMS Liverpool’s sick bay, his first grandchild ought to have been coming into the world; now they were telling him that all telephone and telegraph lines between Uruguay and the Argentine were temporarily out of order, and he was still none the wiser. 
 
    The Yankee doctors on the Oriskany had assured him that the English had done a ‘good job’ on him and that in time, he was going to make a full recovery.  He still felt dreadful about the death of two of the cadets under his command at King Edward Cove, even though he knew there was nothing he could have done about it given that the 8-inch shell which had killed them would not have listened to anything he had to say about its terminal trajectory. 
 
    He was inordinately proud of the way the Bonham-Garcia boy and his friend Miguel Ortero had led and looked after the others on the Liverpool, and later on the tanker which carried them back to South Africa.  For most of his time on the cruiser he had been out for the count but his boys had comported themselves with credit to themselves, and to the ARA throughout their odyssey and he was confident that they would continue to do so, whatever happened next. 
 
    His country and many of its neighbours had not been allies, less still friends, in recent years.  Deep in the Argentine and Uruguay’s past, there were old, barely healed, never to be forgotten scars and in bad times, those ancient wounds…ached.  This he had explained to his boys – if they had not been before, they were young men now regardless of their actual ages – as if he was their wise old uncle. 
 
    ‘In Uruguay, like in our own country there was profit to be made when the rest of the world was at war in the forties,’ he had remarked, only with a smidgeon of irony for it was nothing but the truth.  “Then the world started to get back to business as usual and like ourselves, the years before the October War were hard for the Uruguayans.  Over here the Army has a loud voice but it does not yet rule; sadly, the people’s leaders do not always remember their Christian principles, that is why, recently, they came to believe that the solution to their problems was to re-write their historic constitution, and to create a President.  Now, afflicted by what they call communist or socialist opposition, and the so-called Tupamaros protest movement, which was born in the poorer districts of cities such as this, the civilian government sometimes uses the Army as our own leaders have done, to oppress the people.  So, be careful if you go outside the protection of these walls.’ 
 
    Carlos and Miguel Ortero had cautiously ventured outside, albeit leaving their uniform jackets in their dormitory quarters, their shirts open-necked as if they were two teenagers idling in the sun down by the beach several hundred metres from the Academy. 
 
    “We’ll talk about all this stuff for the rest of our lives,” Miguel laughed.  They had been handed some Uruguayan pesos, notes with what they thought were high denominations on them until they saw how much things actually cost, and realised they were virtually worthless.  Not that they would have risked embarrassing Lieutenant Piaggi by trying to get a beer in one of the grubby bars on the road into the city to the west. 
 
    “Until we have something else to talk about,” Carlos countered, absent-mindedly because he had been thinking about his parents far, far away.  The two boys talked about practically everything, the way new best friends do at their age. 
 
    Well, almost everything. 
 
    Miguel had never asked Carlos about Rosa Ibarra de Madrid, or what Sir Peter Christopher had said to him that time Carlos was invited to meet the great man, alone on the bridge of the Liverpool. 
 
    That had been a very strange time. 
 
    One day they had been enemies, at war and the next the cadets were deemed to be midshipmen under instruction for the duration of their period on the old cruiser. 
 
    They had all got their opportunity to stand on the compass platform of the great ship; there to be introduced to and given received training in the use of the sextant. 
 
    ‘In combat, and other situations, there may be occasions when the marvels of modern science like depth sounders, radar and electronic direction finding may not be available to us.  So, we must still be able to navigate safely by other means; and that means competently acquiring our angles, using the sextant, and understanding the tables and the mathematics necessary to transform those angles into a reliable fix on a good, old-fashioned chart.’ 
 
    The next forenoon the cruiser’s commanding officer had tested them on what they had learned; and subsequently repeated much of the previous day’s session. 
 
    “I fear your angles have just run the ship aground, Mister Ortero,” Sir Peter Christopher had smiled, and shaking his head in patient amusement, gently pointed out the error in his calculations. 
 
    In Daniel Piaggi’s absence, the Liverpool’s Roman Catholic Chaplain had taken a proprietorial interest in the boys, regarding their relaxed attitude to Mass and the confessional with rueful, kind resignation. 
 
    So, as strange as it sounded, Carlos and the others had actually had the time of their young lives on the Liverpool, the passage to Cape Town and latterly on board the Oriskany; and now they had added another country, Uruguay to their unplanned tour of the Southern hemisphere! 
 
    Arriving back at the barracks that afternoon the boys discovered that a visitor had preceded them by a few minutes; a man from the American Embassy. 
 
    “Mister Piaggi says most of you boys speak English?” 
 
    “Not all of us, sir,” Carlos explained.  “I and Miguel will translate if you do not speak Spanish.” 
 
    The diplomat was fleshy, in his forties, over-heating in what might have been an expensively tailored suit in colder climes, and very relieved that he was going to be able to communicate in his own native tongue. 
 
    He explained that the Argentine and Uruguay had severed diplomatic relations and closed their ports and borders to each other.  Both countries had requested the intervention of the US State Department to mediate, hence the presence at the Naval Academy of Hiram D. Fisher junior. 
 
    The Grytviken cadets were a loose end that needed to be tidied up; the Argentine wanted them back but for some reason, the Uruguayan side was requiring its counterparts in Buenos Aires to issue an unequivocal guarantee that the boys would be safe when they returned home. 
 
    “All we want to do is go home, sir,” Carlos told him. 
 
    Daniel Piaggi had remained silent until then: “Is that going to be a problem, Mister Fisher?”  He asked in Spanish, which Carlos obediently translated, even though he knew that his instructor was moderately fluent in English. 
 
    “Er, well, yes,” Hiram D. Fisher blew out his cheeks.  “No, actually, I don’t know.  The visit of the Oriskany to these waters has caused, I’m given to understand, offence in some way at the Casa Rosada.  I’m sure all this will be sorted out in no time; once the new Government has found its feet, and all that.  Presently, things are very, fluid in Buenos Aires.  You’re probably safer staying here for the moment…” 
 
    “Fluid?”  Daniel Piaggi demanded, in English. 
 
    “There are rumours of death squads operating in Buenos Aires,” the American said, sighing with such vehemence that he seemed to visibly deflate.  “It is all a bit of a mess, frankly.  There are large crowds outside the Embassy, and US business have been looted and fire-bombed.  Two of my colleagues were killed in a tragic incident.  They were attacked in the street and then, shot by masked killers who escaped the scene on motor bikes…” 
 
    Carlos had said nothing. 
 
    Daniel Piaggi was so angry there ought to have been steam coming out of his ears. 
 
    “You mean it is not safe for my boys to return to Argentina?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  So far, the only person the new Junta has threatened to arrest is Cadet Bonham-Garcia…” 
 
    Carlos suddenly felt light-headed. 
 
    He had every right to; yet again through no fault of his own his young world was spinning out of control. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Thursday 11th December 
 
    Cabinet Room, Churchill House 
 
    Headington Quarry, Oxford 
 
      
 
    Christmas decorations and municipal lights were appearing in shop windows, on ancient frontages and strung across St Aldates and the High Street for the first time since 1961. 
 
    The seasonal lights and decorations might have been metaphors for the country’s eagerness to move forward, to shrug off the chains and the woes of the last few years and for reconstruction to begin with a vengeance in the spring.  Moreover, the threatened influenza epidemic of the late summer had fizzled out that autumn, adding to the general mood of hope and good will to all men.  A feeling reinforced by the headlines about a ceasefire in the South Atlantic, just another thing that augured well for the future; serving up hope that the war for those windswept islands in the middle of nowhere might soon be over and the troops would be coming home.  It was almost as if the country had finally turned the corner, begun at last to confidently stride away from the grief and austerity of the last seven years. 
 
    However, the mood in the Cabinet Room of the Prime Minister’s official residence, Churchill House, as the twenty-one leading members of Margaret Thatcher’s Administration – plus the Chief of the Defence Staff and the First Sea Lord – was anything but sunny as people settled around the long, oval table presided over by the Lady. 
 
    Many of her colleagues immediately recognised that the Prime Minister was in one of her more peremptory moods, brusque to the point of rudeness as if she knew that today’s Cabinet was going to be a particularly torrid affair – all Prime Ministers who hold office for any length of time develop a nose, a sixth sense for such things – and had bridled to be informed that although they were to receive a full ‘military briefing’ no formal papers would be issued, and that the taking of personal notes vis-à-vis the dispositions of the South Atlantic Task Force and subsequent ‘operational’ discussions would not, under any circumstances, be permitted. 
 
    “There is already far too much speculation in the press,” Margaret Thatcher complained while the others were making themselves comfortable, “and we simply cannot permit it to be fuelled by inadvertent leaks.”  She held up a hand to forestall objections.  “We strongly suspect that the Argentines are doing everything in their power to delay the evacuation of their non-combatants from the war zone in the South Atlantic.  In fact, they seem to be more preoccupied with wars of words with Chile and Uruguay than they are with the Falkland Islands.  I strongly suspect that their strategy is to string us along indefinitely in the knowledge that we cannot maintain a war-winning task force in the South Atlantic forever.” 
 
    This caused a stir although, as always there was a hesitation before anybody dared to raise their heads above the parapet to challenge Margaret Thatcher’s assertion. 
 
    Today, one voice offered a comment.  
 
    “We may infer that, if only from the lack of urgency on the part of the Argentines to get things moving but we don’t know that, Margaret,” Geoffrey Howe, the Lord High Chancellor and therefore, the senior law officer of the land, observed quietly. 
 
    If looks could have killed he would have perished in a moment. 
 
    He continued: “Granted, we have moved beyond the argument over whether our intrinsic right of self-defence gave us just legal cause under international law to pursue our grievance with the Argentine, five years after the initial crime was committed against us.  I will not rehash my views on that subject, everybody around this table is familiar with them.  However, unless Field Marshal Carver or Admiral Hill Norton can tell me, definitively, that we know what is in the mind of the new Junta in Buenos Aires, we cannot actually reliably know what is in their minds.” 
 
    The Prime Minister had straightened in her chair. 
 
    Her silence was icily eloquent. 
 
    The resignation of Tom Harding-Grayson the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, coming hard on the heels of the death of Secretary of State Philip De L’Isle, both staunch friends and loyal Cabinet allies, to be replaced respectively by Sir Francis Pym, for several years the Government’s indomitable man in Northern Ireland, and De L’Isle’s long-time Minister of State, Sir Ian Gilmour, had altered the whole balance, not to mention the political orientation of the Cabinet.  This had been inevitable with the loss of two such stalwarts. 
 
    More optimistically, members who had been absent through illness earlier in the autumn, Home Secretary Geoffrey Ripon, Hector Monro, Secretary of State for Agriculture and Fisheries, Sir Thomas Boardman, the Chief Secretary to the Treasury, and Nicholas Ridley, Margaret Thatcher’s Education Minister and latterly, her chief speech-writer and party bellwether, were all present, in varying degrees restored to health. 
 
    That summer, with war looming in the South Atlantic the Prime Minister had abandoned plans for a major Cabinet reshuffle in the autumn; in the circumstances continuity trumped any thought of ‘refreshing’ her team.  Besides, the Cabinet sitting around this table this morning, had if not enthusiastically, demanded the South Atlantic Task Force should be sent, and if necessary deployed to re-capture the Falkland Islands Dependencies, and its acquiescence was a matter of indisputable record.  Thus, regardless of how ‘wet’ about the war some of the people in the room might have become in recent weeks, or had been all along, whether they liked it or not the members of Margaret Thatcher’s Cabinet were all in the same boat. 
 
    The Prime Minister turned to the two military men: “Gentlemen, pray update Cabinet as to the condition and the operations of the South Atlantic Task Force.” 
 
    Field Marshall Sir Michael Carver nodded acknowledgement. 
 
    “Peter will speak to the naval situation first; thereafter, I will speak to the state of play on the ground.” 
 
    The First Sea Lord, like Carver attired in a civilian suit – a practice adopted by many senior officers whenever the Irish Republican Army was known to be particularly active in England – opened a slim Manila folder and withdrew several sheets of closely typed notes. 
 
    “I thought it would be helpful to recap for Cabinet on naval operations post-South Georgia before speaking of the complexity of ongoing evolutions in the combat zone.  I must make it clear that my orders to CINCSATF, Vice Admiral Leach, are to maintain utmost readiness to resume aggressive operations at any moment should his forces be re-engaged by the enemy, or if in his, or his subordinates’ judgements, the enemy is acting in a threatening way towards our forces…” 
 
    Maurice Macmillan, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, a man whose party credentials and antecedents were impeccable, second to none – he was, after all, the only son of the late Harold Macmillan – stirred, raising a hand before murmuring: “Is there any such indication that the enemy intends to re-ignite the, er, conflict, First Sea Lord?” 
 
    “As yet, no, sir.”  Peter Hill Norton continued: “To date we have lost ten ships: the Ark Royal with her entire air group bar two helicopters, the destroyers Leith, Diana and Aberdeen, the frigates Rhyl, Whitby and Jaguar, the minesweeper Repton, the SS Canberra, and the Royal Fleet Auxiliary Lagan Empire.  Of the 2,607 casualties suffered by the South Atlantic Task Force to date, eighty-five percent of them were suffered on these ships.” 
 
    The First Sea Lord shuffled his papers. 
 
    “Many other ships which were involved in the battles of the 13th and 14th November were damaged, several severely.  Of these ships the Bulwark was repaired in situ – ideally, she would have been sent back to our repair base at Leith Harbour, South Georgia – because in lieu of the Ark Royal she became the flagship of the Falklands Squadron of the SATF.  Likewise, the assault ship Intrepid, the RFA stores ships Resurgent and Fort Sandusky, all of which were damaged by bombing on the night of 13th-14th November have been patched up although none of the three ships is capable of extended seagoing operations at this time.  Other vessels sustained battle damage or have experienced irremediable at-sea mechanical or systems breakdowns.  I will take this opportunity to remind Cabinet that even though it is summer down in Southern latitudes the weather at sea is often, frankly, foul, akin to the North Atlantic in the height of winter and both men and ships at sea for any length of time take a,” he hesitated, “battering twenty-four hours a day.” 
 
    He looked around the faces.  He did not detect the taint of irresolution or betrayal around the table; just wholly legitimate concerns and a bone-deep, numbing war weariness. 
 
    “Presently on station blockading the Falklands Archipelago and supporting operations on land Rear Admiral Penberthy’s squadron comprises the Bulwark, currently with twelve serviceable Wessex V helicopters, the guided missile destroyer Devonshire – which will shortly be relieved by the Hampshire – the destroyers Berwick, Broadsword, Corunna, Duchess and Inverness, the frigates Ashanti and Arethusa, and the minesweepers Dartington, Lewiston and Wasperton.  The assault ships Fearless and Intrepid, and eight auxiliaries including two oilers and the Hospital Ship Himalaya are anchored in San Carlos Water, or in the northern reaches of Falkland Sound.” 
 
    He spoke with slow, measured certitude. 
 
    “Shortly to depart the South Atlantic, first to touch land either at Cape Town or Simons Town to complete necessary repairs and maintenance prior to steaming for home bases are the following ships: the Devonshire, the destroyers Carysfort, Stirling and Telford, the frigates Nubian, Tenby, Malcolm and Dundas, the minesweeper Brinton and the diesel-electric submarine Finwhale.  Several of the ships currently operating around the Falkland Islands will follow them home in the next ten to fourteen days.  A lot of our ships were worn out before we despatched the Task Force; this emphasises the fact that but for the large number of ex-US Navy destroyers now in the Fleet it is now clear that OPERATION SOMMERVILLE would not have been a viable endeavour.  In this respect, at this time, in addition to the cruiser Liverpool, there are six former Fletcher class; the Berwick, Campbeltown, Dunfermline, Dundee, Inverness and Perth, and; four former Allen M. Sumner class fleet destroyers, the Bromyard, Headington, Murray and Tamworth, with the Fleet in the South Atlantic.  The Liverpool and eight of these excellent ships are currently deployed to the SATF Fleet Reserve Area at South Georgia with the guided missile destroyer Norfolk, the fleet destroyers Cambrian and Daring, the Leander class frigates Ajax, Euryalus, Galatea, Naiad; and the Lynx, Tartar, Lincoln and Plymouth.  At this time there are two repair ships at Leith Harbour, the Triumph and the Berry Head, as well as at any time between fifteen and eighteen other RFAs and merchantmen.” 
 
    Like any accomplished speaker Peter Hill Norton had left the best for last. 
 
    “It has been deemed unsafe to attempt to operate fixed-wing fast jets from the Hermes, hence her absence from the Second Battle of the Falkland Islands.  However, she is now conducting sea trials to acclimatise her crew to the operational requirements of the Kestrel Mark II airframe, some thirty of which were transported to the South Atlantic by HMS Victorious, whose commanding officer judiciously used the long passage south to conduct extensive flight deck trials of the Kestrel.  CINCSATF has asked the Board of Admiralty to promote the officer concerned – Lieutenant Commander John Slater – to full commander, and on his own authority raised him to post rank, that is, captain, for the duration of the Victorious’s attachment to the Task Force, in recognition of the service he has performed in effectively, delivering an operational air group to the South Atlantic some thirty to forty days before it would otherwise have been ready to go into action.  Further to this, you will recollect that both the Hermes, and the Bulwark each left England with five Kestrels stowed below deck.  Originally, the idea was to operate these aircraft from short runways – which have now been completed – at Port San Carlos, and at the San Carlos Settlement in the southern sector of the beach head.  Recent status updates indicate that at any one time there are between thirty-one and thirty-four of the Kestrel airframes now in theatre, immediately ready for operations flying off the decks of the Hermes and the Victorious, and at need off Bulwark’s deck also, and in due course, from the runways we have prepared on East Falkland.” 
 
    Then it was time to deliver a sanguinary observation. 
 
    “The CDS will speak to this also, in greater depth.  Presently, we have over sixty ships deployed in the South Atlantic, several of which will have to be withdrawn and recalled to the United Kingdom in the coming days and weeks.  We have attained our peak naval strength in the theatre of operations; and there are no more reinforcements coming.  We have shot our bolt.  By mid-January, twenty-percent of our naval firepower will have withered away, a further twenty-percent will have gone by mid-February and as the Fleet decreases in size and capability so will our ability to sustain our troops on land.” 
 
    He put his papers away and sat back. 
 
    Sir Michael Carver cleared his throat. 
 
    “There are between four-thousand five hundred and five thousand troops ashore on East Falkland, of which approximately two-thirds are combat effectives.  That is, professional infantrymen many of whom will have fought in conflicts around the world in recent years.  The troopships Carmania and Franconia have been re-directed to South Georgia, a decision I took after the events of 13th-14th November, knowing that although the Navy was still fully capable of maintaining the blockade of the archipelago, the loss of ships and the damage to those in San Carlos Water severely, at least in the short-term, inhibited our capacity to satisfactorily support further troop deployments on land.  Needless, our logistical arrangements have been re-jigged and are now functioning well enough to support again, a significantly reinforced presence on the ground.  However, even when the three thousand men on the Carmania and the Franconia are landed on East Falkland, our forces will be ten to fifteen percent weaker numerically than the best case scenarios envisaged in the planning of OPERATION SOMERVILLE.  Although we suffered negligible casualties getting ashore, in the sinking of the Canberra and in limited ground operations to defend and to extend the perimeter of the bridgehead, our ground force casualties now amount to nearly six hundred troops killed, missing, wounded or on the sick list, even though casualties sustained in contact with enemy ground forces account for only a third of the headline number.  Other than the loss of the Canberra, the main factor to consider is the harshness of the terrain, which of itself is the primary cause of constant, low-level manpower wastage.” 
 
    The Chief of the Defence Staff met the eyes fixed on him with flinty resolution. 
 
    “From the moment a man goes into the field he begins to physically deteriorate, and sooner or later, his combat effectiveness also begins to erode.  I cannot emphasise too strongly that what we, here in Oxford view as a ceasefire, is in fact, merely an interregnum extending the time our people have to sit in their lines trying to keep dry and warm, drinking peat-fouled dysentery-inducing water.  It is wet most days in the Falklands and the wind blows all the time.  Once wet, a man stays wet until or unless he can be withdrawn to a safe, rear area to dry out, rehabilitate and do his best to recover for the day he goes back into the line.  If anybody around this table believes that we are in any position to indefinitely ‘wait out’ the Argentine defenders, please be disabused of that idea now.  The enemy has the ability to rotate his troops back into Stanley-Puerto Argentino, into warm, dry barracks and billets which we, in our wish to avoid civilian casualties, have left untouched thus far while the enemy has done his level best to sink our own floating barracks and the ships which protect them in San Carlos Water.” 
 
    Michael Carver quirked a rare, grudging smile. 
 
    “I take my hat off to General Mendoza; he has pulled off a brilliant counter stroke without the loss of a single man.  I leave it to your imaginations to wonder if his ceasefire initiative was co-ordinated with the Colonels’ Coup in Buenos Aires.  Personally, I am not a chap much taken in by such serendipitous coincidences; or conspiracy theories but in this case, I might make an exception.” 
 
    Eyes had both narrowed, and widened around the table. 
 
    Carver sighed. 
 
    “Forgive me,” he went on, “I speak as a man who has carried with me the burden of unjust credit for events which occurred over five years ago.  Contrary to popular mythology, let me assure you that I am no more a latter-day Hannibal than Hannibal was quite the genius historians have made him out to be.  He, like I, was a crafty beggar who always went to great lengths to try to see the battlefield through his enemies’ eyes.  In the Gulf War I realised, a little belatedly if I am being honest, that my Soviet adversaries were fighting a different war to the one I was.  Oh, and understandably, they had completely underestimated what relatively small, fresh and well-equipped and well-motivated mechanised troops and artillery, in the end ably assisted by the Royal Navy, could do to their seemingly invincible but tired, exhausted actually, legions.  The situation in the South Atlantic is different in many ways; but similar in one, crucial aspect.  I don’t think the Junta or its representative on the Falklands believes that we have the heart to do what needs to be done if the archipelago is to be re-conquered.  In short, they are convinced, that we are too squeamish to do what must be done.” 
 
    Nobody said anything for several seconds. 
 
    “You think the whole ceasefire idea is just a ploy, Sir Michael?”  Francis Pym asked softly. 
 
    Carver nodded. 
 
    “The enemy knows that we cannot, logistically, or politically,” he half-smiled an apology at this juncture, “sustain our present level of operations for very long.  We have not so much despatched the tip of our war-fighting spear to the South Atlantic; rather, we have emptied our arsenals, and gambled everything on a quick war.  In one respect, the enemy understood this all along.  Hence, he was prepared to sacrifice his whole navy to remove our aircraft carriers from the board.  Subsequently, the sinking of the Ark Royal has simply emboldened the enemy…” 
 
    Pym was shaking his head. 
 
    “We have committed to supporting Doctor Kissinger’s latest round of shuttle diplomacy.  He will be in Buenos Aires over the weekend.  We have no choice but to carry on as we are, respecting the ceasefire.  Military considerations must take a back seat…” 
 
    Sir Ian Gilmour sat forward, his arms on the table. 
 
    “That we might face a situation like this, is exactly why so many of us were so unhappy about sending the Task Force to the South Atlantic,” he retorted testily, albeit in his customarily urbane fashion as befitted a former editor of the Spectator.  “Diplomacy failed, that was why the shooting started!” 
 
    Geoffrey Howe coughed. 
 
    “Surely, since there is a de facto ceasefire in place we must observe it.  To do otherwise would be to disregard the very principles of upholding international law, and decency, which we claim to hold so dear.” 
 
    The Lord Chancellor’s words did little to quell the growing unease around the Cabinet table.  The Prime Minister’s voice cut through the atmosphere like a nail being dragged across a sheet of glass. 
 
    “Sir Michael,” she demanded, “at what point will it become impossible to remove the invaders from those islands?” 
 
    “Every day’s delay makes our task harder.”  This said, the Chief of the Defence Staff thought about the proposition.  He raised his head, as if sniffing the air for a moment.  “Frankly, I don’t believe General Mendoza will ever surrender his human shields; in his shoes I’d see two thousand women and children as the best guarantor of his home base.  He’ll carry on believing that until the first shells and bombs start to land in the port!” 
 
    Miriam Brammall, the Minister for the London Garden City Project, and a special advisor to the Cabinet Office on Women’s Affairs, was not a member of the National Conservative Party and normally excused herself from party political cabinets.  She was also married to Major General Edwin Brammall, recently appointed Officer Commanding South East Command, a man who as Director of Plans, had been intimately involved in the preparations for OPERATION SOMERVILLE. 
 
    These days she dressed conventionally, and wore her auburn hair only to her shoulders; the first time she had met her friend, the Prime Minister, she had had purple in her wild hair, worn a multi-coloured kaftan and espoused pseudo-revolutionary ideals.  Inside, she was still that woman, it was just that she had learned that there were other ways than angry protesting to get things done in the meantime. 
 
    She did not think, and never had thought that OPERATION SOMERVILLE was remotely in the country’s interests.  The treasure thrown at it could have been much better used at home and anyway, none of the exiled Kelpers wanted to go home but in a funny sort of way she understood why, Margaret Thatcher was so unreasoningly implacable about the whole disaster.  So, whatever her feelings about what was going on in the South Atlantic, she was not going to be the first one to stab the Prime Minister in the back. 
 
    And besides, she did not do…back-stabbing. 
 
    “What do we really know about this Mendoza man?”  She asked, a little distractedly. 
 
    It was Airey Neave, the Secretary of State for National Security – the United Kingdom’s chief spy – who answered her question.  Miriam had been surprised that he had held his peace so long, usually he was one of the most voluble, and entertaining, contributors to Cabinet. 
 
    “Let’s put it this way,” the rascally MP for Abingdon remarked, “the former Junta was so afraid of him that they always kept him very, very close even when they knew he regarded them all as a bunch of clowns.  In the end they panicked and sent him out to replace a corrupt non-entity called Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid as Governor of the Malvinas.  Presumably because the ruling Army faction in the Junta was afraid that they did not trust Hugo Bonham-Garcia, pretty much the best soldier they’ve got – because he is a Marine, and the Army and the Air Force members of the Junta did not trust his titular boss, Pedro Gnavi, the then Chief of Staff of the ARA, to keep him in order.  Bonham-Garcia is a hero of the liberation of the Malvinas, a national hero; and if one can credit it, apolitical, which perhaps, explains why a fellow of his obvious calibre isn’t running the show.  Mind you, everything I have just said comes with a caveat.  Sadly, we have to rely on the CIA for much of our intelligence about the inner workings of the Argentine Junta.  However, I doubt if it is any coincidence that the ceasefire initiative came soon after we cut all the secure undersea land lines from the Falklands to the mainland; thus, making it damned near impossible for Mendoza to communicate and, or to co-ordinate the activities of his many supporters back home.” 
 
    Miriam blanched at this. 
 
    “So, Mendoza is definitely playing for time, Airey?” 
 
    “Yes, and no,” the former escapee from Colditz grimaced, “I suspect that it is more a case that the man is a compulsive gambler and he’s just banked, or rather mortgaged the house ten times over on Red Thirteen and thereby, invited us to start spinning the wheel.  He’s playing for the highest stakes possible; he either ends up a dead martyr, or he’s going to be the next dictator of the Argentine!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Friday 12th December 
 
    Georgetown 
 
    Washington DC 
 
      
 
    Congresswoman Gretchen Brenckmann – she had dropped Betancourt from her name on her business cards and on her office door at the Capital that summer – was chatting animatedly to a group who included Ted Sorenson, the President’s speech writer, the soiree’s legendary hostess, Kay Graham, the owner and publisher of The Washington Post and Newsweek Magazine, and Miranda Sullivan, the First Lady’s new Appointments Secretary, when Henry Kissinger returned from the ground floor study where he had just fielded a panicky call from the Argentine Ambassador. 
 
    He re-joined the group, apologising for having been called away ‘for no good reason!’ 
 
    The others laughed politely but the Secretary of State knew that before the evening was much farther advanced, that Congresswoman Gretchen would be on his case, or failing that, he would find himself chatting to her one-time Supreme Court clerking, historian husband, Dan, who would be every inch as adroit in his interrogation as his force of nature wife.  If the pair were burglars: Gretchen’s style would be to break down the front door with a fire axe; while Dan’s approach was characterised by the methodical care of an intellectual pickpocket.  
 
    Tonight, was one of Kay Graham’s pre-Christmas get-togethers; just to get everybody in the mood for the real thing in a fortnight.  Henry Kissinger soon had women of a certain age hanging on his arms as he determinedly tuned out the dissonance which was slowly, surely consuming his soul trying to get the Argentines to if not see sense, then at least develop a scintilla of understanding of what was, and was not, possible in the real as opposed to the imaginary, fantasy world their military men seemed to live in! 
 
    “Is it me, or does the Doctor look a little peaky?” Lucy De L’Isle put to her fiancé who was nowhere near as at home in this kind of setting as the – still only sixteen-year-old teenage girl – he planned to marry the day she turned eighteen, notwithstanding he was twice her age. 
 
    “Just a mite,” he agreed, feeling very out of uniform in his lounge suit and still struggling, more than he thought he would, with having bidden farewell to flying fast jets that spring.  That had not actually been a hard decision; he had too many old injuries and the Navy had softened the pill by rating him fit to carry on flying prop-aircraft and helicopters.  Nevertheless, other than to try to make Lucy the happiest woman on the planet, Commander John McCain, the son of the Secretary of Defense, did not really have that many hard and fast plans for life after the USN. 
 
    He had not said anything about it to anybody yet, let alone Lucy or his parents; but he had decided that sooner rather than later, he was going to seek a completely new career path. 
 
    Things had been on hold lately, he had had to undergo a minor surgical procedure on his lower back – there was always a price when a man ejected from a fast jet and he had done it more than once – and of course, Lucy’s father had passed that autumn and he had accompanied her, and his parents to England, eventually staying nearly a month in the Old Country. 
 
    Lucy had not seen a lot of her father in the last three years of his life; she had remained in Australia when he had returned home in 1966, and then, after her two years with the Christophers, she had been adopted by John’s parents and settled into a new life in Washington.  He was amazed how well she was coping, although it did not help that despite everything John’s mother and father did to protect her, she remained the most famous – and recognisable - high school kid in town. 
 
    Kay Graham’s soirees were always well-attended because they were neither wholly social or political, and because she knew everybody who was anybody.  Moreover, she was friendly with, or on cordial terms with practically everybody who mattered in DC.  Kay had invited the Secretary of Defense and Mrs McCain to tonight’s event, a buffet reception rather than a dinner because Washington’s foremost society hostess understood that – even if they turned up – several of her guests might need to make a quick exit stage left if ‘something came up’ during the party. 
 
    John’s mother, Roberta had phoned Kay to give her apologies that afternoon: ‘Jack has business on the Hill…’  In other words, duty called.  She had taken the opportunity to sound out Kay, a real friend to her since the family had returned to the capital from Australia, about how best to ‘regularise’ the gossip about Lucy and her son. 
 
    ‘Let people see them together!’  Kay had advised.  ‘Get people used to the idea of them.’ 
 
    And now the couple, for that was what they had been, very innocently, for some time, were standing in for John’s parents and rubbing shoulders with the movers and shakers of Washington society.  Lucy stayed very close to her beau although it was unclear to the latter who exactly, was protecting whom. 
 
    “Maybe, the Secretary of State doesn’t sleep so well on long flights,” John McCain suggested, nodding towards Henry Kissinger. 
 
    Lucy thought about this.  She had not been on that many lengthy flights, and she had been far too excited to sleep on any of them.  The novelty and the excitement of jetting backwards and forwards across the Atlantic would have worn off in a hurry for poor Doctor Kissinger. 
 
    “How long do you think it will take to evacuate all those people from those islands?”  She asked, without preamble. 
 
    “The Oriskany and the Iwo Jima have over thirty heavy-lift helicopters, including some of the new Chinooks, between them, that means they can lift four hundred, perhaps a few more each turn and turn around.  A couple of days, maximum, if we’re talking about four thousand people.” 
 
    “I wonder why it hasn’t happened yet?”  Lucy asked. 
 
    The man did not reply, understanding that her question was rhetorical.  Idly, he pondered it, concluding that he had no idea why the evacuation had not already been completed.  He doubted the delay was anything to do with the US Navy.  The Oriskany and the Iwo Jima were homeward bound with appointments in dry docks in Florida and Norfolk, their skippers would be climbing the bulkhead walls wanting to get the job over and done with so that they could get their tired ships and fractious crews back home. 
 
    Was that why his father had cried off from Kay’s soiree? 
 
    No, Doctor Kissinger would not be here tonight if that was it. 
 
    No, he was probably jumping to conclusions. 
 
    It was not as if those islands down there were the only things on the Secretary of Defense’s plate! 
 
    “Karl told me that you were in town, Commander McCain!” 
 
    Even had she been wearing flat heels Miranda Sullivan would have been two, possibly three inches taller than the Secretary of Defense’s son.  People said she was the spitting image of her movie star mother – albeit taller – and her forthcoming wedding to the President’s Personal Military Assistant, Lieutenant Colonel Karl Devowski, a Marine Corps veteran of McCain’s age with a chest every bit as full of medals, was going to be the matrimonial event of the spring of 1970. 
 
    Lucy had been introduced to the First Lady’s Appointments Secretary at the White House. 
 
    The older woman was studying Lucy with kind eyes. 
 
    “I was a wild child,” she confessed, “but my younger self would have been terrified of this sort of thing,” she went on, waving about them. 
 
    “I got a lot of practice at Yarralumla,” Lucy explained, trying not to giggle because she was supposed to be grown-up now.  “Peter and Marija tried to include me in everything; and John’s parents are the same.” 
 
    “You couldn’t possibly have had better teachers,” Miranda agreed, smiling.  “I had no idea that DC was such a jungle before I came to work at the White House.  Karl says that at least in Korea and Cuba you sometimes saw the people shooting at you, here in Washington you never know who will stab you in the back next!” 
 
    “That’s politics, I suppose,” John McCain observed resignedly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Horacio Mendoza rose to his feet, moved around his desk and taking the right arm of his visitor, guided him to a chair, waving away his attempts to exchange salutes and the normal military courtesies. 
 
    Major General Carlos Alberto Rey was exhausted by the short, crutch-assisted walk, and the negotiation of a single flight of steps up to the first floor, aided by the two ‘wife volunteer nurses’ of Donna Elena Bonham Garcia’s well-meaning coven, who had fussed and tut-tutted around him every step of the way from his new, white-washed quarters in the basement.  He felt like a prisoner; not of the man before him, far from it; but of his slowly knitting broken bones and his maddening weakness. 
 
    The initial assessment that Carlos Rey’s legs were quote: ‘A mess!’  Had been premature.  It was more the case that he had cracked several large bones, sprained miscellaneous joints below the waist and been bleeding heavily from deep gashes to his calves when he was rescued.  Most of his ongoing pain was the result of chipped discs in his lower back, and of course, his broken left shoulder, and wrist, and probably, the hairline fracture of his skull graphically identified in the x-rays taken on the night of the crash at Cap San Felipe.  Walking was still a difficult, an ill-co-ordinated and hurtful affair and the drugs turned his mind to mush for several hours a day.  However, given he had had no right to survive his first, and indubitably, his last landing in an Avro Lincoln B1, it would have been churlish to complain overmuch about his present condition. 
 
    “I thought we’d lost you this time last month!”  The Governor of the Malvinas guffawed as soon as they were alone, stepping to the drinks’ cabinet by the window half-hidden in the shadows, that he had inherited from his ill-starred and serially cuckolded unlamented predecessor.  He poured the invalid two fingers of brandy in a crystal glass, and another for himself. 
 
    The former commander of the Argentine Air Force contemplated his drink. 
 
    “I get the distinct impression that Donna Francesca would have preferred that I never got out of that aircraft,” he observed glumly. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza sighed complacently, indulgently at the mention of the woman’s name.  He wanted to speak to the Air Force man alone before his mistress arrived. 
 
    He focused on the matter in hand: “Yes, we haven’t really had a chance to talk,” he remarked, idly.  “It was a bit careless of you allowing yourself to be shot down that way, old friend,” he teased the other man. 
 
    Rey took a tentative sip of his drink, aware that in his present condition more than a drop or two of the nectar would probably knock him out. 
 
    “It was always a risk.  Obviously, it would have been better if I’d got home, jumped down onto the tarmac in front of a pack of reporters and film crews and given that speech we talked about.  The one about how it was high time the other members of the Junta got off their fat arses and got personally involved in the war, like you and I…” 
 
    “Never mind,” Mendoza consoled him cheerfully.  “Never mind…  All things considered things haven’t worked out so badly.  And this way, Facchetti gets the blame for bombing Camp Prado de Ganso.  That would never have happened if you’d still been in charge of the FAA!” 
 
    Rey frowned: “Antonio is a good man.  Very loyal…” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had dropped into a nearby chair. 
 
    “We will be able to look after him when this is over.” 
 
    “What about Laborda?” 
 
    Mendoza did not answer immediately. 
 
    Roberto Marcelo Levingston Laborda had been recruited into the conspiracy not because he was the ideal man for the job of a make-weight, temporary figurehead leader; but because the consensus was that he lacked the imagination, and the ruthlessness, to cling onto power when the dust settled and the final reckoning played out.  The man had been operating in the insular, tight-knit little universe of counter intelligence, fighting rebels too long to have built up his own, substantial power base in the Army and therefore, was always going to be a lightweight in the eyes of the Navy and Air Force factions. 
 
    “He is a patriot.  I’m sure he understands his role in this thing.”  Mendoza’s stern expression disintegrated in a moment.  “And the consequences of betraying his friends.  It can be very, very lonely at the top.” 
 
    Rey raised his glass to his lips, his right hand weak and trembling, took another sip of Brandy, which burned down his throat, before putting down his glass on the low table next to the chair he had no recollection of collapsing into. 
 
    “What about our honest Marine, Horacio?” 
 
    “Hugo?” 
 
    Rey nodded.  “He will know something is wrong by now.” 
 
    “Yes, and no.  Not everybody sees everything in terms of politics, my friend.” 
 
    “The man is not that naïve, Horacio.” 
 
    “No, he’s not.  But he’s a soldier, the best we have which is why we fought so hard to stop those idiots in the Libertador Building replacing him with one of their in-bred dolts earlier this year.  As implausible as it sounds, I honestly don’t think Hugo cares who is in charge in the Casa Rosada.  At heart, I suspect he’s a fan of democracy but actually, like all good soldiers he deals with what’s in front of him before he worries about what’s going on behind him.  Had it not been for the presence of the women and children in Puerto Argentino, the English would have over-run us by now, Hugo knows that.  This town would be a pile of smoking ruins and half of us would be dead.  Hugo knows that, too.” 
 
    “What will you tell him when he asks why the evacuation hasn’t started, Horacio?”  Rey demanded, weariness, and his physical debilitation splintering his patience.  “He will confront you at some stage!” 
 
    Mendoza contemplated this. 
 
    “I don’t know.  What do you think I should tell him?” 
 
    Rey did not reply. 
 
    “Every man has his price?”  Mendoza thought out aloud. 
 
    However, in saying this the Governor of the Malvinas was being disingenuous; he had never believed that every man had his price.  History was replete with martyrs, people to whom doing the right thing or remaining true to their consciences, and their gods had mattered more than life itself.  And anyway, the last thing he – or any sane man in his position wanted to do, unless there was no other choice – was to alienate, or go out of his way to make an enemy of a man like Hugo Bonham-Garcia, which was why he had given those idiots in Buenos Aires such short shrift when they had proposed to hold the man’s daughter hostage in Cordoba and to arrest young Carlos the moment that he stepped onto Argentine soil. 
 
    Imbeciles! 
 
    There was a commotion, growing ever nearer in the corridor outside the Governor’s rooms. 
 
    “The bloody guards wouldn’t let me through!”  Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid complained, clearly outraged before she realised who Horacio Mendoza’s guest was, and the next instant, was horribly, theatrically and entirely falsely, contrite.  “Forgive me, I didn’t realise…” 
 
    Rey was a little disconcerted by the faux pleasure, utterly insincere delight in fact, on the woman’s face to discover him.  In the cloistered privacy of the Governor’s rooms, he had expected something a lot less convivial from Horacio Mendoza’s viperous long-time mistress.  But of course, there were still staffers and guards within earshot; it would be a different Donna Francesca who revealed herself when they were gone. 
 
    She had been violently opposed to his flying on the first Lincoln raid.  Horacio had been only mildly exercised about it; he was a soldier, of course, he understood matters of duty and honour.  But she…well, she had been positively spitting with rage and accused him of wanting to quote: ‘FUCK UP EVERYTHING!’ 
 
    He would have defended himself. 
 
    She had added: ‘WHAT IS IT WITH THE FUCKING AIR FORCE?  YOU’RE ALWAYS TRYING TO STEAL SOMEBODY ELSE’S GLORY?  JUST GO AND GET YOURSELF SHOT DOWN!’ 
 
    At the time, he had contemplated reminding her that it was the Navy who had bombed the crowd in the Casa Rosada that day in June 1955 when thirty ARA aircraft had bombed and strafed the crowd in the Plaza de Mayo killing over three hundred people, including her older brother.  The trouble was that more than once she had made it perfectly clear that she considered practically every man with wings on his chest to be a coward and a murderer, and was not the sort of woman who liked to let the truth get in the way of a lifelong blood feud. 
 
    For the present, Carlos Rey was content not to be the focus of the lady’s ire.  Part of the deal had been that he would help root out any of the surviving Navy men who had taken part in that atrocity – to his knowledge, still the heaviest single bombing raid ever directed at Argentine soil, if one disregarded the first Lincoln raid on San Carlos Water – if and when their counter coup came to fruition and hopefully, they all returned to the mainland in triumph. 
 
    ‘Those bastards should be blown to pieces, or burned to death, or hung with their toes touching the ground,” Donna Francesca had confided to him, her eyes gleaming with anticipation the last time they had met before she flew out to the Malvinas to join her then husband. 
 
    The woman had visited Rey several times in hospital but unlike those times Donna Elena had materialised by his bedside, there had been little warmth in her eyes.  Now, he could not help but wonder if Donna Francesca’s attitude towards him would now be determined more by his being in her power, now that his ability to deliver on his side of their unholy bargain to avenge the fallen of 1955 was…negligible. 
 
    She was nothing if not a woman who liked her pound of flesh. 
 
    “I thought they were teasing me when they said our hero was walking around the palace!”  She exclaimed in Horacio Mendoza’s direction, as if he had been keeping secrets from her.  For a dreadful moment, the former Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force was afraid she was going to envelope him in a melodramatic maternal bear hug.  There were crocodile tears in the woman’s eyes, which she swished aside with an irritated fingertip before, with a decisive sniff, remembering the witnesses, played again the part of the palace’s stern matron.  “But you really shouldn’t be out of your bed, Carlos.  And…Horacio should certainly not be plying you with strong liquor!” 
 
    Mendoza had waved for his underlings to depart. 
 
    “Carlos and I were talking treason,” Mendoza chuckled, baring his teeth like a mountain lion. 
 
    “Treason indeed!”  The woman scoffed derisively.  “Sometimes, I think the last honest men in the world are all on these islands!  What on earth are those people in the Casa Rosada thinking!” 
 
    It took Rey a moment to realised that they were toying with him; like two cats playing with a bird with a broken wing, unhurriedly, knowing their victim could never get away. 
 
    Rey reached for his glass and drank deep. 
 
    Donna Francesca, still standing, was studying him as her previous bonhomie evaporated in an instant. 
 
    The doors had closed, they were alone. 
 
    “I came to see, Horacio,” she said irritably, breaking a silence that had seemed to be lengthening dangerously.  “People are pestering me to know when the first evacuation flights are going to start.  Understandably, the little people are getting anxious at all the delays.” 
 
    The Governor, had backed up to his desk, where he rested his broad hind quarters and spread his arms wide in a positively Gallic gesture, looking almost downcast. 
 
    In a voice which oozed avuncular sincerity he said: “Honestly, I don’t know what the problem is.  The Americans, those oafs at the Defence Ministry and the new people around that weasel Laborda don’t seem to be able to get their act together.  It’s really too much…” 
 
    Carlos Rey blinked at Mendoza. 
 
    It was a little like sitting in between two stand-up comedians practising their routine. 
 
    “Why don’t you just talk to the American admiral out there,” Donna Francesca retorted innocently, swinging an arm toward the east where the Oriskany and the Iwo Jima and their escorting ships had been cruising for the last few days, “and sort it out man to man, Your Excellency?” 
 
    “Ah, if only it was so simple, Donna Francesca,” Mendoza replied, mournful now.  “Sadly, I’ve been ordered to leave the negotiations to the people in the Libertador Building and,” he tried and succeeded in looking hangdog, “I am powerless, merely the obedient servant of my superiors in Buenos Aires.” 
 
    This earned him a scolding rebuke. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” 
 
    “I know, I know.  But as I tried to explain to the captain of that destroyer moored out in the harbour,” Horacio Mendoza went on, unabashed, “I suspect that when it comes to the ceasefire, there is a strong element of ‘we didn’t think of it first’ back in the Casa Rosada.  A feeling no doubt exacerbated by the fact that because of the communication difficulties I was unable to clear any of the arrangements I made with the English with the new Junta.  I’m sure those people will come round to our way of thinking sooner or later; but in the meantime, we have to make the best of a bad deal and make sure our evacuation plans are ready to go at literally a minute’s notice, my dear.” 
 
    Carols Rey became aware that the man and the woman were looking at him. 
 
    “There!”  Donna Francesca declared, now clearly vexed with the FAA man and not bothering to conceal it.  “That is how we are going to talk ourselves out of this mess.  The mess you made ten times worse by taking part in that bloody air raid and failing to get yourself killed!” 
 
    She shook her head, scowled and turned to Mendoza. 
 
    “I will see you later; I’ve got to go to a meeting of the bloody Families Committee with Elena and pretend to give a damn for however long the fucking meeting lasts!” 
 
    Carlos Rey got the distinct impression she blamed him for this also, and that she planned to have her revenge. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32  
 
      
 
    Saturday 13th December 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Husvik Bay, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    The old Baltimore class heavy cruiser was anchored in about ninety feet of water south of Point Purvis, east of Whaler Channel and Husvik, the first of the three whaling stations of Stromness Bay to be abandoned, in 1960, when its freezer plant had been moved to Grytviken.  Unlike the stations at Stromness, abandoned in 1961 and Leith, the year after the October War, there was no substantial Royal Naval establishment ashore at Husvik and apart from the warships moored in the shadows of the surrounding, still snow-capped mountains, there was relatively little activity on the water most days. 
 
    That morning the Liverpool was sharing the bay – really a broad fjord – with the old C class destroyer Cambrian, two Fletchers, the Campbeltown and the Dundee and the fleet oiler, RFA Tidesurge, the latter recently arrived from the Cape and still down on her marks, fully loaded.  Anybody familiar with twentieth century naval history might have mistaken a photograph of the Liverpool and her dazzle camouflaged consorts as a squadron biding its time in some remote Icelandic anchorage waiting to steam for distant Murmansk or Archangel in another war, as the glassy water lapped at their cold steel flanks, and the wind spalled down from the mountains. 
 
    “The Reverend Driscoll has asked if he might speak to you, sir,” Robin Leblanc reported to Peter Christopher when he returned to his day cabin after a meeting in the port engine room with Adam Canning and the cruiser’s increasingly long-suffering Engineering Officer, Ewan Griggs.  The Liverpool was showing signs of her age and most days there were additions to her defects list that were beyond long-term cures this far from a fully-equipped dockyard. 
 
    The Reverend John ‘Jack’ William Driscoll, was the Liverpool’s Roman Catholic chaplain.  With her battleship-sized complement, as of that morning, presently of 1,303 officers and men, the cruiser warranted both an Anglican and a Catholic minister but while the majority of men recorded their faith as Christian, there were also Muslims, Jews, Greek Orthodox Catholics, Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs and Zoroastrians, not to mention a sprinkling of Taoists, a number of adherents to arcane folk-spirit traditions of the South Pacific, and even a couple of men who had, probably as a jape, listed themselves as Satanists.  However, only Jack Driscoll and his Church of England colleague in faith, had a recognised place in the ship’s hierarchy, both being commissioned officers with the rank of Chaplain Royal Navy.  Liverpool followed an old tradition in that it placed its two chaplains in the crew lists in between commanders and lieutenant commanders. 
 
    Peter, whose registered faith was Catholic – Marija had asked that their children be brought up in her church’s tradition and he, never really having thought about whether he was an atheist or an agnostic, and in any case not a believer in an omnipresent deity of any cloth, had willingly promised as much – had tried his best to be completely even-handed in his dealings with the ship’s two official Chaplains.  That said, man to man he had always got on better with Jack Driscoll, possibly because of the pair, he was in a real sense, a true-blooded Navy man. 
 
    “You better wheel him in before something else comes up, Robin,” Peter suggested wryly. 
 
    The Liverpool’s store rooms and magazines were piled high, her undamaged bunkers topped off and although at this minute she only had two boilers lit, she had been warned to be ready to depart Husvik Bay at four hours’ notice.  The ship was by no means restored to a ‘good as new’ condition but had been patched up as well as possible, readied again for battle and everybody on board knew they would soon be returning to the Falkland Islands. 
 
    Whereas his Anglican counterpart was a small, bird-like man with greying hair and a diffident manner who had never gone to sea before the October War, Jack Driscoll was a beefy lump of a man in his mid-fifties, a product of a Jesuit education polished by passing out of the Britannia Royal Naval College at Dartmouth two years before Peter had been born.  He had served on battleships, aircraft carriers and cruisers, survived the Arctic Convoys in the far north and Kamikazes in the Pacific, been with the fleet off Inchon in the First Korean War, on board the Ark Royal during OPERATION MANNA in 1963 and joined the Liverpool at Portsmouth just before the OPERATION UPLAND GOOSE debacle of that spring.  A genuinely larger than life character, Jack Driscoll had taken on the organisation of the divisional boxing competitions and refereed many of the other sporting battles fought out by Liverpool’s crew that summer, every inch the living, breathing exemplar of practical muscular Christianity! 
 
    “Good morning, sir,” the newcomer boomed confidently. 
 
    Peter was going to need a lot of convincing about that; today’s status report to CINCSATF was going to indicate that Liverpool’s flank speed had been reduced to twenty-six or seven and her best sustainable – for at least eight hours - speed to twenty-three knots. 
 
    “Take a pew, Padre,” Peter offered. 
 
    The older man smiled what on a layman’s face would have been a wickedly impish smile, as if to underline the fact that Jack Driscoll had only one Captain, and he was looking down on the Liverpool from a very great height. 
 
    Carmelo Boffa had followed the big man into the stateroom, deftly decanting a tray bearing a coffee jug, cups, saucers and a small sugar bowl onto the table around which his master entertained his guests.  Then, nodding respectfully, he had departed wordlessly. 
 
    “It is indeed a blessing to receive so many letters from home?” 
 
    This the priest declared without ado as he slumped like a loosely articulated sack of potatoes into the chair Peter had indicated.  He was a man who had lived life to the full and was not afraid to let it show; however, today, for once his uniform was freshly pressed, he had had a haircut recently and gave every appearance of being in an unusually reflective mood, albeit it of the ebullient, irrepressible kind. 
 
    Before Peter could reply he added: “I just have my sisters in Belfast and Nottingham, of course.  And sometimes, once in a blue moon, one or other of my nieces or nephews, scribbles to me.  It’s all a little forced but then my family has always been my congregation, or the men of the ship I happen to be on at the time and to be honest, that’s all I’ve ever wanted.  Oh,” he waved his arms, “and to live to see a place like this.  Only a loving and merciful God could possibly have made the country down here!” 
 
    Peter arched an eyebrow at this. 
 
    “It looks like Carmelo’s brought us coffee, would you prefer tea, Padre?” 
 
    “Coffee is fine, thank you, Captain.” 
 
    Peter had eventually become something of a ‘coffee person’ in his time in America, notwithstanding Marija gently chiding him that he sometimes drank too much of it.  Carmelo had made sure that the captain’s pantry’, a claustrophobic box leading off this day cabin, was piled high with what he called ‘the real stuff’ when the Liverpool had sailed for the South Atlantic. 
 
    “I’m not so sure that the first men to explore the Southern Ocean quite saw things that way,” Peter remarked.  “Romantically, I mean, Padre.  I recollect Scott writing in his diary that it was ‘an awful place’.” 
 
    “But is there not something wondrous in magnificent desolation?” 
 
    That was a little too metaphysical for Peter.  He was a cruiser captain, and for the moment, that was complicated enough without straying into ephemeral realms. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me saying it, you’ve looked more like yourself the last few days, Captain,” Jack Driscoll remarked without warning. 
 
    Peter blinked. 
 
    The apparently innocent observation cut through his defences like an 8-inch super-heavy armour piercing round passing through a sheet of paper.  He was…shocked.  And somehow, he did not understand why, relieved as if he had been afraid for so long that somebody would see through him that now it had happened, he was in an odd way, a free man again. 
 
    He knew he was going to confess…everything. 
 
    And that there was nothing he could do to stop himself. 
 
    “The Executive Officer runs the ship in harbour,” he grimaced.  “There’s precious little for one to do except catch up on one’s sleep and the letters from home.  We’re all better for a little time in port, or in this case, the next best thing for thousands of miles in all directions.” 
 
    Peter heard the bluster in his voice and knew, he just knew, that he had few secrets from the older man.  It was as if Jack Driscoll understood, like Marija had come to understand, that he had never really put Talavera’s final battle behind him.  Nor would he, ever.  Something had been broken in him that day off Sliema and his yearning to go back to sea had been, in most of the ways that mattered, an unsated, crying need for him to convince himself that he was not…quite as broken as he feared himself to be. 
 
    “The point about confession,” Jack Driscoll murmured, “is not self-flagellation, it is just to talk, to allow one’s sins, real and imagined to escape one’s soul.” 
 
    Peter finished pouring the two coffees. 
 
    He raised his cup to his lips. 
 
    “What about you, Padre?” 
 
    “Oh, I live as best I can with the things I’ve seen, the suffering and the grief, the tragedy and the glory of the human condition and,” he shrugged, “since I’ve been down here, I’ve taken to communing with the spirits of the men in whose long shadows we can only crawl.”  He looked down into his own cup, and shook his head.  “When we steamed in sight of Stromness the other day I thought about Shackleton, and Frank Worsley and Tom Crean.  About how they had survived their eight-hundred-mile odyssey across the worst seas on the planet all the way from Elephant Island in a twenty-two feet-long lifeboat, only to wash up on the southern side of a land divided by a mountain range fit to put the Swiss Alps to shame.  And then, bashing nails through their boots, they had walked north, scaling those peaks to reach Stromness, only to discover that while they had been away, trapped in the ice pack, fighting for survival, Europe had been convulsed by war.  You and I have both seen enough of war, enough tragedy and loss to know that at its base, the human spirit is unquenchable, Captain.  But also, to know, that we, as individuals, are anything but invulnerable.  Prick us and do we not bleed?” 
 
    Peter sipped his coffee. 
 
    “Is it that obvious?”  He asked quietly. 
 
    This prompted a robust shake of the head. 
 
    “No, but if it helps, I am here to listen.” 
 
    Quietness filled the space between and around the two men for some seconds, then longer. 
 
    The Liverpool’s Roman Catholic chaplain let the stillness settle. 
 
    Around them there were the normal, dull sounds of shipboard life, muffled in their transmission through the rugged fabric of the old cruiser.  A ship under power was always thrumming, alive, a living, breathing entity. 
 
    “I honestly believed I was fine until so many of our friends were killed at the Embassy in Philadelphia in July 1964,” Peter admitted.  “I suppose that brought a lot of things into a sharper focus.”  His lips twitched into a parody of a smile.  “I’d watched the end of the world on Talavera’s air search radar repeater on the night of the war.  I thought, like most of us did, that was that; if the next missile didn’t get us the radiation would.  I studied applied physics as part of my degree, I knew the math but it was a while before I did the sums and worked out that we weren’t all going to die, that On the Beach was a scary novel, not a history book.  Not that I trusted the maths until I got Marija’s first post-war letters – she was a midwife on Malta – and found out that babies were being born without obvious birth defects.  Maths,” he breathed in self-deprecation.  “What did I know?  I was a radar guy; a girl in every port sort of idiot,” he reconsidered, “well, in every other port, now that I think about it.  Back home we envied you fellows in the Pacific; bringing all that hope home to the Old Country with Operation Manna…”  His mind shifted forward to recent events.  “When we were shooting into Grytviken, I was thinking again about that day Talavera bombarded Santander in December 1963, probably killing dozens, scores of strangers, none of whom had ever done anything to hurt me.  If there is a God, I don’t know where he was that day, or later, when Talavera was bombed off Cape Finisterre.  More friends killed and voila, suddenly I’m a hero, on parade for Salazar, all the better to seal our deal with the Portuguese dictator, our kind of Devil.  Afterwards, Talavera had a charmed life.  For a while, anyway.  I tried as hard as possible to get her sunk off Lampedusa; I ought to have been cashiered for that.  Every time I think about it, I cringe.  Then a couple of burning aircraft almost fell on the ship in the middle of the fire-fighting episode with the Enterprise; I can’t even remember the names, or picture the faces of any of the chaps who died that day when the Aisne was vaporised by that big bomb.  Then there was that fight off Sliema.  It was three, four months after all that I started getting the flashbacks,” a sigh, “and the nightmares.” 
 
    Peter halted, a little breathless. 
 
    At some point he had put his cup down in its saucers; now the cup and saucer clinkered against each other as his hands trembled. 
 
    He blinked at Jack Driscoll. 
 
    The priest was studying him with…a total lack of deprecation.  He was not judging the younger man, just listening. 
 
    “Do you think your father emerged unscathed from his battles in the Second War, Captain?” 
 
    The question caught Peter unawares. 
 
    “I, well…”  The truth was he had never really thought about it. 
 
    Jack Driscoll pursed his lips. 
 
    “The man had one cruiser sunk under his feet,” he said, “and another so shot to pieces she sank five minutes after she made port at Alexandria with over two hundred men dead and wounded in her riddled hull.  Then he commanded an elite escort group in the North Atlantic that sank at least a dozen German submarines in 1943 and 1944.  And years later he was personally responsible for saving, literally, the whole country’s bacon by mounting OPERATION MANNA.  We now know that we’d have lost the whole Med if he hadn’t put his finger in the dyke in the winter of 1963-64.  I don’t suppose it can have been easy to be the Fighting Admiral’s son?” 
 
    Peter looked at him, worried his jaw was agape. 
 
    “I was just starting to get to know him when he was killed,” he heard himself saying, unable to stop himself.  “I never realised he took me so seriously as an officer until he left me in command of Talavera after the Lampedusa fight.  I’ve discovered since that he followed my, er, career from afar with somewhat eagle eyes.” 
 
    “Ah, the pitfalls of coming from a Naval family,” Jack Driscoll said sympathetically.  “Is it true, what a lot of those penny dreadfuls about you and your good lady wife claim?  That you only joined the Navy to mess around in boats and to play with the latest gizmos?” 
 
    “In a way.  I was always going to end up at Dartmouth.  I’d have gone to University College London to study mechanical and electrical engineering anyway.” 
 
    “You have a master’s degree, I understand?” 
 
    Peter smiled ruefully. 
 
    “Much to my surprise the Navy informed me the degree had earned me a total of forty-two months extra seniority a week before the world went mad in October sixty-two.  My dissertation was, and probably still is, classified, assuming it survived the war.  It was all about the tests I’d participated in at Marconi’s research establishment at Crew Toll in Scotland and down in Essex in 1961.”  He stifled a wry yawn.  “The Navy being what it is had broken up my university time with the normal rites of passage cruise, down to the Cape and up to the Deira Station and Aden in the Indian Ocean, and I’d had spells on both the Hermes and Victorious earlier in my career.  I’d met Miles Weiss at Dartmouth, of course, we were both on the Victorious in the Med, partners in crime even though he was a deaf gunner and I was a radar whizz…” 
 
    Peter was afraid he was going to choke-up; he tried not to think of his old friend, dead five-and-a-half years, buried at Kalkara on faraway Malta. 
 
    The priest said nothing, enjoying his coffee in the quietness. 
 
    The cruiser’s famous captain was a friendly, approachable man for all that there was never a scintilla of doubt about who was in command on his bridge; but Jack Driscoll knew his could be and often was the loneliest job in Christendom. 
 
    Fame… 
 
    Like it or not he was going to be an even bigger bloody legend before this stupid war was over.  Grytviken, San Carlos Water, the Battle of Cape Meredith – so named because it was the southernmost, and therefore the nearest land to the action – in which the Liverpool had blown up the Santissima Trinidad with her third broadside and then destroyed the General Belgrano in a classic cruiser artillery duel, would soon embellish that legend. 
 
    “May I ask you another impertinent question, Captain?” 
 
    “Fire away, Padre.” 
 
    “What will you do when all this is over?” 
 
    Peter frowned in concentration. 
 
    As his country’s Ambassador to the United States, and Governor General in Australia, he had yearned to get back to sea and to enjoy again the remembered joy, and ultimately despair of command.  He had dreamed of commanding a frigate or a destroyer; been taken aback to be handed the Liverpool, by any standard the plumb – the only – big-gun ship remaining on the active list.  That would have been enough, certainly to answer his inner Jeremiad constantly querying if he had the right stuff not just for a short ‘jaunt’ in command, like on Talavera, but for the long haul.  Commissioning, working up and taking Liverpool into battle might have silenced those doubting voices but at what cost? 
 
    “This might not be over for a while, Padre,” he re-joined.  “But,” he shrugged, “in an ideal world I’d like the opportunity to command this ship in peace, as well as war.  For a little while, at least.  After that, honestly, I don’t know.” 
 
    Jack Driscoll listened intently, understanding that his silence was the only guarantor that his younger interlocutor would continue to unburden his soul. 
 
    Peter thought about picking up his coffee cup. 
 
    Did not trust his trembling hands. 
 
    “On promotion to Captain back in sixty-four my twelve-year, part-expired, commission was automatically converted into a twenty-two year,” Peter hesitated, he had moved past his introspection, stopped feeling sorry for himself, or in any way disconnected from the here and the now, “sentence,” he concluded wryly. 
 
    The cleric laughed with him. 
 
    Peter finished his coffee. 
 
    “So, when we get back home,” he declared, “I’m sure my wife will have something to say about what we do next.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    Sunday 14th December 
 
    Hospital Ship Himalaya 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    Under anaesthetic, they had removed the plaster and some of the metalwork holding Captain Jeremy John Durham ‘Paddy’ Ashdown together, done a little judicious tidying up removing tiny, jagged miscellaneous pieces of metal missed in the urgency of earlier, life-saving surgeries, and when they were happy, frozen everything in place with a newer, much lighter cast which now only extended from his heavily braced knee to his toes. 
 
    Inevitably, within a lot less than twenty-four hours the patient wanted to jump out of bed and re-commence locomotion under his own steam.  This was only to be expected because Paddy was, after all, a Royal Marine and therefore, he simply was not built to ‘lounge around all day doing nothing!’ 
 
    “What’s all this I hear about you making a damned nuisance of yourself, Paddy?”  Major Lionel Colvin, who had taken the opportunity to escort a couple of men injured in a Land Rover mishap, out to the Himalaya to visit several of 46 Commando’s men, demanded jovially as he spied his friend. 
 
    Paddy Ashdown’s face, still haggard from his near death experience escaping from those Argentine Marines on Cerro Montevideo, lit up like a proverbial Christmas Tree. 
 
    “Nobody told us you’d been transferred onto a luxury liner, old man!”  Lionel told him, shaking his hand and only just resisting the urge to give the man in the hospital cot a bear hug. 
 
    The auburn-haired, no-nonsense Senior Nursing Officer who had escorted the newcomer up through the ship to the ward, emerged from behind Lionel Colvin’s left shoulder. 
 
    “He’s still probably a little light-headed from the general anaesthetic he received yesterday,” she explained patiently, giving the injured hero a stern look. 
 
    “No,” Colvin objected, “I think you’ll find he’s always been an awkward so and so!” 
 
    The woman was instantly struck by how genuinely delighted the two men were to be reunited; true brothers in arms and for a moment, she rather resented it.  Not because she was head over heels with Paddy.  She would have characterised her thoughts about the Royal Marine as being ‘interested’ rather than ‘fascinated’ and there was nothing beguiling about him, well, not especially, it was more that he was always exactly what he seemed to be; if such a thing was possible, he was a man without…side. 
 
    “I’ll leave you two boys to talk shop,” Heather Appleyard said, her tone suggesting that she had much better things to do than socialise with a pair of ruffians. 
 
    “My angel of mercy,” Paddy Ashdown sighed, watching her depart. 
 
    In no time the two Royal Marines were chatting about the pros and cons of the ongoing ceasefire; how both sides had fallen into a routine, communicating with each other across their lines most days to avoid inadvertent unpleasantness.  Both men were aware that the longer the cessation of hostilities went on, there was a danger that complacency would surely begin to erode the cutting edge of the forces on the ground.   There was very little hard news from home; other than that, the Americans were trying to turn the ceasefire into an armistice, and there was loose talk about mutual troop withdrawals and other ‘confidence-building’ measures. 
 
    “So far as we can tell, the evacuation of Argie non-coms hasn’t begun yet.  The Yanks must be getting fed-up by now, what with the Oriskany and the Iwo Jima stooging around out there; there’s a big storm coming through in the next few days, too!”  Lionel Colvin went on, doing his best to bring his friend up to speed. 
 
    The expected storm was the only reason that the Himalaya was still in theatre, a second hospital ship, the former Cunard liner Sylvania was expected in Falkland Sound as soon as the storm front had passed through, perhaps in a week or so.  In the interregnum, many of the medical staff were preparing to decamp to the replacement ship, and because things were so quiet, due to the ceasefire, teams had been sent over to the Argentine prison ships to conduct general health checks, and where necessary perform minor surgeries and draw up a list of ‘urgent medical returners’, whom apparently, the US Navy had volunteered to transport back to the mainland with the ‘civvies’ from Stanley-Puerto Argentino. 
 
    “It sounds to me that the Argies are trying to string out this evacuation thing for as long as possible,” Ashdown observed, a little cynically but then he felt justified in taking a jaundiced view of things; some bloody Argentine had shot him through the buttocks as he was being lifted into the helicopter that had carried him back to the Bulwark last month! 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Hercules 
 
    Falkland Sound 
 
      
 
    Nursing Officer Antonia Richards had had no idea how rough the sea could be in the Sound when she volunteered to join the party going over to the Argentine cruisers.  She had been astonished she had only been sick once – some of the other girls had retched several times, continuously in fact – during the two-mile trip in the big LCU 9 assault landing craft as it rolled and pitched across the seemingly only one- or two-foot high white horses.  It was the sensation of rolling and corkscrewing which did most of the damage, she thought later but only after she was standing on the rock-steady deck of the big cruiser becoming aware of the hundreds of curious, and inevitably, lascivious eyes focused on the women among the newcomers. 
 
    Farther out in Falkland Sound the fleet destroyer, HMS Duchess patrolled slowly, quartering the waters like a big cat pawing the ground, searching for prey. 
 
    ‘At the first sign of trouble the guardship has orders to put torpedoes into the sides of the Hercules and the Nuevo de Julio, no ifs, no buts,’ the medical team had been briefed.  ‘The people on those ships know that; so, we don’t anticipate any problems.’ 
 
    Toni had not been wholly reassured by this. 
 
    Nevertheless, she and the others had been at a loose end on the Himalaya, and from what she had heard of the conditions on the prison ships, at least they would be doing something useful today.  The plan was for the team to be withdrawn overnight and to return tomorrow, and possibly, the day after, on Tuesday. 
 
    From a distance the two cruisers looked dirty and weather-beaten and close to, they looked no better.  On deck there was equipment lying around, puddles of water had pooled on the upper deck and the moment Toni stepped over a combing inside the superstructure she became aware of the musty, unwashed taint in the air.  Dampness, mold perhaps, human sweat certainly, the air reeked of compartments uncleaned for days, or weeks, of unlaundered uniforms, stale and rotting food and heads not regularly scrubbed or unblocked for as long. 
 
    The executive officer of any ship in the South Atlantic Task Force would have had a fit! 
 
    Not least because he would have had an awful lot of explaining to do when his captain took him to task for his self-evident, indefensible inattention to duty. 
 
    Toni presumed that the small, no more than twenty to thirty-man prize crews, even supported by around a hundred Royal Marines and soldiers, overseeing the prisoners of war, had not even tried to set the Argentines to work.  That was understandable, she supposed, given that the crews of both ships had mutinied when their officers had attempted to make them join the fight on the 13th November. 
 
    It was not only damp; it was cold below decks. 
 
    Pairs of Royal Marines armed with nothing more menacing than night sticks occasionally patrolled the ship; all firearms had been offloaded and it was considered safest for all concerned if the guards ‘guarded’ their prisoners by, insofar as it was practicable, with the consent of the men they were supervising.  The real ‘big sticks’ were the naval rifles and 21-inch torpedoes of the destroyer that was always watching over the disarmed, captive cruisers. 
 
    Commander Michael Stephens, the junior Surgeon Commander and therefore the number three man on the Himalaya’s Medical Staff roster, had either volunteered to, or been detailed to command the ‘away team’ missions to the prison ships.  Like many of the nurses who had volunteered to fly down to Goose Green with him, Toni was glad that she was in his, rather than either of the two senior surgeons’ departments; he exuded an avuncular aura of good-humoured authority, a presence that seized the attention of any room, or in today’s circumstance, the deck upon which he stood. 
 
    “Why is this ship so bloody cold?”  He demanded of the unfortunate Lieutenant in command of the prize crew. 
 
    The answer was fuel shortages. 
 
    The young man was clearly a little overwhelmed by his responsibilities and given the paucity of his resources, and that there were over twenty-five hundred unhappy Argentines around him on this, and the cruiser tied alongside, he was probably doing the best job he could in the circumstances. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Stephens had objected, “there are a couple of bloody great big oilers moored in San Carlos Water!” 
 
    He asked to know where the radio room was and ordered that contact be established with the Fearless, David Penberthy’s flagship in the absence of CINCSATF at South Georgia. 
 
    “Shortage of bloody fuel, indeed,” he muttered under his breath while arrangements were being made.  In the meantime, the team made its way past the queues of walking wounded and unwell men waiting in the passageways around the cruiser’s main sick bay.  “Right, if we could start triaging the fellows in the corridor,” Stephens called.  “Send the ones with suspected broken bones or internal injuries to me.  I want to see anybody who has got a bad chest, too.  There’s probably tuberculosis on these ships as well as the pneumonia cases we’ve been receiving on the Himalaya in the last week.  Nurses, you patch up the others.  Anybody with anything potentially infectious, or with indeterminate symptoms, especially the feverish ones, we’ll deal with in a separate clinic.  Oh, and find somebody who knows his elbow from his gluteus maximus from among any officers left on board, we’ll need a couple of alternative sick bays for the indeterminates!” 
 
    It was Toni who found herself escorted by a burly Royal Marine to the cruiser’s Wardroom, where, after all the senior officers - lieutenant commanders and above - had been taken off the ship most of the junior officers and many of the Chiefs, the experienced Petty and Warrant officers who were the backbone of an efficient fighting ship, had taken semi-permanent shelter in recent weeks. 
 
    Not for the first time, Toni wished she spoke better Spanish. 
 
    Royal Marines stood at strategic points around ‘officer country’, literally a very thin green line protecting the ship’s officers from their men.  Inside the Wardroom the mood was gloomy, suspicious and the air was thick with new and stale tobacco smoke. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak as men closed around her. 
 
    She was not alarmed; but she was a little intimidated for a moment.  A moment which passed almost immediately. 
 
    “Senorita Antonia!” 
 
    Toni turned around at the excited cry. 
 
    She was face to face with Cesar Scarpa, looking unreasonably recovered and unambiguously, and by any description, inordinately happy, transparently delighted to see her again.  The twenty-four-year-old aviator was wearing a creased, otherwise fresh ARA uniform and unlike many of his compatriots, he had shaved, and washed sometime in the last few hours. 
 
    “Hello, Cesar,” she said, like an idiot when what she had meant to ask was: “Who is in charge here?” 
 
    There was a middle-aged, typically gnarled – as all senior non-commissioned officers seemed grizzled and made of weathered teak, in both the Royal and the Argentine Navies in her limited experience of such things – man with badges of rank indicating he was a Suboficial Mayor, the highest non-commissioned rank in the ARA, roughly equivalent to Master at Arms or Fleet Chief Petty officer in the post-October War Royal Navy. 
 
    “This is Chief Salvarezza,” Cesar Scarpa said, introducing the older man with the respect a nephew pays to a much-loved uncle.  “He is in charge here.” 
 
    Toni guessed that while Chief Salvarezza did not speak English with any degree of fluency; he had caught enough of Cesar’s meaning to take stern umbrage. 
 
    Tersely, he upbraided the younger man. 
 
    Toni thought he said: ‘Have more respect for your comrades, Lieutenant,” as he gestured at the others in the Wardroom. 
 
    Cesar apologised. 
 
    “I misspoke,” he confessed, his face a wry mask of contrition.  “I should have explained that Chief Salvarezza liaises with the ship’s Workers’ Council on behalf of the officers, over all day-to-day matters.” 
 
    “I am glad to meet him,” Toni smiled what she hoped was a winning smile. 
 
    She was remembering the off-hand remark the prize crew captain had made to Michael Stephens… 
 
    ‘As far as possible we leave the Argies to sort themselves out.  They’re a fractious bunch but I don’t have enough people to police them…’ 
 
    Unsurprisingly, it transpired that Suboficial Mayor Jorge Salvarezza and his small gang of trusted chiefs, had succeeded in enforcing a kind of rough and ready discipline on the mutinous crew of the Hercules in the last fortnight.  Toni got the distinct impression that the cruiser’s officers, and those on the Nuevo de Julio, had given up trying to be back-seat drivers and wisely, just tried to keep out of the way.  In any event, Salvarezza quickly understood the logic of what the medical teams wanted to do, and with Cesar Scarpa volunteering his services as a translator, things soon began to get organised. 
 
    Apparently, there had been a very nasty period in which old scores had been settled once the officers had withdrawn, and initially at least, the senior chiefs had been driven out of many areas of the ship.  Presently, there were four bodies in the Hercules’s improvised morgue in the quarterdeck hangar.  Other men had been stabbed, or beaten; clearly, life on board had become miserable even before the two cruisers had been escorted into Falkland Sound, moored off Cat Island, disarmed and turned into floating prisons further crowded by the influx of survivors from the Veinticinco de Mayo and the Indepencia II.  Disturbingly, several dozen men were presenting with symptoms including an unnaturally high fever; which, which in this brave new post-cataclysm world could be either nothing to worry about, or more likely the manifestation of whatever variant of the latest war plague was currently endemic on the mainland. 
 
    With several notable exceptions, where whole ship’s companies had been laid low, the Royal Navy had experienced few major outbreaks of the severe influenza-like sickness that had left few pockets of the globe untouched in the last few years.  On bigger ships sick men were isolated, and smaller ships themselves could be relatively easily turned into floating quarantine islands but epidemiologists and other medical researchers now postulated that the Navy’s, and the Armed Services abroad generally, had experienced a much lower incidence of sickness precisely because by and large its people were fitter, better fed, customarily able to swiftly access a high standard of medical care, and lived lives which tended to be partly in the open air, rather than in the enclosed places where disease festered in environments where cleanliness and personal hygiene was a non sequitur.  Royal Navy ships – other than in the case of the diesel-electric submarine fleet - were always clean, often fastidiously so, whereas on land, an ethos of looking after one’s close comrades at all times, was a further break on infection; and at worst, illness tended to be diagnosed early.  From what Toni had seen, none of these practices, the first principles of healthy communal living basically, seemed to have gained much traction on the Hercules.  She had no idea what conditions had been like before the mutiny – probably not great, the crew had mutinied, after all – but right now the whole ship was a pigsty. 
 
    She took Cesar Scarpa to one side and asked how the ship could have been allowed to get into such a state? 
 
    “The ship was never wholly re-activated,” he explained, when she brought Chief Salvarezza and the flyer to speak to Michael Stephens.  “A lot of compartments are poorly ventilated; others are still functionally mothballed.  Only the front two gun turrets were actually operational at the time of the mutiny.  You must remember that for many of the crew this was their first time at sea.” 
 
    Chief Salvarezza had added his comments, to which Cesar listened respectfully and then translated. 
 
    “Many of the new men were sent to the ship with such urgency that they never began, let alone finished their basic training.  They literally arrived at the gangway straight from their mustering depots in the interior.  Many of these men would never have seen the sea until they arrived at Puerto Belgrano. We have no idea if they were screened by medical staff before they came aboard.” 
 
    That was important because a draft of at least a hundred new men were conscripts from the northernmost, semi-tropical provinces of the Argentine, where potentially, every kind of equatorial disease – to which the rest of the crew would have little or no natural immunity – was endemic.  Notwithstanding, it was the ARA’s policy to crew its bigger ships with men from all over its vast country, therefore illiterate natives from Misiones or Chaco, mixed with city dwellers from Cordoba and Buenos Aires, mountain folk from Andean San Juan or Mendoza provinces, and southerners from Patagonian Chubut and Santa Cruz, were randomly thrown into a melting pot of regional and ethnic cultures and traditions, and potentially, a what might easily be a ticking biological time bomb. 
 
    It was hardly to be wondered that the crew of the Hercules was hardly a homogenous entity, rather an unhappy collection of tribes and factions and that morale on board was not just poor; it was suicidally dire.  The leading mutineers – most men had not taken part in the mutiny, they had just stepped aside and let the hotheads get on with it – and non-mutineers alike were in no hurry to be repatriated to the mainland.  To a man the prisoners on board the cruiser feared reprisals against their families at home, and had no illusions about the reception that they were likely to receive when they eventually stepped back onto Argentine soil. 
 
    Toni finally had a chance to speak, quasi-privately, to Cesar Scarpa as sometimes couples can in a crowd, while the medical party prepared to disembark that evening.  Cesar had been by her side, translator and protector, all through that long day, and shortly, they would be parted.  Tomorrow, the medical party would go aboard the Nuevo de Julio, hopefully reinforced because they had now learned that the situation was even worse on the older, slightly smaller captured cruiser. 
 
    Toni had volunteered, with several other nurses to remain onboard the Hercules overnight but Michael Stephens had vetoed this; a little brusquely, which was not like him at all.  He was angry and when he got back to the Himalaya, he was probably going to make a scene, if that was what it took to get something done about the squalor around them on the Hercules. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried to walk around the ship on your own?”  She asked the Argentine pilot. 
 
    “No, the guys know I’m not one of the ship’s officers,” he quirked an uneasy smile.  “I can’t remember it,” he patted his head and quirked an apologetic smile, “but they all think I was in one of the A4s that sank the Ark Royal.” 
 
    She had blinked at him. 
 
    “Like I say,” he said quickly, “I can’t remember anything between taking off from the Veinticinco de Mayo and waking up on the ground in pain in the middle of a tussock meadow surrounded by a bunch of really scary Royal Marines.” 
 
    Most of the flyer’s injuries had been bloody without being life-threatening.  However, something had hit his helmet so hard it had dented and split it over the upper right side of his skull, pieces of shrapnel had cracked a rib, and otherwise, sliced through his flying suit to cause several nasty flesh wounds, otherwise his injuries were to do with ejecting from his aircraft as it fell out of the sky at several hundred knots; namely, the compression of the vertebrae of the low spine, and the inevitable bumps and bruises of coming down, unconscious in his case on terra firma, which, as he fell into and through a stand of tussock grass was probably when he had broken his left wrist.  Fortunately, he was young, fit and he had been taken prisoner within minutes of coming down to earth; otherwise, alone overnight in the cold, his body half-submerged in the swampy peat, he might easily have perished from exposure.  As it was, once his arm was out of plaster, in theory he would be well on his way back onto the flight roster sometime in the next month or two.  That said, he still moved a little stiffly and his back was obviously still reminding him that a month ago, he had survived a high-speed exit from a doomed fast jet. 
 
    Toni already knew that Cesar was FAA and that prior to OPERATION RIVADAVIA he had never landed any kind of aircraft, let alone a Skyhawk on an aircraft carrier at sea. 
 
    “We knew it was probably a one-way mission,” he had confessed, “but we all volunteered.  I reckoned that if I didn’t kill myself landing on the Veinticinco de Mayo, I was indestructible.” 
 
    Toni was beyond tired by then. 
 
    Not really in the right mood for revelations. 
 
    “It took me three attempts to put down on the carrier,” the man went on. 
 
    A frigid wind was gusting hard across the Sound, threatening a storm to come and around them the darkness was settling like an impenetrable blanket, swallowing the ships nearby. 
 
    Toni shivered. 
 
    She had been informed that Michael Stephens would be taking a fresh team onto the Nuevo de Julio in the morning.  She might not return to the Hercules for several days. 
 
    This she explained, feeling awful about it.  As if she was abandoning Cesar to his fate… 
 
    “But I don’t know, the plans might change if the weather gets really bad,” she blurted. 
 
    On an impulse she had taken his hand. 
 
    They had looked at each other, their expressions unfathomable in the gloom. 
 
    “Until we meet again,” he had said softly. 
 
    And then they had parted. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
    Monday 15th December 
 
    Douglas Settlement 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    By the time the six Marines had marched – or more correctly, stumbled – exhausted into the cold but dry shelter of the shearing shed, the so-called ‘Summer’ storm had hit the archipelago with its full, unremitting Austral blast.  The wind was blowing at seventy to eighty kilometres an hour and the rain was scouring horizontally into the men’s faces.  As a man, the Marines collapsed in heaps, knowing that if they had stuck to their mission plan and remained another day in the wilderness, they would be dying by now. 
 
    Weather this vicious was unusual at this season; more a winter phenomenon of May, June or July; however, like many things about these windswept islands in the middle of a vast, uncaring Southern Ocean, little was predictable.  Although by latitude the Malvinas were hardly situated at the ends of the earth, over twelve-hundred kilometres from the most northerly point of Antarctica, the islands sat in the path of the gales that tormented Tierra del Fuego, close to the convergence of the freezing waters of the south with the warmer currents of the Atlantic.  Down here the wind had nothing to stop it blowing around the bottom of the globe and rogue waves had thousands of miles in which to build, and to roll, ever onwards. 
 
    “The other Marines pulled out forty-eight hours ago,” Eva Morales Jones reported, throwing back the hood of her poncho as she shouldered open the creaky door on the farmstead side of the shed, which was creaking and shaking in the wind. 
 
    The teenage girl eyed the Marines, each sitting or kneeling in a puddle of dripping water as they divested themselves of their sodden backpacks by the light of hooded lamps. 
 
    “Lieutenant Soria said they were pulling back to Camp Oro,” the girl went on, the beam of her torch searching for Eddie Davie’s face.  The other soldiers looked like shit but then they had been out in the camp most of the last week in increasingly atrocious weather; so, that was hardly surprising.  “We didn’t expect you back here until tomorrow.” 
 
    Eddie Davies, having discarded most of his equipment, rose to his feet, swaying a little as his wiry frame adjusted to not having forty kilos of weight on its back.  Camp Oro had been destroyed by naval bombardment; the engineers must have used the ceasefire well to have revived it as a viable military base. 
 
    “Have you ever known a storm this bad in December?”  He asked ruefully. 
 
    “There was one a couple of years back, maybe.  But that was in the first half of January, I think.  Anyway, Lieutenant Soria said a big one was coming,” Eva shrugged.  “Mama says you should all come in the house.  You can dry out there.  It’ll be a lot warmer, too.” 
 
    Nobody argued. 
 
    The farmhouse was a little piece of what its builders had thought, decades before, was rural England transported to the South Atlantic.  Solidly constructed with deep foundations and courses of imported bricks built into the ground floor structure it was mainly wood built with – a rarity in the Camp – an inside as well as an outside privy.  In better time water had been pumped to a tank in its attic above the first floor bedrooms, one of which was a lot larger than the other two.  There was a bathroom with a tin tub downstairs in an outhouse propped against the leeward side of the building.  The rain drummed on the corrugated iron roof and the tang of the smoke from burning peat in the hearth of the main ground floor room seeped into the whole homestead.  In the kitchen, where the old iron range was hot, another fire radiated warmth into the ground-floor rooms as the Marines peeled off their muddy fatigues and the women of the house, unabashed by their near nakedness handed around blissfully dry, warm blankets.  On the islands one never turned away people in need; down here, one never knew when it would be one’s own turn to be in need of the kindness of strangers. 
 
    Hot coffee and herbal tea were passed round in chipped mugs, some of the Marine’s emergency rations were re-hydrated; and six of the MLFG’s deadliest killers huddled around the fires, shivering, uncontrollably at first, contemplating the knowledge that had they stayed out in the storm for another few hours, they would all have died that night. 
 
    “Are the English keeping to their side of the ceasefire?”  Donna Victoria Morales Jones asked Eddie.  The other Marines were sitting up around the kitchen table or sleeping on the floor near the hearth in the big room, which might in kinder times have been described as a parlour. 
 
    Eddie had slumped into a threadbare chair, the woman was kneeling near the hearth, a shawl drawn around her shoulders. 
 
    “Yeah,” the man grunted.  “They’re probably sending out special patrols, like us, to check what’s going on but yeah, they’re,” he hesitated, grinned whimsically, “playing the game.” 
 
    The woman nodded. 
 
    They listened to the wind battering at the old house. 
 
    “This will be worse for the English,” she observed.  “You could be stuck here a few days?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Eddie muttered. 
 
    The woman shrugged. 
 
    The house around them reeked of peat smoke and soaking, rotting uniforms, windows rattled and the fabric of the building seemed to breathe, in and out, as each gust assaulted it.  There were weapons, rucksacks, combat webbing, dripping fatigues hanging up from every available hook.  There had been no way to keep anything dry.  The team’s radio pack was positioned on the edge of the hearth; it had stopped working yesterday.  The damp, and now the wet had got everywhere, into everything no matter what one did.  If only mad dogs and Englishmen went out in the noon-day sun; it seemed that only sheep and Argentine special forces men went out into the Camp in the middle of a storm! 
 
    The worst of it was that Eddie knew he and his men were wasted, they would be useless for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours; even ignoring the storm, they were going nowhere for a while. 
 
    “I’m sorry, we’ve only got another day’s field rations,” he warned the woman. 
 
    “We’ve got dried mutton; we won’t starve.  When the storm blows over, there will be fish in the inlet for a few days.” 
 
    Out in the Camp people were self-reliant of necessity. 
 
    Like Kelpers before them, settlers kept emergency tinned supplies, hoarded dried meat and fish if they could, kept a rifle to bring down a sheep if necessary.  Penguin was horribly greasy and there was not always a lot of meat on the birds that swarmed, majestically infesting many of the bays and rocky outcrops; but there was no cause to starve if one knew what one was doing. 
 
    “Besides,” the woman went on, “if the English don’t kill us, they’ll feed us.” 
 
    The man was silent. 
 
    “You know as well as I do, they’ll come, Eddie.” 
 
    “The ceasefire…” 
 
    “The ceasefire I s just the Junta’s way of trying to spin this out.  You know that as well as I do,” she retorted, without spite.  “Nothing those idiots in Buenos Aires do works; what has changed?  Anything at all?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Roof of the Port Superintendent’s Building 
 
    Ushuaia, Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The gunners had waited until the two attack aircraft – a lumbering A-1 Skyraider with her underwing hard points loaded with rockets, and a T-28 Trojan with a 100-kilogram iron bomb under each wing – had levelled out and begun their entirely predictable long, flat east to west runs across the length of the port city, before the destroyers in the bay and every automatic weapon that could be brought to bear opened fire as the two aircraft roared in at two hundred knots, with their 20-millimetre cannons winking, chattering. 
 
    During previous raids the attackers had come and gone before the defence could be mobilised and the guns of the Espora and the Rosales had remained silent; this time, Juan Bonham-Garcia had had two 20-millimetre autocannons and five 50-calibre M2 machine guns mounted on the backs of Army lorries and a couple of requisitioned civilian flatbed trucks, driven into positions from which they could fill the sky over the centre of the city with a cone of automatic gunfire.  He had respectfully requested that both destroyers’ anti-aircraft guns be permanently manned and trained to shoot directly over, and across the city, adding to the wall of bullets and cannon shells any attacker would be obliged to fly through. 
 
    Juan had had no idea if his scheme would work. 
 
    He was a Landing Deck Safety Officer, not an artilleryman! 
 
    The first raid had come at dawn before the gun-carrying vehicles were in position; the destroyers had fired wildly, some of their rounds almost certainly causing more casualties and damage in the port. 
 
    During the day he had moved from post to post, briefing men, making sure everybody knew what the plan was.  Notwithstanding his callow years, he knew that unless everybody was on the same page nothing, or alternatively, very bad things happened and that was not going to keep happening on his watch.  Likewise, when your own air force bombed you, it was neither rebellion, mutiny nor insurrection to shoot back at one’s attackers. 
 
    It was plain, simple self-defence. 
 
    In the gathering evening gloom, he did not see the egg-like cannister drop from a hardpoint beneath the T-28’s cockpit as it passed over the eastern edge of the town. 
 
    The flash of the Napalm igniting somewhere in the ruined Government District had coincided with the destroyers opening fire, and a moment later, every other gun in the city was blazing away. 
 
    Livid yellow-blue fire boiled upward from the dreadful, roiling splash of flames on the ground and then, things were unfolding in terrible slow motion.  The Skyraider began to unleash rockets, she staggered, black smoke bubbled in her wake, mingling with the grey of the rocket propellent.  The big aircraft’s nose rose, she appeared to bank to the right – except she was not banking, what observers saw was her left wing separating from the fuselage - and suddenly, the machine was tumbling, spinning spitting fire and trailing a Roman candle of burning fuel.  Simultaneously, the Skyraider’s wingman juddered through a hail of exploding cannon shells, lurching as if in turbulence, started smoking, and her engine coughing, she lost height as, pursued by strings of tracer she crashed somewhere to the west.  Meanwhile, the Skyraider had gone down to the north of the city and her unfired ordnance was starting to cook off in the wreck.  It had all happened in a lot less than half-a-minute. 
 
    “The fuckers Napalmed us!”  A man standing behind Juan said as he surveyed the carnage from the roof of the Port Superintendent’s Building on the waterfront. 
 
    Ever since Juan had gone out to the Espora and after lengthy, tortuous negotiations talked the captains of the two destroyers into, if not joining, then at least standing behind the men onshore, he had been appointed the de facto leader of the ‘Ushuaia Mutiny’. 
 
    Needless to say, this gave him no pleasure at all. 
 
    The captain of the Espora had made contact with the High Command in Puerto Belgrano in the middle of another air raid; requesting permission to attempt to end the mutiny peacefully.  He had been told to bombard the port to rubble.  This had been too much for either destroyers’ captain.  Killing Navy men and endangering the lives of hundreds of civilians was the sort of thing the air force and the army did! 
 
    Juan stared in horror at the fires. 
 
    Several gunners were still shooting off long bursts of white and blue tracer into the darkening skies. 
 
    Now Argentines were dropping Napalm on fellow Argentines. 
 
    Two aircraft had been shot down. 
 
    By his command… 
 
    Without warning Juan doubled up, retched agonisingly and then he was violently sick. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Husvik Bay, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    Yesterday, the old cruiser and the futuristically-configured guided missile destroyer HMS Norfolk, had sortied out to sea to join the Hermes and her escorts in an air defence exercise the like of which Peter Christopher, and none of his officers had been remotely prepared. 
 
    It had been like a vision of a nightmarish future war. 
 
    Twenty-eight Kestrels had mobbed the battle group, registering hit after – nominal – hit on the Hermes and the Norfolk, the only two ships relevant to that future war to which the participants were being given a salutary ring-side advance preview. 
 
    The Liverpool’s gun directors could not cope with multiple low-flying jets barrelling in at over five hundred knots, her sensor suite documented everything but had the exercise been for real, all she could have done was throw up a wall of fire and…hope. 
 
    War is chaos; and chaos is war… 
 
    Plummeting Kestrels tripped through the speed of sound, generating giant supersonic detonations in the sky; they fell, swooping like dark, blurred birds of prey.  They had approached from all points around the compass, down low, almost at wave-top height to remain outside the Norfolk’s RIM-2 Terriers’ engagement envelope, moving so fast as they scorched through the battle group that the Sea Cats of the three Leander class frigates in company – Naiad, Galatea and Euryalus – never stood a snowflake’s chance in hell of achieving a firing solution. 
 
    Neither Peter or any of his officers believed the provisional exercise adjudication that the battle group had achieved between five and eight Kestrel kills.  Only the Norfolk’s Terriers could have laid a finger on those aircraft, and only then when several of them climbed to altitude to conduct dive-bombing attacks.  Chastened hardly began to describe the commanding officer of the old Baltimore class cruiser’s state of mind when last night he had conned the ship back into Stromness Bay, and anchored anew off Husvik. 
 
    Soon afterward, Naiad had come alongside. 
 
    Alan Hannay, and Dermot O’Reilly – onboard the frigate as an observer, looking, listening and learning like the other somewhat stirred, if not shaken Navy men that day – had come up the gangway and joined Peter for dinner. 
 
    “With a bit of luck, we may all be going home soon,” Alan had observed, ever the optimist.  “They are saying that there is rioting in the streets of Buenos Aires, and the mutiny down in Tierra del Fuego might just be the tip of the iceberg!” 
 
    Peter had not known what to make of the news of unrest on the Argentine mainland.  In the event, the three men spent most of their brief time together chatting about home, sharing the latest snaps of their families and friends back in England.  The others were fascinated to hear about Marija’s correspondence with the movers and shakers in Malta, the latest antics of the Christophers’ tireless ball of fire, Elisabetta, and his wife’s gently incisive comments on the politics of the home front.  It was good to catch up; and to pump Dermot for one more of his increasingly apocryphal South Georgia whaling tall tales. 
 
    ‘Rosa tells me that Marija has become positively sphinx-like about Maltese politics?’  Alan had observed. 
 
    Peter had shrugged noncommittally. 
 
    Ever since he and Marija had visited Malta for a month in 1966, en route to Australia, he had been more than a little conflicted about what to feel about that sunny, utterly unique Mediterranean archipelago and his wife’s inextricable connection to it, and its future.  That Marija would never return there without him only served to make things ever more intractable, not least because while he had his career – a brilliant one by any standards, even he could not deny that was how outside observers viewed these things – something persistently whispered in his head, and truth be known, his heart, that Marija too, had a destiny.  A destiny that he, thinking about it, had always known was not to just be the dutiful Catholic wife of a middlingly successful British naval officer… 
 
    There had been an awareness that their little gathering of brothers, Talaveras from the old days, was incomplete without Jack Griffin’s presence.  However, they were at sea, they were officers and Jack was not, and never the twain shall meet and all that tosh.  This was nicely, and very appropriately resolved when Peter sent word for the Liverpool’s Master at Arms, the formidable Tom Kernow – ostensibly to be introduced to Dermot, whom he had never met - to attend his day cabin, and he arrived, to nobody’s surprise, escorted by his piratical right-hand man, the aforementioned CPO Jack Griffin, the Chief of the Deck Division.  This brief, necessarily perfunctory reunion over, Alan Hannay and the Canadian had returned to Naiad, which had steamed out of the bay at first light to re-join the Hermes Battle Group. 
 
    Liverpool and the Norfolk were to be the Victorious’s ‘goalkeepers’, if and when the war resumed that was, with the cruiser again serving as CINCSATF’s flagship.  In the latest Task Force re-configuration, Hermes’s commanding officer, Captain Raymond Lygo was to be promoted Commodore in Command of one battle group, and bizarrely, Peter thought, he was pencilled in to perform the same role in respect of the Victorious’s battle group.  He might have queried the wisdom of Henry Leach’s thinking but the trouble was that among the four-ringers serving with the SATF, it seemed that as fate would have it, he had seniority in rank, his April 1964 promotion being substantive from day one on account of the circumstances in which it had been awarded. 
 
    ‘Seniority-wise, you are fourth, or fifth in command of the Task Force, sir,’ Robin Leblanc had apologetically informed him.  Then, thinking about it he had added a less than reassuring caveat.  ‘Most likely, fourth, I believe Commodore O’Reilly’s promotion is temporary, which means that in theory, as you are the senior four-ringer, you out-rank him again as Commodore in Command, if and when the Victorious Battle Group next puts to sea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 16th December 
 
    MLFG Headquarters 
 
    Moody Brook, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    It was day seventeen of the ceasefire and as yet, not a single non-combatant other than seven severely ill or wounded men airlifted to the USS Iwo Jima, had been evacuated from the Malvinas.  And now the weather had taken a hand, an unprecedented ‘summer’ Austral storm – in the experience of anybody Hugo Bonham-Garcia had spoken to – was roaring up from the south west, churning the Southern Ocean like a hurricane as it slowly scourged across and around the archipelago, the eye of the tempest held in place as if by some giant ‘weather magnet’! 
 
    Well, that was Hugo’s daughter’s theory, anyway… 
 
    As always, no matter how downcast he was feeling, just thinking about Lucia brought a smile to his soul, if not always to his lips because, when all was said and done, he was supposed to be the hard-hearted, ruthless commander of the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición, the elite fighting force upon which the defence of the colonia ultimately depended! 
 
    Just before the ceasefire the enemy had bracketed the now virtually deserted, all but abandoned former base-depot of the MLFG with heavy-calibre naval shells; just to demonstrate who ruled the waves hereabouts with the demise of the Argentine Navy and Air Force; so, ceasefire or not, other than for a skeleton presence the surviving buildings of the base were unmanned other than when Hugo called a confidential meeting of today’s, very particular character. 
 
    The wind whistled through the empty, significantly more than half-wrecked complex. 
 
    In nearby Puerto-Argentino the storm winds had already damaged roofs, and the torrential rain had caused flash flooding.  Out in the Camp the going would be impossible off road for any kind of vehicle, with every brook and stream running down from the mountains in full spate; many threatening to wash away the footings of the vital South Camp Road. 
 
    Hugo knew that the men manning the western mountain lines had had a couple of days to prepare for the storm; they were well dug in, under shelter in prepared positions.  He was less sanguine about the men isolated at Ganso de Verde and Darwin.  All he could do was hope that Leopoldo Galtieri could hold on a little longer.  The forces bivouacked in the countryside around Camp Oro near Teal Inlet were probably having a tough time of it, too.  Not for the first time he thanked God the ceasefire had allowed him to pull over a thousand men back into Puerto Argentino before the storm hit. 
 
    These days, he was inordinately grateful for every small mercy that came along! 
 
    At his request, Pedro Morales and the commanders of the 1st and 3rd Marine Infantry Battalions had rendezvoused in his now bare-walled former office because the time had come, in retrospect possibly several days ago, for the four men to have a frank exchange of views about what, exactly, they thought was going on now that it was crystal clear that the Governor’s Staff was intent, not even surreptitiously, on shamelessly delaying the evacuation of the civilian workers, and the dependents of the servicemen of the garrison. 
 
    Other than his second-in-command, both Hugo’s and his battalion commanders were married men with wives and children with them on the archipelago, sharing the situation of over three hundred other men of the MLFG alone. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” Hugo began.  This was an informal conference with no agenda and he set the tone from the outset, everybody was seated, there was coffee and nobody was talking notes.  However, he had no wish to dive straight into the heart of the matter at the outset.  “I am beginning to pick up indications that the readiness levels and morale of many of the Ejército Argentino units has begun to sharply decline.  I am aware that this is not unrelated to the ongoing ceasefire and the failure, thus far, to commence the evacuation of dependents and other non-combatants.  I have broached this and other concerns with General Mendoza who assures me that the problem is diplomatic, that is, between our government and the United States.  He also told me that neither Chile or Uruguay is prepared to permit the landing of substantial numbers of persons from the Malvinas on their territory; it was news to me that this was an issue and I communicated this to him.  I am concerned that the ongoing delays are such that there is now a real possibility that the American ships loitering in the vicinity of the archipelago will soon depart.” 
 
    A vicious gust of wind threatened to shake the building around them to the ground. 
 
    Hugo looked momentarily to the ceiling, before, reassured that it was still there, he continued: “It occurs to me that given the prevailing weather conditions, they may already have left these waters.”  He sighed.  “It was my initial impression, in my conversations with the British that they expected the evacuation to take no more than ten to fourteen days.  We are now beyond that time window and I am not convinced that on our side, we have been honest or transparent in our dealings with the enemy.  At some stage they will realise as much,” he shrugged, “and then, I think we will have a problem.” 
 
    Pedro Morales sucked his teeth but remained silent. 
 
    “All four of us in this room have family and relations on the archipelago,” Hugo went on.  He had learned that Pedro Morales had a sister and a niece on Isla Soledad over two years’ ago.  Donna Victoria Morales Jones had been flagged – on very flimsy evidence even by SIDE standards - around the time his second-in-command had joined him on the archipelago.  Reasoning that if Pedro had wanted him to know, Hugo had never mentioned this to his friend, or, mentioned that he knew his sister and his niece were resident at Douglas Settlement, until last autumn when it seemed that hostilities might be imminent. 
 
    Kelpers que decidieron quedarse - Kelpers who decided to stay – were automatically regarded by SIDE as potential subversives, especially ones with ‘political’ pasts like Victoria Morales Jones. 
 
    “Pedro and I have discussed the situation,” Hugo continued, quietly.  “If you have views on what is going on, I would appreciate hearing them now rather than later, gentlemen,” he put to the other men in the room. 
 
    The Commander of the 1st Battalion, thirty-nine-year-old Julio Paredes was a hard-charger, a man marked out from his days at the Naval Academy for great things.  Impulsive, overly arrogant early in his career, he had mellowed in his thirties.  Like the other men in the room, he had spent time in the USA, trained with and absorbed no small part of the perfectionist, ‘run through walls’ mentality of the US Marine Corps.  He glanced at his fellow battalion commander. 
 
    Forty-six-year old Alejandro Di Maria, of the 3rd Battalion, was a big man whose stature belied a lightness of foot and a mental dexterity which had seen him spend eight of the last dozen years as a lecturer in infantry doctrine and tactics at the National Military College at El Palomar.  Not for him the bullet-headed, ultra-fitness of Paredes, or the younger man’s fire-breathing drive and ambition.  However, like Paredes, he was a good Marine in his own measured way. 
 
    Hugo knew that if he wanted an objective taken, whatever the cost, Paredes was his man; but if he wanted to send the enemy a message, or to hold ground indefinitely, then he would call Di Maria.  That was why he had entrusted the northern spoiling attack on the British lodgement east of Cerro Montevideo to the 3rd Battalion, not to the 1st, Julio Paredes would have fought to the death when what Hugo had needed to happen was to stop the enemy in his tracks for a day or two, thereby denying the invaders a larger battalion or regimental-sized position from which to develop their first major assault on his lines north of Tercer Corral. 
 
    “My boys don’t understand what’s going on at home,” Paredes said bluntly.  “Or over here, sir.” 
 
    The other men knew that Hugo’s son, Juan, had been on the Veinticinco de Mayo and his name was not on any of the survivor lists supplied to Horacio Mendoza by the Americans, or the British.  They also knew that threats had been made against the relatives of men serving on the Malvinas living on the mainland, that the Bonham-Garcia’s had a married daughter in Cordoba, and that their youngest boy, Carlos had supposedly been delivered to the Junta by the US Navy.  Therefore, the expression caught between a hard place and a rock came readily to mind to describe their CO’s position.  They could only imagine what Donna Elena must be going through at the moment. 
 
    A savage gust of wind hit the building, outside something crashed and rattled across the parade ground and ropes whipped against flag poles as the walls around them seemed to flex, creaking unhappily. 
 
    “It can’t be much fun out at sea in this,” Di Maria remarked. 
 
    “The British will have ordered their ships to find shelter; nobody is running the blockade in this weather,” Pedro Morales offered.  “They’ve already sent most of their ships back to their staging bases, anyway.” 
 
    “Do we know that for sure, Pedro?” Julio Paredes demanded. 
 
    People who did not know him soon wearied of his compulsive pushiness, mainly because they never saw the other side of him, the ultra-loyal comrade who would unhesitatingly put his hand in the fire for you if you were in trouble. 
 
    Pedro Morales took no offence. 
 
    “Our coast watchers on Gran Malvina report fewer ships and ship movements in the Estrecho de San Carlos; and very few new ships coming in, that sort of thing, in comparison with the first days of the invasion.  Our radio listeners report reduced traffic and fewer source transmitters, it all adds up, Julio.” 
 
    Unconsciously, Morales ran his forefinger along the left hand side of his moustache, staring thoughtfully into space. 
 
    The MLFG’s Adjutant went on: “My sources also tell me the Governor is giving the Yanks the run around,” he added.  “The delays are nothing to do with Buenos Aires, although the people over there probably aren’t helping the situation.  All that fighting to the last man talk the national stations are broadcasting is crap.  We know those bastards don’t care about our people.  They didn’t before; why should they now?” 
 
    Hearing Morales speak with such unambiguous contempt about the High Command, Di Maria and Paredes glanced at Hugo, who sat impassively for some seconds turning his thoughts this way and that, searching for a thread to bind them together into a coherent picture.  Ever since the fall of Juan Perón in 1955, Army, Navy and Air Force Factions, Blue, White and other hues of the rainbow had swirled around the Casa Rosada.  Hugo had been courted by more than one of the groups but his family’s roots in Cordoba, an alternative power base to those in the capital and other provincial cities, like Rosales had, oddly, allowed him to remain aloof.  It was always a finely judged balancing act; for all that he was reputedly the most apolitical of officers, it took a wary, very political appreciation of the strengths and the motives of the various splintered factions, to tread a consistently neutral path between them without leaving in one’s wake, countless hostages to fortune.  So, when the BBC World Service spoke of ‘the colonels’ taking over in Buenos Aires he intuitively understood the mistake foreign observers were making; not least because it was the same mistake they made every time.  The ‘colonels’ and the ‘captains’ and the ‘wing-commanders’ left to their own devices could never agree about anything; thus, there was always a guiding hand behind each successive group of young bloods.  This time around, many of the names mentioned by the BBC were very familiar to Hugo.  Several of the leading members of the coup were from old Cordoba clans like his own.  They were men he had known since he was a boy, and in a couple of cases, the children of men he had served with. 
 
    And practically all of them were proteges of none other than Lieutenant General Horacio Mendoza Calvi… 
 
    Of course, there was no reason to believe, slavishly or otherwise, everything the British Broadcasting Corporation had to say about the internal affairs of his country.  However, troublingly, much of what he was hearing rang true; the chaos of a hurriedly mounted coup, the arrests, the heavy-handed crack down on civil disorder, the crass interruption of what passed for normal commercial activity in the major cities, widespread food shortages, frequent power outages, a dangerous hiatus in relations with neighbouring countries and an apparent breakdown in communications with the United States.  All that was to be expected in the aftermath of a coup d'état unsponsored by the CIA, and therefore unwanted by the current US Administration which, in all likelihood, nobody had seen coming outside of the small circle of the principal conspirators. 
 
    “It is my impression that nobody on the mainland is actually in control at the moment,” Hugo said, distractedly before he sat up straight, seemingly coming to a decision of some kind.  He looked at Julio Paredes, and then Alejandro Di Maria.  “As I said, Pedro and I have discussed this at some length,” he told them, nodding to his second-in-command.  “I strongly suspect that the ceasefire is a ruse to wear down the enemy; further, that it may be that General Mendoza does not, and never had any intention of evacuating any of the non-combatants on the archipelago.” 
 
    Hugo pursed his lips for a split second, took a deep breath. 
 
    “Moreover, it worries me that General Mendoza’s ceasefire proposal may not have been coincidental with the ousting of the former Junta in Buenos Aires.  The timing speaks to me of coordination and therefore, collusion.  I have not put this suspicion to the Governor, in part because I am not sure what that would achieve.”  He seemed to weary at this point.  Sometimes, despair was never far below the surface regardless of how expert one had become hiding it down the years.  “As to our conversation today, I do not propose to have similar conversations with other fellow officers.  We, in this room, speak for the fighting core of the MLGF, we can count on each other, gentlemen.  Without denigrating the esprit de corps or the loyalties of our Army comrades, it is unclear where they stand on developments at home.  Sadly, as of now, we must assume that we are alone and therefore, we must have eyes in the back of our heads.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Libertador Building 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    Early that morning Brigadier Antonio Facchetti and his plain-clothed bodyguards had passed through the outer perimeter of the 28th Mechanised Infantry Regiment’s lines, then through the cordon of armoured cars and armoured personnel carriers directly in front of the Defence Ministry Building before the streets had re-filled with protestors.  The stench of tear gas and the burned out vehicles on the Avenue Paseo Colón had hung in the hazy early morning air, as yet undisturbed by the breeze that would spring up off the broad estuary of the River Plate to the north when the sun rose a little higher above the horizon. 
 
    The Chief of Staff of what was left of the Argentine Air Force liked to think he was a good Catholic, and at heart a moral man and a patriot.  Sadly, that got harder to believe every day. 
 
    He had been shaken to the core when Carlos Rey had brought him into the plot to unseat the old Junta; and to a degree, he had even understood the logic of his Chief’s flying that first Lincoln mission to the Malvinas.  Everybody loved a hero and both men were sick and tired of the FAA being treated like a miscreant adolescent in the high councils of state.  Full membership of the Junta, the one in power at the time and those to follow, would henceforth be a prerequisite of the Air Force’s participation in government.  Unspoken, was the threat that if that did not happen, then it would always hold back sufficient aircraft on the mainland to hold a gun – a lot of guns, in fact – to the head of whoever appointed himself Il Presidente next. 
 
    That was the depressing reality of what Argentine politics had come to.  Understandably, Facchetti was not the only man in uniform who looked back fondly to what had seemed like the halcyon age when Juan Perón had, for a few short years, given the country a sense of unity, and of every Argentine being in the same, albeit in retrospect, leaky boat.  Peron had gone into exile in 1955, Facchetti had been a fresh-faced kid just starting flight training at the time.  In one of the coups of that year crowds in the Plaza de Mayo had been bombed by Navy jets killing – murdering – and estimated 364 people.  Facchetti had sworn that his airmen would never be ordered to commit an atrocity like that; yet he had sent aircraft to suppress the rebellion on Tierra del Fuego when his naval ‘comrades’ had refused to bomb their own people, their own mutineers…  It was as if he had finally crossed the line; he had blood on his hands and he could never go back. 
 
    The Junta had abandoned the Casa Rosada two days ago in favour of the massive edifice of the Defence Ministry, housed in the biggest building in the country, constructed like a fortress with underground entrances and exits, and lofty conference rooms commanding magnificent views of the estuary. 
 
    The foreign media was describing the new Junta as a ‘cabal of the colonels’ but more correctly, it was a committee of ‘brigadiers’, granted the Army’s man Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba – one of the ‘young Turks’ Agustin Lanusse had brought to the capital when he took over as Chief of Staff of the Army – had only been a lieutenant colonel the day before the coup, and had promoted himself two ranks so as to not be deemed junior to either Facchetti, or the Navy man, the prematurely grey-haired, Comodoro Adolfo Suárez Salvador, the former captain of the Nuevo de Julio, one of the men whom Pedro Gnavi had callously scapegoated for the ARA’s – and his own - numerous shortcomings during OPERATION SOUTHERN JUSTICE, the reconquest of the Malvinas in 1964. 
 
    Guerrero de Cordoba was a marvellously well-organised staff officer who was completely out of his depth, a regimental adjutant who now found himself in command of an army; Salvador was a man in mourning, bitter about the loss of his ships and his friends, who was preoccupied with finding suitable ways to punish the men responsible even though, problematically, apart from Pedro Gnavi, most of them were already dead.  As triumvirates went, the new Junta was a fatally unbalanced structure liable to fall over at any moment; and while this perfectly suited the architects of the whole dreadful farrago, outside the castle-like walls of the Libertador Building the country was paralysed. 
 
    “There is a powerful Chilean naval squadron in the Beagle Channel,” Facchetti reminded Adolfo Suárez Salvador, trying, although not very hard to keep a lid on his frustration.  “That is the reason why we should discontinue air operations against the rebels at Ushuaia!” 
 
    “We cannot afford to show weakness.  Insurrection is contagious,” the other man, by more than a decade the oldest man at the table, rasped angrily. 
 
    Facchetti thought playing the ‘we can’t afford to show weakness’ card was a bit rich coming from a man whose own Navy’s people were the ones who had mutinied; while elsewhere, Army and Air Force bases were still relatively ‘quiet’ and thus far, no other unit had openly rebelled against the new Junta. 
 
    “Yes, but the last thing we need is to start a fucking war with Chile!”  The Air Force man retorted, trying and failing not to lose his temper. 
 
    If some of the meetings of Agustin Lanusse’s short tenure had been less than private affairs; today’s ‘conference’ was being conducted in front of an audience of a score or more of ‘advisors’ and ‘aides’, most of whom were only in the room because they did not trust their service’s representative to stand on what they perceived to be his, and their rights to be. 
 
    Antonio Facchetti had worked out early in his career that military dictatorships had nothing to do with national security or the betterment of the people.  It was all about making sure the participants got what they considered to be their fair share of the spoils; that was the Republic’s curse, every time it seemed to be turning the corner, looking forward to a more prosperous future the military took over and looted it anew.  Personally, he did not consider himself to be corrupt and as God was his witness, he had done little to aggrandise himself, or his family in the last few years despite his proximity to power as Carlos Rey’s protégé and chosen nominee as the next Chief of Staff of the FAA. 
 
    Facchetti had attended the meeting with just two aides, both of whom were there to take notes and to run, as necessary, any errands if documents were to be fetched, or prepared as a result of the Junta’s deliberations. 
 
    It was telling that Il Presidente Roberto Marcelo Levingston Laborda was absent, already supplanted in all but title by his ‘deputy’, Paulo de Guerrero de Cordoba. 
 
    “We must establish precedence before we continue,” de Cordoba announced, pompously.  The man swelled with self-importance with each successive conclave of the provisional Junta.  Like many well-connected staff officers from old, landed families who could trace their lineage, allegedly, back to Conquistador times, who had little or no experience of combat – or like generations of Ejército Argentino officers before him, confused crowd control with combat – he was intoxicated with his first taste of real power and it did not occur to him for a minute, not one single solitary minute, that power came with responsibilities. 
 
    “Where is Il Presidente Laborda?”  Facchetti inquired. 
 
    “He is meeting foreign ambassadors from the OAS.” 
 
    “Then why wasn’t this conference delayed until he was available to attend it?” 
 
    De Guerrero was growing impatient. 
 
    “I speak for General Laborda.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I haven’t seen the Presidential decree to that effect, Colonel,” Facchetti bit back, deliberately taunting the other man over his ‘real’ rank.  “And while we’re on the subject, the Air Force did not sanction General Laborda’s assumption of the Presidential sash of office.  He should remove it in public until such time as he has been constitutionally designated to the office.” 
 
    “Are you mad?” 
 
    “No, I have never been saner.” 
 
    “Are you threatening us?” 
 
    “No.  I am merely stating that the Air Force will,” Facchetti asserted, meeting Guerrero’s expectant gaze unblinking, “strenuously oppose any member of the Junta assuming the Presidential sash at this time.” 
 
    “The people must know that they have a leader.” 
 
    “Then it should be me,” Facchetti snapped irritably.  “I am the longest-serving member of this government.”  Normally, the most urbane of men, he glared around the room.  “What the fuck are all these people doing in here?”  He demanded.  And as an afterthought.  “And why aren’t Costa Mendez and Garcia del Solar present?  Weren’t we supposed to be receiving reports from them on the progress of their talks with Secretary of State Kissinger?” 
 
    Guerrero de Cordoba groaned theatrically. 
 
    “There is no progress.  The English are intransigent…” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘there is no progress’?  And for the record, we’re at war with the bloody British, not just the fucking English!” 
 
    Antonio Facchetti was unsurprised that Nicanor Costa Mendez, the old Junta’s new man at the United Nations, and Minister of Foreign Affairs Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar, had made ‘no progress’ because the reason they had been given the job of brokering a deal over the Malvinas in the first place was that they would, inevitably, cancel each other out.  The object of the exercise was to delay, delay, and delay again behind the fig leaf of the ceasefire until the British were exhausted, or bankrupt, and had to go home. 
 
    Just as Horacio Mendoza had predicted all those months ago; the all-powerful South Atlantic Task Force had an Achilles heel!  Axiomatically, once it had become apparent that the British were untypically squeamish about killing women and children, the die had been cast.   
 
    The trouble was that nobody had thought through, let alone gamed the possibility that the British might in fact, be a bunch of angry, ruthless avengers.  Which, when one stopped to think about it, was exactly what they had proven themselves to be in the Mediterranean, across the sands of the Middle East, in France and in many, many other places and desperate fights in the course of the last seven years. 
 
    Whereas, Horacio Mendoza and Facchetti’s own Chief, Carlos Rey, might blithely dismiss the evidence of recent history; he had a dreadful feeling that by failing to sincerely – or at least by failing to give the impression that it was engaging sincerely in the latest peace process with the Americans – the Argentine was in effect, digging its own grave. 
 
    The only people who could make the British go home were the Americans and Facchetti found himself surrounded by clowns who honestly believed the fate of their country was in their hands. It had never been, even Juan Perón had known that! 
 
    The others had stopped listening to him. 
 
    The sound of approaching aircraft had grasped their whole and undivided attention, a thing Antonio Facchetti had thus far failed to do in a dozen meetings. 
 
    Facchetti leaned back in his chair, eyeing the others. 
 
    He glanced at his wristwatch. 
 
    There were over thirty FAA aircraft in the air above the city; a rag-tag little air fleet comprising a couple of Skyraiders, seven F-86 Sabres, F4U Corsairs, Trojans, antiquated Harvard trainers and several unarmed transports but the men around the Junta table were not to know that. 
 
    Conspiracy breeds paranoia. 
 
    Watching the expressions playing on the faces of the other men in the room Antonio Facchetti could tell that neither his Navy, or his Army counterpart had the first idea what to do about his objections, or whether the bombs were about to start dropping on the Libertador Building. 
 
    Facchetti let them stew a few more seconds. 
 
    “I decided that a fly past across the city would be a morale booster for our hard-pressed citizens,” he remarked, smiling a saturnine smile. 
 
    Next time, that smile promised, the bombers will not just meekly return to their bases. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Wednesday 17th December 
 
    HMS Victory 
 
    Portsmouth, England 
 
      
 
    Lady Marija Christopher had been afraid that it would be another cold, windy, drab winter day when her bones ached and she rued the day she had ever fallen in love with a dashing destroyer captain.  However, as if to confound her fear it was a relatively balmy day and although high clouds scudded very nearly unbroken across the sky, now and then the sun shone its watery warmth and light upon the faded coat of the ancient dockyards around the Flagship of the Fleet, Horatio Nelson’s mighty Victory for the visit of the Prime Minister, visiting Portsmouth, the home of the Royal Navy, to meet a gathering of the wives, sons and daughters of men serving with the South Atlantic Task Force. 
 
    The Royal Navy had made no attempt to bar access to the media but there was no free for all, much to newly-promoted Chief Officer Charlotte ‘Lottie’ O’Reilly’s relief.  The normally unflappable deputy to the Base Supply Officer, had had to throw together the arrangements for Margaret Thatcher’s visit at slightly less than forty-eight hours’ notice, and had been terrified that the whole thing would be a complete shambles even though Marija and her sisters, Mary Griffin and Rosa Hannay had done most of the leg work – or rather telephone networking – to sort out the family side of things.  In fact, Lottie had been a little taken aback by how pragmatic Marija had been about the whole thing, grasping immediately, and not finding – or voicing – fault with the notion that the planned event was essentially a photo-shoot to keep up the spirits of the beleaguered Prime Minister and the Admiralty, rather than a dedicated attempt to comfort the bereaved loved ones of the appalling casualties suffered in November’s battles eight thousand miles away. 
 
    ‘However, if it all goes well, it will also be of great comfort to many of the wives and children of the men serving with the Task Force,’ she had assured Lottie. 
 
    Margaret Thatcher had visited Devonport, the home port of the sunken Ark Royal on Monday, returned to Oxford yesterday to suffer an excoriating Parliamentary assault by Opposition and by several of her own backbench National Conservative MPs, and today, for all that she was perfectly coiffured, attired in her trademark stylish blue jacket and skirt, she looked diminished, pale and lined as she shook Marija’s hand and was introduced to the first of the Liverpool’s patiently waiting wives and their children. 
 
    The St Cross sisters – Marija, Rosa and Mary – had left their little ones with their nannies at home.  This was a working day and they needed to focus on what needed to be done to make things go as smoothly as possible for the ninety minutes the Prime Minister was scheduled to be at the Naval Dockyards.  They planned to be near to, or if necessary, around Margaret Thatcher, inside the cordon of hard-eyed Royal Marines who guarded her everywhere she went whenever she left the secure Government Compound at Headington Quarry in Oxford.  For the sisters, it was nothing to do with shielding the Prime Minister, or trying to make her any more empathetic than they already knew she was at heart, it was just what you did for a friend in need.  You stayed close, ready to catch them if they stumbled, and to ease their way through what they anticipated would be a torrid, heart-breaking trial. 
 
    Long, long ago in what was like another age, Marija and Rosa had been, ever so briefly, unlikely mascots to the crew of the Talavera.  But that dreamtime had come to an end all too soon.  While Rosa preferred, and was able to a degree, to retain her anonymity, that had never been an option for Marija, or by association, for Mary Griffin.  About half the Liverpool’s crew had relations or connections living in the south of England, mainly in Hampshire and Sussex, and strong links to the West Country.  Marija had written to the listed next of kin of the cruiser’s dead and wounded, thankfully, not a herculean task in comparison with the unimaginable loss of life on the Ark Royal and the terrible casualties suffered by other ships.  She and Mary had visited a number of the wives and the parents of men killed in the South Atlantic, and received many letters from other families, offering in return, assistance and advice in navigating the Admiralty bureaucracy to make sure that they got all the moral and financial support to which they were entitled. 
 
    They did not live in a sentimental age; there was nothing they could do for the dead but to comfort and support the living. 
 
    Ninety minutes became a hundred, and then two full hours. 
 
    In this company of wives, mothers, fathers, brothers and sisters, children and friends there was no bitterness.  Anger, yes but not directed at the person of the Prime Minister who, despite her brave face, broke off many times to brush away tears.  The event moved inside for tea and a light luncheon in a long gymnasium hall close to the Victory, under whose towering spars the crowd had patiently awaited Margaret Thatcher’s arrival and ceremonial greeting by the C-in-C Portsmouth. 
 
    There were no speeches but the Prime Minister could not resist off the cuff exhortations to ‘keep one’s chin up’, or an observation that: ‘this is a day for the families, not me.’ 
 
    In the end, the planned ninety-minute visit lasted three hours. 
 
    Marija and the base commander saw the Prime Minister to her official car, an armoured Bentley, the sandwich in a convoy of similar vehicles escorted by Land Rovers mounting 50-calibre M2 machine guns. 
 
    After the families began to disperse and something like the normal dockyard routine resumed around the Victory, high and dry in her dock, her gun ports closed as her small caretaker crew made everything ship shape again, Marija began to speak to journalists, and to compose herself for her customary pieces to camera and soundbites for the radio. 
 
    “Now that the war is over,” one woman prompted, “have you and Sir Peter thought about what you will do next?” 
 
    By then Marija’s hands, both of them, were aching and bruised from constantly shaking hands.  At several junctures it had been a moot point whether the Navy relatives had been more eager to meet her, or the Prime Minister.  She was fairly confident that she had so much taken the spotlight off Margaret Thatcher, as shared the load today and she hoped, above hope, that in some small way she had made things a little easier for her friend. 
 
    But her hands would be sore and stiff for days to come… 
 
    Have you and Sir Peter thought about what you will do next? 
 
    In the circumstances, Marija thought that this was a particularly inappropriate question.  Notwithstanding, she had smiled seraphically.   
 
    Either LBJ or perhaps, Jackie Kennedy – possibly both of them in different ways – had cautioned her: ‘You can never beat the media.’  Or words to that effect.  ‘But you can always smile…’ 
 
    Good advice, that and ‘go with the flow’ and ‘always remember that you are doing your job, and they are doing theirs!’ 
 
    The problem was that she had, thought about what she and Peter would do next, that was.  Quite a lot, actually and there were no easy answers.  Which was probably why she had been losing sleep over it recently, which was not at all like her. 
 
    Since 1964 she and Peter had been riding a wave, like the surfers she had sometimes watched on the beaches of the Australian Gold Coast, or on visits to Sydney for whom catching the right ‘the wave’ when it came along was the only thing that mattered, too busy staying upright, standing on their boards to worry about what happened later.  She had been too busy, too involved in her life to get homesick; but now she could not ignore the inexorable force, like the undertow of that perfect wave which, having crashed onto a beach, was now dragging one out to sea, calling her back to the islands of her birth… 
 
    She had looked at the questioner as if he was the only man in the world in that moment.  She was lucky, that disarmed most men although whether it would if she ever got to be old and grey was another question… 
 
    My, my, that was an odd thought! 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll understand that right now we are taking things one step at a time.  None of us can know if the war is over yet,” she explained pleasantly.  “My husband is a Royal Navy officer; I married into the family of the Navy.  This I knew when we were first married.  Where he goes, I will follow.” 
 
    And so, it went on for three-quarters of an hour. 
 
    Until, as it was growing dark, Mary Griffin intervened. 
 
    “We’re so sorry, Lady Marija has an engagement in Winchester this evening.  We must go, now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camino de Xavier Lombardi 
 
    Puerto Argentino, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    “No Lucia?”  Francesca Ibarra de Madrid inquired cheerfully as Elena Bonham-Garcia opened the door of the residence near the top of the road named for one of the dead of the reconquest in 1964. 
 
    The storm had finally released the archipelago from its wet, angry embrace overnight, although in the middle distance the harbour was still a mass of white horses, and sea spume hung heavily in the air, with freshly stirred ozone washing across the port beneath a still leaden, rain-pregnant low overcast. 
 
    “She and Rosa went off into the town,” Elena smiled, her half-smile a little wry.  “Rosa has taken Lucia more under her wing lately.  Of course, it might just be that with a ‘little sister’ in tow she doesn’t get pestered by the boys so much.” 
 
    “Horacio mentioned we’d finally got a message from the Uruguayans about Carlos’s whereabouts?”  Her visitor asked, entirely rhetorically. 
 
    “Yes.  Via the Americans, as usual,” the relieved mother sighed.  “Come on in, I’ll heat through the coffee from breakfast.” 
 
    Luxury items like coffee beans were running out. 
 
    Notwithstanding, the increasingly loathed ‘mutton ration’ was keeping hunger at bay, Elena knew that she and the girls in her care were not the only ones in Puerto Argentino who longed for something more exotic than the occasional can of fruit to supplement their SPAM and boiled mutton diet.  Hopefully, Rosa and Lucia would come home with a fish of some description… 
 
    There was still no word about her elder son, Juan. 
 
    Elena and her husband knew in their hearts that he was most likely gone, lost to the ocean but for the time being, they needed to be brave for the sake of their youngest daughter; and besides, while they refused to accept that their son was dead, life could carry on, more or less as normal for a little longer. 
 
    Elena tried very hard to keep busy. 
 
    There was her work with the Families Committee, the Rationing Committee, and lately, the Evacuation Board which she had imagined, for the first few days, would become all-consuming until the last evacuee – herself – would be airlifted off Isla Soledad. 
 
    But things had not worked out that way. 
 
    “What is going on, Francesca?”  She asked as the other woman followed her into the kitchen where Elena moved the coffee pot onto the hot ring of the settler-issue iron range installed as standard in the kitchens of all the officer’s married quarters on Camino de Xavier Lombardi. 
 
    Her visitor was a little perturbed by the directness of Elena’s question; or rather, blunt, unsmiling interrogative. 
 
    “How do you mean, my dear?” 
 
    “The first tranche of evacuees was ready to go over two weeks ago,” Elena said calmly, feeling anything but calm.  “One family sized suitcase, and another small bag for baby things if necessary.  Everything else was to be left behind and evacuees were to be ready to move at two hours’ notice.  Since then, nothing has happened.  And just so you know, I don’t believe any of that nonsense about the British ‘making waves’; or the Americans putting up ‘diplomatic obstacles’ because we both know that is complete horse manure!” 
 
    Elena blushed; she had not meant to lose her temper. 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid gave her a sympathetic look. 
 
    “I know, it’s terribly frustrating…” 
 
    “No, it is not frustrating, it is ridiculous,” Elena objected, her emotions back under control.  “And I want,” she corrected herself, “I think I have a right to know what is going on?” 
 
    “Going on?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Why, nothing…” 
 
    Elena just looked at the other woman. 
 
    She was not quite sure when she had realised that the wife of the former, hated Governor of the Malvinas was not the woman she thought she was.  Or when the other woman had first decided that Elena might be a useful tool to help her achieve…whatever she was up to. 
 
    All Elena knew was that right now the other woman’s eyes were suddenly gazing back at her with something closer to contempt and pity than sympathy or affection. 
 
    It was as if, suddenly, she saw Elena as an enemy… 
 
    “Nothing is going on,” a cold smile.  “You and Hugo, Lucia and Carlos Rey, you will all be treated well.  But first, we must break a few English hearts.  That is all that is going on here.” 
 
    Elena blinked at her in confusion, speechless. 
 
    “What do you think will happen if all the wives and their bambinos leave Puerto Argentino?”  When this drew no response, Francesca continued.  “I’ll tell you.  What will happen is that the English will destroy the port and there will be a terrible battle in the mountains which, all things considered, we might lose.  The Navy has screwed up, the Air Force is useless and ninety percent of the Army is still on the mainland.  The only things we have in our favour is that the English are a long way from home and they don’t have the stomach to kill hundreds of women and children.  So, nobody is going anywhere and sooner or later the world, or American public opinion, or exhaustion, or bankruptcy will drive the English back to their own insignificant, windswept islands…” 
 
    Elena hardly recognised her own voice when she asked: “That’s the plan?  To use women and children as human shields?” 
 
    The other woman thought about it. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.  I wouldn’t have put it quite like that but yes, that’s the plan.  Part of it, anyway.  But you don’t need to know about that.  We just need you to carry on being the brave, stoic busy-body wife of the military genius who is going to keep the English on the other side of those bloody mountains,” Francesca Ibarra de Madrid said in a silky tone that trailed off in a low snarl as she gestured to the west. 
 
    Elena was cold inside. 
 
    She got it, belatedly, she got it. 
 
    The other woman, the woman she had thought was her friend, had been prepared for this moment for a long time.  Had Elena not confronted her she might have had to engineer such a moment, now or in the days to come, having planned what she was going to say long in advance; now she wanted to know what Elena knew, and more importantly what Hugo knew, and even more importantly, what he intended to do next. 
 
    Elena was not going to give her the satisfaction. 
 
    So, she said nothing. 
 
    Until eventually, Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, who had planted her hands on her ample hips as she attempted to dare down Elena, gave up.  And with what could have been a muffled snarl, turned on her heel and click-clacked out of the house on her high heels. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Stromness Bay, South Georgia 
 
      
 
    Standing in the lee of Number Three main battery turret, Captain James Watkins, USN, gazed at the snow-capped mountains slowly receding into the distance astern as the cruiser’s ever-widening wake spread across the glassy waters of Husvik Bay. 
 
    His navy’s Senior Operations Liaison Officer with the South Atlantic Task Force, Watkins had hoped that the new men in Buenos Aires would have come to their senses and allowed the Peace Process to at least restart; guessing that the mere juxtaposition of a peacekeeping force between the protagonists would probably have sealed the deal.  Thereafter, the British would have disengaged, possibly leaving only a skeleton task group to occupy, rather than hold the north-western sector of East Falkland and a token naval flotilla, a couple of destroyers and minesweepers and hey presto, the war would have been over and years of diplomatic wrangling would commence.  Hopefully, in a decade, nobody would even have remembered what the fighting was all about. 
 
    Instead, as he understood it, the two-man Argentine delegation had informed Henry Kissinger that nothing could, or would be discussed until the evacuation of non-combatants was completed, insisting that the reason this had not yet started was the fault, in some way of either the British or the US Governments while simultaneously, the official Foreign Ministry spokesmen in Buenos Aires had begun to further sour the atmosphere by accusing the British Task Force of committing atrocities and war crimes against Argentine civilians and prisoners of war.  These latter claims related to the bombing of the archipelago’s main hospital, and the ‘raiding’ activities of ‘bandits’ masquerading as special forces troops.  Nor had it escaped the new Junta’s attention that Argentine troops had fought members of the Vindrey Brigade, thus, former communists soon became ‘Cossack murderers’ in the Buenos Aires papers and increasingly hysterical TV and radio broadcasts. 
 
    All this James Watkins knew because Henry Leach had stationed spy submarines – in the absence of the homeward-bound SSNs, the conventional diesel-electric Otter, Ocelot and Odin - off the River Plate, Puerto Belgrano and Ushuaia, and he was receiving daily situation updates from the Oriskany Battle Group.  Like his British friends, Watkins had no idea what the Argentines thought they were doing.  So, while the South Atlantic Task Force still hoped for peace, it went on preparing for the recommencement of hostilities with what, to him seemed a particularly grim purpose. 
 
    It was the weirdest thing; he had not met anybody on the Liverpool who had looked forward to, or taken the remotest joy in this war.  Many of the men around him had never expected things to come to this and when their friends, comrades, and shipmates had died, or been wounded, their first emotion had been anger.  A quiet, seething rage more like, that the ‘Argies’ were putting them through all this…again. 
 
    With no small justification most of the men around James Watkins believed that they had ‘done their bit’ in the last seven years.  Back in the British Isles the jury might be out on whose fault it was; down here in the South Atlantic there was no ambiguity whatsoever, the men of the Task Force blamed the Argentine Republic. 
 
    Thus, whatever happened next was ‘down to the bloody Argies!’ 
 
    The British had planned a brief pause in major operations once the San Carlos bridgehead was established, ironically, the ceasefire had allowed them to regroup even faster after the loss of the Ark Royal, and given them extra time and scope to fully activate what was in effect, OPERATION GRANDSTAND (Version 2), using the patched up Hermes and the shell of the old fleet carrier Victorious as flight decks for as many as thirty operational RAF Kestrels.  For all that the Ark Royal’s Phantoms and Buccaneers were irreplaceable, the British had found themselves being gifted the time to work-up a second carrier air wing.  Moreover, as well as the Kestrels, plans were now in hand to transport as many as nine extra helicopters – four Sea Kings, three troop-carrying Wessex Vs, and two Wessex IIIs, the latter normally used in anti-submarine warfare or search and rescue roles – to East Falkland, nearly doubling the available helicopter lift, possibly a decisive factor if and when the breakout from the bridgehead began. 
 
    As Husvik Bay opened onto Stromness Bay, the guided missile destroyer Norfolk fell into formation half-a-mile astern, followed by the Naiad.  Watkins thought the Leander class frigates were fine looking ships but obsolete, already out of their time, ‘general purpose’ only in that they were neither one thing or the other.  From what Peter Christopher and his officers had told him – they were remarkably open about such things – they believed to a man that British naval design had been in a rut in the 1950s and all the ‘newer’ ships in the Fleet reflected as much.  For example, the original light cruiser-sized County class ships were under-gunned, had a sub-sonic missile system – Seaslug – that was useless against fast jets, and electronics suites that were frankly…an embarrassment.  And as for Sea Cat, the anti-aircraft missile system installed on some of the Leanders and the Battle class destroyers, it was likewise, worse than useless in most air defence scenarios; moreover, the consensus was that the half-modern radars on the British-built vessels in the Task Force were barely better than 1940s ‘lash-ups’. 
 
    Much of this had been academic given the antiquity and anticipated limited combat-worthiness of the ARA, given that the Ark Royal and Hermes ought to have been able to put enough fast jets in the sky to protect the Task Force from air attack, and that the new, genuinely cutting edge of British naval technology, its nuclear-powered hunter killer submarines, in combination with the two carriers had seemed sufficient to protect the Fleet from all evil.  Absent the SSNs and one of the two carriers, things had not worked out so well which, had surprised nobody.  Bluntly, most of the Royal Navy officers he had spoken to thought the Task Force had ‘got off lightly’ on 13th November! 
 
    Tellingly, the most successful ships in that day’s battles had been the Liverpool – extensively modernised with state of the art fire control directors – and the Terrier-armed Devonshire, which had been lethal to any aircraft it had managed to get a missile lock on.  That said, Watkins had thought at the time, and would swear to it now, that in his opinion those two ships’ performances, superlative as they had been, had not been entirely attributable to technology.  Both ships, it seemed to him, had been handled superbly by well-led, well-trained and superbly well-motivated crews. 
 
    He studied the now fore-shortened silhouette of the Norfolk; the hulk of the uncompleted County class sister of the Devonshire and the Hampshire had been rebuilt so radically that she looked more like a Farragut class DDG than she did either of her former sisters.  If the Liverpool was the ultimate incarnation of her kind; the Norfolk was a sign of the times, the future writ large in steel and electronic wizardry. 
 
    James Watkins realised he was not alone. 
 
    Vice Admiral Henry Leach stamped his feet. 
 
    As dusk descended so did the perishing chill of the coming night.  CINCSATF was following the younger man’s stare. 
 
    “I can’t look out of a porthole in these parts,” he announced, avuncular as ever, “without being reminded of my time on the old Duke of York in 1943, rendezvousing with the rest of our screening destroyers in some gloomy Icelandic fjord before setting off with the Home Fleet for the Arctic.” 
 
    Watkins recollected that Leach had been the commander of one of that battleship’s main battery turrets during the Battle of North Cape in which the Duke of York’s radar-directed shooting had beaten the German battlecruiser Scharnhorst into submission on Boxing Day 1943. 
 
    CINCSATF went on: “People who had anything to do with the Arctic Convoys always say the one thing they never forgot was the cold.  Some old-timers claim it never really gets out of your bones.” 
 
    Watkins thought he heard something else in Leach’s voice. 
 
    “The Murmansk Run?”  He re-joined. 
 
    “Yes, we’d let the convoys set off, give them a couple of days’ head start and then roar off in pursuit, hanging back below the radar horizon, as it were, just in case the Tirpitz or one of the other big German ships came out to play.  As in fact, the Scharnhorst did eventually.  There had been that debacle with PQ17 the previous year and the Admiralty wasn’t going to let that happen again!” 
 
    Watkins nodded. 
 
    PQ17 had been the convoy ordered to ‘scatter’ when it was feared the Tirpitz was at sea.  The battleship had never left her lair deep in a Norwegian fjord but abandoned by its screening destroyers and corvettes, the defenceless merchantmen of PQ17 had been easy prey for the Luftwaffe bombers and the U-boats lying in wait for them, with twenty-four of the original thirty-five merchantmen being sunk.  The Royal Navy had had many bad, terrible days in the Second War; but none so shameful as the PQ17 episode. 
 
    “I fear I have not been entirely frank with you, Jim,” Henry Leach guffawed lowly.  “We aren’t off on another exercise; this time we’re going back to the Falklands.  We are, as it were, the advance guard.  The rest of the fleet will follow in a few days.  So,” he glanced at his wristwatch, “in about twenty minutes time there will be a complete radio blackout across Force Z.” 
 
    Watkins raised an eyebrow on two counts. 
 
    First, he was not going to be sending further daily reports for a while. 
 
    Second, Force Z had been the codename for the squadron led by the Prince of Wales and the Repulse on that fateful day in December 1941. 
 
    “Yes, Peter gave me that look, too!”  Henry Leach declared, amused. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    Thursday 18th December 
 
    The Oval Office 
 
    The White House 
 
      
 
    The hour turned, the titles ran and the camera pulled focus on the face of America’s Uncle, whom, according to Gallup and most reputable pollsters, was the most trusted man in the Union, fifty-three-year-old Walter Leland Cronkite Jr.  Given that as the anchor man of the CBS Evening news, he was the man who had walked and talked the American people through the aftermath of the Cuban Missiles War, and then the nightmare of the conflict in the Midwest, his status was hardly inexplicable even though, it now transpired that in its dying days the Nixon Administration had demanded that J. Edgar Hoover find and dig, or failing that, invent ‘some dirt’ on Mister Honest Joe. 
 
    This was a thing only known to the American public because the former Director of the FBI was desperately attempting to cut a plea deal with the Department of Justice to avoid spending his few remaining, declining years in a federal penitentiary. 
 
    In any event, the point was that when Walter Kronkite spoke, Main Street listened and unless they had a political death wish – like the mansion’s previous occupant, Richard Nixon, (Nelson Rockefeller had never really moved into the old house in his brief tenure at the Resolute Desk) - so did whoever happened to be occupying the big white house on Pennsylvania Avenue. 
 
    Early in the Warwick Hotel Scandal it was Kronkite who had remarked, solemnly that: ‘If a thing stinks badly enough it usually means that something is rotten; the only thing you can do is clean up the mess.  If you try to cover it up, the stink just gets worse.’ 
 
    Then, he had signed off as he signed off every night. 
 
    ‘And that’s the way it is…’ 
 
    At the top of the hour these are the headlines. 
 
    FBI Director Robert Kennedy has committed, in principle, to disclose, on a confidential basis. the Bureau’s files on the Southern Civil Rights Movement, the Black Panthers and related unconstitutional wiretap transcripts to the House Judiciary Committee Chairman, Representative Peter Wallace Rodino Jr. of New Jersey. 
 
    Cuba: Pentagon sources confirm that Operation Quarterback is proceeding according to plan.  B-52s of the 319th Bombardment Wing supported by Navy strike aircraft flying off the USS Ticonderoga attacked insurgent positions, weapons dumps and several so-called Castro Trails in the last twenty-four hours.  One US Marine Corps A-1 is reported to have come down in the sea but its pilot is reported as being safe. 
 
    Superbowl III latest:  controversy re-awakened when Baltimore Mayor Thomas D'Alesandro III once again bemoaned the fact that the season-ending clash between two East Coast teams, his city’s own Baltimore Colts and AFL Green Bay Packers was to be fought out in California at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum. 
 
    Argentina: the latest from Buenos Aires is that the Junta has changed its tune yet again.  Special Envoy Nicanor Costa Mendez is now demanding that all British ships should be withdrawn from the vicinity of the Falkland Islands, before Argentine women and children on the besieged archipelago are brought home by exclusively Argentine merchant ships… 
 
    There was a collective sigh of relief from the men gathered around the newly installed 24-inch colour television in the Oval Office.  Any day the South Atlantic was fourth item on the CBS Evening News was a good day! 
 
    Henry Kissinger’s aircraft should have landed again in England by now, and with the media interest in the South Atlantic on a thankfully downward trend the pressure was off the White House, for the moment.  Ceasefires were non-stories and the big networks had to sell peak advertising time at a premium; soldiers looking at each other smoking cigarettes and complaining about the weather was dull entertainment, barely newsworthy and therefore, whatever the sincerity of the parties involved down there in the South Atlantic, nobody in the Administration was complaining about the respite they had enjoyed in the last fortnight.  Moreover, seductively, the longer the ceasefire lasted, the less likely a renewal of fighting became; or that, at least, was the conventional wisdom at the State Department. 
 
    Although, it paid to remember that the people working at the Main State Department Building themselves, referred to their place of work as…Foggy Bottom. 
 
    Not that the President was in any mood to listen to the optimists.  When people tried to tell him that the worst was over in the South Atlantic, it just confirmed him in his long-held belief that there were far too many damned attorneys and economists in DC.  He was staunch in this belief because he was a lawyer, too, and when it came to matters of war and peace, he had already known that very few of the lessons that he had learned in a court room counted – for much of anything - out in the real world. 
 
    Time alone would tell if he knew what he was doing. 
 
    That was why he had turned a deaf ear to warnings that Bobby Kennedy had gone native at the FBI.  The President had not intervened when the Director of the Bureau had obfuscated over the release of what were bound to be ultra-inflammatory records, which everybody in DC understood would stay confidential for precisely the blink of an eye once Pete Rodino’s committee got its hands on them. 
 
    As for Cuba, he was confronting exactly the same FUBAR he had inherited from the Nixon-Rockefeller Administration nearly a year ago and if he was being brutally honest about it, he had no idea if threats and menaces would work any better with the recalcitrant OAS than the payment of outright bribes had in past times.  The fact of the matter was that US GIs were still dying every day and Westy Westmoreland was telling him that if the ‘conflict’ – nobody called it a ‘war’ – was allowed to escalate any farther it was going to have serious manpower implications for the Army and the Marine Corps.  That was coded language, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee was giving him the earliest possible heads up that he might need to recommend a reinstitution of the draft next year unless there was a radical re-drawing of the Administration’s strategic objectives, not just in the Caribbean but elsewhere.  If the draft had to be re-introduced, it would be on a lottery basis, which would be absolutely no consolation for the kids whose ‘lucky’ number came up, or for the kids’ voter parents the next time they went to the polls. 
 
    As for the Superbowl, the Brenckmann’s were a baseball family, football was for guys who liked crashing helmets like rutting buffalos!  Joanne had it right – the First Lady was usually right about most things – when she said ‘football was a game which would be greatly improved if both sides had their own ball.’  Sentiments to which the President’s daughter-in-law, Congresswoman Gretchen had responded: ‘I thought they did, have their own balls, that is?’ 
 
    This had had the rest of the family in stitches but Gretchen had been genuinely abashed, which was rare for her, when Dan had whispered in her ear that she had unwittingly contributed a pithy double entendre to the debate. 
 
    In any event, the main thing was that Uncle Walter had put Bobby Kennedy and the FBI at the top of the day’s news agenda, followed up with a tag line about Cuba, and then gone straight to the Superbowl.  Any day that those pesky islands down in the South Atlantic were only fourth up on CBS’s Evening News was an open invitation to open the drinks cabinet and to get out the good stuff! 
 
    Especially, when they all realised that the problem which was about to poke its head above the horizon; was that this blissful state of affairs was unlikely to last much longer. 
 
    It happened that the First Lady had invited the Director of Central Intelligence James Schlesinger and his wife, Rachel, to dinner that evening, and while the wives disappeared into the Executive Residence, Schlesinger had listened to Walter Cronkite’s telecast with the President as other senior members of the Administration filed into the Oval Office for one of Walter Brenckmann’s regular late afternoon get togethers. 
 
    In the Secretary of State’s absence on the latest leg of his thankless shuttle diplomacy, the President had summoned US National Security Advisor Walt Rostow, Henry Kissinger’s deputy, fifty-two-year-old Cyrus Vance, who had been Robert McNamara’s deputy back in the early sixties – a man he had specifically appointed as a very diplomatic counterweight to Kissinger’s otherwise intellectually over-powering presence at State – and his VP, Larry O’Brien to the West Wing.  Jack McCain would also have been in the room but he had had some kind of heart murmur that morning, and been rushed to Walter Reed to undergo a battery of tests.  In his place was Secretary of the Navy, fifty-seven-year-old Charles F. Baird, a former Marine who had been a Standard Oil of New Jersey executive when he was brought in as United States Assistant Secretary of the Navy (Financial Management and Comptroller) by Robert McNamara during the two-hundred days of the Johnson Presidency in 1964-65.  Baird’s and Vance’s appointments – according to seasoned Capitol Hill observers - was typical of Walter Brenckmann’s style, he liked a balance of talents and personalities across his Administration, men and women he could trust to seamlessly step into the shoes of their bosses literally at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “You better tell the others what you told me earlier, Jim,” the President prompted the Director of Central Intelligence. 
 
    “Is this about the stories I’ve heard about the make-up of the Argentine Junta?” Cyrus Vance asked softly. 
 
    James Schlesinger nodded, he and the Deputy Secretary of State had spoken twice in the last week, notably about CIA’s historic, unsavoury ‘legacy’ connections with the main players in Buenos Aires now the dust of the recent coup seemed to be settling, not least because the imminent prospect of yet more embarrassing skeletons falling out of Langley’s South American cupboards was the last thing the Administration wanted right now. 
 
    Everybody in the Oval Office that evening had heard whispers about what might really be going on in the South Atlantic; now, the President wanted them all to be on the same page before, if the worst case scenario unfolded, they had to defend the Administration’s missteps at the beginning of the Malvinas conflict. 
 
    “I’ll cut to the chase, if that’s okay with you Mister President?”  Schlesinger suggested, trying not to shake his head.  Thus far, his time at Langley had been a credulity-stretching rollercoaster ride, much, he suspected, like Bobby Kennedy’s tenure had been at the FBI. 
 
    Walter Brenckmann nodded. 
 
    Schlesinger sighed: “There have been times, many times in the last few months that I’ve felt as if James Jesus Angleton’s ghost is looking over my shoulder.” 
 
    Eyes rolled and heads were shaken. 
 
    If the late CIA Associate Deputy Director of Operations for Counterintelligence, assassinated in the Washington Mall in broad daylight in February 1967 – the events around which, to this day were poorly, if at all understood - was gone in body, he would live on through his many and uniformly nefarious works for years to come. 
 
    “Yeah,” Walt Rostow groaned, “exactly!” 
 
    “I’m afraid so,” Schlesinger apologised, even though his hands were clean and he was just the man who was attempting, with only minimal, sulky assistance from the majority of the career intelligence service recidivists at Langley, to undo the damage caused by the Locksmith and his henchmen.  “What it comes down to is that one member of the new Junta is, or rather, was, Angleton’s man.  Another is close to the Agency’s ‘friend’ in the previous two Juntas and from putting the pieces together we think we know who triggered, and who is probably still, from afar, pulling the strings of the main, or publicly acknowledged figureheads of the recent coup in Buenos Aires.” 
 
    The others could tell immediately from his tone that none of this was remotely good news and it was very unlikely that they actually wanted to hear any of it.  However, being in government was all about dealing with bad news, so, James Schlesinger was through with trying to sweeten the pill! 
 
    With the demise of the Warsaw Pact-Soviet Block after October 1962, the CIA had transferred huge resources to Central and Latin America, and re-focused its attention on Asia and Africa, and then, after it was implicated in the Spanish attacks on British warships during the OPERATION MANNA period in late 1963, it had retrenched in Europe and the Mediterranean, acknowledging that it had in effect, cut off its own nose to spite its critics.  Hence, the woeful lack of intelligence on the existence and activities of Red Dawn, and the blind-siding of President Kennedy to the Soviet invasion of Iran and Iraq in April 1964. 
 
    James Schlesinger was fully aware that as yet, he had only scratched the surface of his Agency’s involvement in the demolition of the last democratic institutions not just in Argentina but in several other South American countries.  The CIA had not so much supported the post-October 1962 Juntas, it had tried to purchase them, lock, stock and barrel and as late as that summer, Langley’s Office for South American Affairs, had been carrying on as if nothing the President had said before or after his inauguration in January, or none of the legislation since passed, or in the works on Capitol Hill, applied to it! 
 
    The Director of Central Intelligence had discovered that his Agency’s finger prints were all over the recent coup d'état in Buenos Aires – it had not been a changing of the guard, it had been a violent seizure of the reins of government in which hundreds of people had died and thousands had been arrested – and worse, the people the Agency had actively conspired to place in power were, by and large, fanatical Malvinists and basically…a bunch of neo-Nazi thugs who had already commenced a violent pogrom against labour and student activists, shut down the last remnants of what passed for the free press, had on several occasions, ordered FAA and ARA aircraft to bomb and strafe protestors, and after sending in the Army to occupy the districts of the capital thought to be harbouring ‘enemies of the state’, allowed troops and para-militaries to run riot.  To boot, the bunch of colonels in charge had closed its borders to Uruguay and Chile, promulgated a series of nonsensical tirades about the restoration of something called the Union of the River Plate, and were proclaiming that huge tracts of several neighbouring countries were actually, historically part of the Argentine! 
 
    Understandably, both Uruguay and worryingly, Chile, which courtesy of the sea battles around the Falkland Islands was now, certainly below the latitude of the River Plate Estuary, unquestionably the dominant naval power in South America, very nervous. 
 
    Schlesinger was not even going to attempt to speak to the recent machinations of the Agency in Chile, or its incestuous relationship with the High Command of the Chilean Army, most of whose members were as good as wholly bought employees, rather than Langley’s clients.  No, Chile was an accident waiting to happen which they were going to have to deal with, hopefully, another day. 
 
    “Roberto Laborda, the new President is just a figurehead.  His background is in intelligence, counter-insurgency, that sort of thing.  He has a reputation for ruthlessness but he’s out of his league now he’s in plain sight.  Significantly, he’s been placed, nominally at least for public consumption, above the ruling Junta, as some kind of wise old soldier while the new regime gets on with the dirty work of cementing its own position.  Theoretically, Brigadier Antonio Facchetti, a protégé of Carlos Rey, technically who is still the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, is the senior man on the Junta but with Rey, we think, still in hospital on the Falklands, the FAA has not attempted to assert its primacy.  Probably wisely, because the Army’s main man is Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba.  Forget the fact he is just a bird colonel, all the other colonels have rowed in behind him, so he’s the guy who controls most of the guns on the mainland.  The Navy representative on the Junta is Commodore Adolfo Suárez Salvador, he’s fresh off the beach.  He was quietly retired after the Nuevo de Julio’s less than stellar performance during the original invasion of the Falklands Archipelago.  If you remember, the cruiser almost sank after she ran down the Santa Cruz, one of her escorting destroyers!” 
 
    James Schlesinger resisted the temptation to refer to his notes.  The President had asked for his briefing to be ‘broad brush’ because any dissection of the minutiae would have to wait for another day.  The important thing was to get everybody on the same page as fast as possible before the situation – a ticking time bomb – exploded in their faces. 
 
    “As I say, Suárez Salvador is a non-entity, any man in is seat on the Junta would be.  Most of the ARA is sitting on the bottom of the South Atlantic and his only use to the others is what remains of the Navy’s mainland-based air power.  Facchetti, he’s a bit of an unknown, it may be that he’s still where he is because he’s Carlos Rey’s man.  We might be wrong, reading too much into that but again, he’s a relatively minor player in this.  The important man is Guerrero de Cordoba.  The Army seems to be loyal to him.  Well, the other colonels, anyway and as everybody knows, it’s the colonels who actually run any army.  So, forget about Laborda and focus on de Cordoba.” 
 
    The Director of Central Intelligence left his hand in the air for several seconds, forestalling questions. 
 
    “Because,” he went on, “my best guess is that the only people who really matter to us going forward are de Cordoba and Antonio Facchetti’s puppeteers, and neither of them are actually in Buenos Aires.  In the same way that Facchetti is Carlos Rey’s protégé, Guerrero de Cordoba is Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza’s.” 
 
    Again, James Schlesinger paused. 
 
    “Back in the day, Mendoza was Angleton’s man.  Even when we lost control of the Onganía Junta, we, or rather, the Agency still had Horacio Mendoza embedded, practically sitting at the top table.  His enemies tried to relegate him to the Malvinas but he soon managed to get himself posted back to the mainland, and shortly afterwards, he was operating as the ex officio Military Secretary to the Junta.  We think he’s still pulling the strings…” 
 
    Walt Rostow grunted. 
 
    “I thought this sounded screwy too,” he confessed, sensing the scepticism in the room.  “It’s like that crazy bastard Angleton’s ghost is still sitting in the Casa Rosada!” 
 
    Larry O’Brien spoke for the first time in some minutes.  The Vice President had been JFK’s campaign director in 1960, and eight years later, been the man managing Walter Brenckmann’s – in retrospect but not in the beginning – serenely sure-footed march to victory in another, even more tumultuous general election.  He was a career DC insider; so, very little surprised him about the Machiavellian machinations of power politics.  The President had told him the gist of what he was now hearing from James Schlesinger; even so, it still took a lot of swallowing. 
 
    “All of us here,” he observed, half lost in thought, “think we’ve been around long enough to know what dirty politics looks like when we see it.  Honestly and truly, we don’t have a patch on what those people in South America regard as business as normal.  I think I met Horacio Mendoza once, back in JFK’s time, in this very room,” he recollected.  “Unlike many of Nixon’s old friends from the days when he was Ike’s VP, Mendoza still openly professed to be one such.  JFK regarded most South American dictators and military men as clowns, whatever he had said in public to the contrary.  Anyway, Mendoza was a big, larger than life guy.  On the surface he was more interested in polo ponies and meeting movie stars, than he was in the latest tanks and APCs the mission he was heading was trying to buy from us cut-price.  Yes, a real party guy.  A report I saw at the time mentioned his wife was seriously ill back in Cordoba but that didn’t stop him chasing skirt all the time he was in DC.” 
 
    Charles Baird leaned forward. 
 
    The Secretary of the Navy’s brow was furrowed. 
 
    “Hang on, this guy Mendoza is on the Malvinas.  He’s out of the game.  So’s the Air Force man, Carlos Rey?” 
 
    Schlesinger re-took the floor. 
 
    “No, I think that was always part of the plan, Chuck,” he said.  “Our information is that Carlos Rey was in an aircraft that was shot down, so I’d guess his presence out there is accidental.  But Mendoza, or his people, actively conspired to get the former Governor of the Malvinas, Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid removed.  The Argentine media made a big thing about de Madrid’s wife refusing to ‘leave her friends’ on the archipelago when her husband was sacked.  According to several sources, she’s been Mendoza’s mistress for most of the last twenty years.” 
 
    The Director of Central Intelligence had known that would raise eyebrows. 
 
    “Again, like Mendoza, Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid is from a landed Cordoba family.  Practically everybody connected to the recent coup has strong links to Cordoba, in the same way that previous Juntas, like Onganía’s and Lanusse’s were built around powerful land-owning cliques from La Pampa and Santa Fe Provinces.  That works well for the military because most regiments are raised by district and province, with little national inter-mingling of recruits.  Argentine politics, military and civil are tribal.  Sorry, that’s to digress.  The point is that Mendoza and his mistress being supposedly ‘trapped’ on the Malvinas at a time like this is hardly inexplicable.  It is the safest, and best political place for them both to be right now.  Frankly, given that we’ve been in bed with so many tin-pot dictators since the Second War, we really ought to understand the Argentines a lot better than we do.  Cuba is only ninety miles off our coast and look at the trouble that’s caused us and we gave practically all of Cuba back to the Cubans at the beginning of the century.  Imagine how we’d feel about Cuba if nine out of every ten US citizens believed, as an article of sacred faith, that the Russians had stolen it from us?  That’s the way nine out of ten Argentine’s feel about the Malvinas and the British; hence, the generals and the admirals have always got a cause to unite them, a way to call the nation to arms and a distant, supposedly impotent – or that was how their reasoning would have worked back in the spring of 1964 – old colonial demon, the British, to beat over the head!” 
 
    Larry O’Brien scoffed: “That was pretty much the way the Kennedy Administration saw things with Cuba in October 1962, Jim!” 
 
    “That’s precisely my point, Larry,” Schlesinger acknowledged.  “Right now, the majority of Argentines probably regard the latest Junta as a bunch of power-crazed jerks who don’t give a damn about them, but,” he quirked a less than sanguine smile, “all the time the clowns in the Casa Rosada are screwing around, there’s this near-mythical hero across the water on the Malvinas giving the British the finger…” 
 
    Schlesinger let this sink in. 
 
    “Horacio Mendoza wins either way.  He’s calling the shots at the moment.  Granted, the ceasefire thing is a sham but the people back home don’t know that and every day that goes by the Junta looks like a bigger bunch of jerks.  All Mendoza has to do is live long enough, whatever happens on those islands, and he knows he can walk straight into the Casa Rosada.  Heck, my analysts can see scenarios in which he could even re-institute democratic rule because, who the heck else are people going to vote for except the hero of the Malvinas?” 
 
    Cyrus Vance had been quiet within his personal bubble of thoughts.  His boss, Henry Kissinger had been dubious about the prospects for peace even before that spring’s abortive Lisbon Peace Process had run into the ground, when the Junta had squashed any possibility of handing the Malvinas dispute over to the United Nations. 
 
    “State’s overall assessment,” he offered, “is that the previous Junta had already lost control of the Mendoza regime at Puerto Argentino prior to the recent coup.” He assumed that the others knew this, but it served to preface and contextualise his carefully considered subsequent remarks.  “The British went along with the ceasefire because they needed to regroup, and to placate us, of course.  If they have not already, they will soon work out that Mendoza is playing for time.  Mendoza might even believe that the British don’t have the stomach to do what is necessary to win the war down there.  I suspect he is wrong about that.  Perhaps, more pertinent to our deliberations, about now, it might be dawning on him that back home things are getting rather more chaotic than they ought to be.  A little chaos was probably always part of the plan; but not a wholesale civil revolt.  Don’t forget that there’s that Navy mutiny ongoing in Ushuaia; and the Chileans could walk in and occupy Tierra del Fuego any time they wanted.” 
 
    “Does Mendoza care about that?  Any of that?”  Walt Rostow asked. 
 
    “Possibly not,” James Schlesinger said.  “He just has to survive the war; whatever happens, he’ll come home a hero.” 
 
    The President was identifying holes in the conspiracy. 
 
    “Maybe,” he mused, thinking aloud, “maybe not.”  He fixed Vance in his gaze.  “What do we make of the Argentine Embassy advising us that the Junta will not ‘under the present circumstances’, whatever that means, allow our ships to evacuate non-combatants from the war zone.  Is that actually the position of the Argentine Republic, Cyrus?” 
 
    The Deputy Secretary of State nodded. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is.  They insist that only Argentine or quote ‘friendly’ merchant ships be used.  Further, they demand that the evacuees be embarked from the harbour at Puerto Argentino.  They also say that it will take at least twenty-eight days to assemble the necessary shipping and that the operation cannot realistically commence until ten days after that time.  That is, sometime in mid-February at the earliest.  They also want their merchant ships to be escorted by the US Navy, and all British warships to withdraw to a ‘safe distance’ from the archipelago while the evacuation is in progress.” 
 
    Walt Rostow blew out his cheeks and sat back. 
 
    “They’ll want marching bands and a flypast next!” 
 
    Walter Brenckmann’s thoughts on the Malvinas-Falklands problem had been clarified earlier that afternoon, ahead of this conference after discussing the options available to him on a conference call with Henry Kissinger and his Vice President. 
 
    “Thank you, gentlemen.”  He grimaced at James Schlesinger.  “You’ll want a chance to wash up before dinner, Jim.  Why don’t you join Rachel and Joanne in the Executive Mansion?  Larry and I need to have a moment.  I’ll join you and the ladies without delay.” 
 
    Soon, the President and his Vice President were alone in the Oval Office.  Walter Brenckmann had risen to his feet; Larry O’Brien had followed his example to stretch a little of the tension out of his shoulders. 
 
    The latter, at fifty-two, the younger of the two men by eight years, had needed to be persuaded to come on board the Presidential ticket last year. 
 
    ‘You’ll be the first and the last man in the room when we’ve got a problem, Larry,’ he had been promised and although he had been tempted to play hard to get, that had clinched the deal.  That and the prospect of serving in the Administration of a genuinely good man. 
 
    The Administration was not quite the happy family the press liked to believe it was; like any family it had its fracture points.  No, it was more like a ship at sea in so far as everybody knew exactly which direction the President was pointing it and he expected his officers, men and women, to do their jobs.  To date, the Cabinet – Walter Brenckmann’s wardroom of state – remained rock-solid behind him and if relations with Congress were not always smooth, everybody was still talking to each other and by his example, the President had introduced a new civility, and within limits, transparency to the Executive Branch of the US Government. 
 
    If America seemed to be a better place now than it had been at any time since the Cuban Missiles War, Walter Brenckmann was the man who deserved the credit. 
 
    “I promised the American people that we would not be the world’s policeman, Larry,” the President said.  “And we sure as Hell can’t afford to be the world’s banker, these days.  Old habits die hard, isn’t that what they say?” 
 
    Walter Brenckmann leaned back against the edge of the Resolute Desk, shook his head and sighed. 
 
    Larry O’Brien had folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    “We fell into the normal first-term trap, Walter,” he smiled.  “We tried to do the right thing when we knew there wasn’t a right thing to do.” 
 
    “The British SSNs?” 
 
    “That, and thinking either side was going to listen to us in the first place.” 
 
    Now, it was President’s turn to smile. 
 
    His Vice President continued: “People will have forgotten about the Malvinas by the time the mid-terms roll around next November.  People want to know what the price of gas at the pump is going to be next year; and,” he shrugged, “they don’t want their sons coming home in body bags from Cuba.  I don’t know if that’s right or wrong; but it’s the way it is, Walter.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.”  The President levered himself upright, straightened his back.  “We’ll give the Junta something to think about.  I’ll order Bud Zumwalt to bring the Oriskany and the Iwo Jima home.  They’re serving no useful purpose in the South Atlantic.” 
 
    Larry O’Brien nodded, deep in thought. 
 
    “If we were dealing with anybody else,” he murmured, “bringing the flattops home would send a message to those clowns in Buenos Aires.”  He shrugged.  “The trouble is, I don’t even know if they’re listening anymore.” 
 
    The President had considered that. 
 
    “The Brits will be listening, Larry.  Maybe, they’re the ones we’re sending the message to.”  He sighed: “the message that I ought to have sent them on day one.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Friday 19th December 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    268 miles NW of South Georgia 
 
      
 
    Captain Sir Peter Christopher was surprised how restored he felt after the old cruiser’s fortnight-long interregnum repairing, revictualling, arming and re-fuelling in the bays and inlets of South Georgia’s magnificently unforgiving, rugged north coast, by the time the Liverpool had resumed cruising and then air defence stations. 
 
    The chance to catch up with old friends, to dine a couple of times with the Wardroom, to conduct unhurried, detailed ship-wide inspections – ‘proper’ Captain’s Rounds - even the opportunity to reinstitute ‘Captain’s Instruction’ sessions for his most junior officers had been immensely rejuvenating. And undeniably, as always, reading and re-reading Marija’s letters had been hugely therapeutic.  Her voice in his head had chased out so many of his niggling demons, and now there were new photos of the bambinos framed on his desk, if and when he ever reclaimed his day cabin from CINCSATF! 
 
    Ironically, the most serious damage to the Liverpool’s superstructure during the long-range artillery duel with the General Belgrano, had been to the Flag Staff quarters, an area of the ship given negligible low priority while she was alongside the Triumph in Leith Harbour.  Making good a few shrapnel holes had been simple enough, repairing the Fleet Communications Room, before the action crammed full of advanced, positively cutting-edge secure communications equipment, which had been turned into scrap metal and a thousand frayed connections by the passage of a 6-inch armour-piercing round which had only partially detonated, was impossible while Liverpool was so far from home, even had the necessary spare parts and replacement sets been available in the South Atlantic. 
 
    Peter had queried the wisdom of building a Flag Operations Room – effectively duplicating the functionality of the cruiser’s CIC – the Communications Room and new Flag Staff accommodation above the highest armoured deck, the weather deck, amidships between the Liverpool’s two tall, slim, raked stacks.  Protected by nothing more substantial than splinter plating, the Flag Communications Room had been horribly vulnerable to heavy machine gun fire, let alone something as substantial as a 6-inch shell.  Moreover, the worst damage to the port-side Flag Staff Accommodation compartments had been caused not by the General Belgrano but by shore-based 20-millimetre autocannons and 105-millimetre guns on the night the cruiser had nosed into San Carlos Water to suppress the Argentine shore batteries.  In any case, there had been no heating, air-conditioning or working plumbing in that part of the ship since that night and in the Southern Ocean, that meant that whole section of the ship was permanently cold, damp and draughty. 
 
    Consequently, Henry Leach’s senior staff officers were quartered in Officer Country, and the rest of his somewhat cut-down, much-rejigged Staff had been – because of the casualties it had suffered on the Ark Royal - obliged to live, and work alongside, cheek by jowl with the Liverpool’s officers and men.  So, CIC was a crowded place these days, as was the ship’s radio room.  Needless to say, since at sea Peter inhabited his sea cabin high in the cruiser’s bridge, mercifully aloof from much of the friction that his Executive Officer ended up smoothing over down below on account of the cruiser’s hard-pressed guests, he had insisted Henry Leach take his stateroom; although he had drawn the line at dispensing with the inestimable services of Liverpool’s Leading Steward, Carmelo Boffa! 
 
    Peter’s day cabin was the biggest undamaged stateroom on the ship.  It was one of the few spaces large enough, and confidential enough, to host the meetings and conferences that were an unavoidable part of any flag officer’s life.  During the old Baltimore class cruiser’s design, provision had been made to accommodate an admiral’s staff; but in the years since, the exigencies of war and the emergence of new technologies had used up all that ‘spare’ space as the ship’s crew had increased in size, and more and more space in the armoured – protected – areas of the cruiser were filled with new equipment. 
 
    With the Task Force Staff aboard, Liverpool’s complement had swollen to 1,471 officers and men – and seven female nurses – and despite her size, many parts of the ships were now distinctly over-crowded.  Inevitably, finding suitable berthing for the nurses had presented the biggest problem.  It was one thing for officers to share their cabins with CINCSATF’s senior men; and eventually, several unfortunate ‘subbies’ – sub-lieutenants, had been required to relocate so the nurses could ‘hot bunk’ together in one, ‘appropriate’ place. 
 
    Henry Leach had had a rude awakening the first time he discovered that Peter – Sunday’s apart – roused the crew from their slumbers just before dawn when the ship was at sea, with a call to ADC1. 
 
    ‘It was something I picked up from David Penberthy, sir,” Peter had explained unapologetically. 
 
    “I remember it well from my salad days in the Second War!”  Leach had retorted. 
 
    Of course, he could have requested, ordered in fact, his Flag Captain to decease the practice but he did not.  Admirals who unnecessarily interfered in the ways their captains ran their ships were, in his opinion, fools to themselves. 
 
    So, that morning the ship had greeted the new day with every man at his post, every gun manned and every pair of binoculars scouring the horizon as if the great, all-seeing electronic eyes mounted nearly a hundred feet high above their heads were so much Scotch mist! 
 
    CINCSATF had joined Peter on the compass platform. 
 
    Adam Canning, the cruiser’s Executive Officer had reported the ship: “Closed up at ADC1, sir!”  And delivered a terse readiness report on each of the major departments, concluding: “No major defects or issues; all weapons and electronic systems fully operable!” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, an hour before the forenoon watch began, Peter had stood the ship down to cruising stations.  CINCSATF noted that everything happened smoothly, without fuss or bother, with everybody knowing exactly what they were about. 
 
    Henry Leach only wished his patched-up, some said cobbled-together, Fleet Staff was as on top of its game as the Liverpool’s crew.  The trouble was that several key men had been killed on the Ark Royal, others not yet returned to the duty list, and several old hands were back on South Georgia, listed to return home at the earliest time.  New men had stepped into the yawning gaps and done their best but inevitably, the ghosts of the missing lingered in so many of the Staff’s deliberations.  During the Second World War, Leach had got used to losing friends, or learning that an old Dartmouth classmate had gone down on a corvette in the Atlantic, or had been on a torpedoed cruiser, and so on, the dreadful, soul-destroying drip, drip, drip of it all, year on year.  Superficially, things had not been so bad in the recent wars, the burden had been borne by younger generations; leastways, until this last war in the South Atlantic.  Now he was glimpsing the erosion even in the faces of men like Peter Christopher. 
 
    He returned to his stateroom where there was a compass set in the bulkhead near his borrowed desk.  The two Battle Groups – Force Z escorting the Victorious, and Force A in company with the Hermes – were maintaining a distance of about thirty miles between their outermost radar pickets, presently steaming north by west, skirting the dying eddies of the great storm which had battered the Falklands Archipelago in the last week. 
 
    Before the storm hit, David Penberthy had ordered all his ships to seek shelter in Falkland Sound and San Carlos Water, leaving only the diesel electric submarines on station.  The storm had sounded truly monstrous, uncannily reminiscent of the weather which had made such a nonsense of OPERATION UPLAND GOOSE that spring. 
 
    Several messages had arrived while Henry Leach had been on the bridge, convivially passing the time of day with the cruiser’s captain. 
 
    He opened the folder on his-Peter’s desk. 
 
    He flicked through. 
 
    Then halted, sucking his teeth. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” he muttered, loud enough for his black and white tom cat, Bantu, to open a tired eye from the chair where he had made himself comfortable once the alarms had stopped sounding that morning. 
 
    FLEET HQ TO CINCSATF STOP IMMEDIATE AND CONFIDENTIAL STOP USN TF 60.1 AND 60.3 DEPARTING FOR HOME PORTS 14:00 HOURS GMT STOP SATF TO RESUME FULL BLOCKADE OF TAMEZ INVINCIBLE STOP CINCSATF HEREBY AUTHORISED TO PROCEED WITH SECOND PHASE OF OPERATION GRANDSTAND STOP GOD SAVE THE QUEEN MESSAGE ENDS 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza had read that morning’s radio intercept digest with only half an eye.  He had not slept well in recent nights; and that was unlike him. 
 
    When he and Hugo Bonham Garcia met to discuss the situation on Wednesday, the tall Marine had not beaten about the bush.  Afterwards, Mendoza had been rattled, not that he had betrayed as much. 
 
    ‘I am not happy about the tactical situation, Horacio,’ the Marine had said, straight out, all the while watching his face like a sniper with his finger on the trigger. 
 
    The problem was that the Governor of the Malvinas was in a quandary.  He did not know how to interpret his deputy’s remarks, particularly those questioning whether the re-configured High Command in Buenos Aires had a meaningful grasp of the realities on the ground on the archipelago.  Were his observations to be interpreted as a dutiful, professional cautionary advisement?  Or perhaps, even as a direct shot across his bows? 
 
    However, setting aside the finer nuances of his still, reasonably cordial relations with Hugo Bonham Garcia – despite the mess Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had made of handling the man’s charming wife - what was crystal clear was that if Hugo, and Donna Elena, had smelled a rat, then there would soon be a lot of other, less well-informed, and less astute people on the archipelago, who realised that everything was not what it seemed to be.  It was small comfort that he was genuinely astonished that people had not smelled that metaphorical rat some days ago.  Francesca was probably right maintaining that it was something of a miracle he had been able to keep a lid on the natural anxieties of the would-be evacuees so long, given that one delay had followed another, and the ceasefire had dragged out from days into weeks, and all without having to resort -yet – to the sort of heavy-handed methods relied upon on the mainland. 
 
    This only went to show that Francesca had hit the nail on the head reminding him that: ‘People always fall for the big lie; it’s just the little ones that trip you up!’ 
 
    But then she also thought they had kept up appearances marvellously; but self-evidently, this was not true.  It seemed that a lot of the women Francesca had befriended since the tragic – Ha! Ha! – demise of her not so beloved husband had been talking behind their hands about how ‘intimate’ she had become with their Governor for weeks! 
 
    Of course, it was inevitable that tongues would wag, sooner or later.  People had long memories and during their first ‘fling’ he and Francesca had been less than discreet, albeit the best part of two decades ago, long before she had shackled herself to the Weasel’s charabanc.  Likewise, when one cultivated, as he had done in those days, the persona of a Devil-may-care lady’s man, these things…stuck. 
 
    That was the trouble with the past, it had an unhappy knack of coming back to bite one in the posterior from time to time! 
 
    One had to be philosophical. 
 
    He and Francesca had remained one of, perhaps the best kept secrets in Buenos Aires for over a decade; and now that Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid was fortuitously out of the way – conveniently killed by the British - the truth was bound to surface sooner or later and on this miserable excrescence of an archipelago in the middle of nowhere, society was unhealthily quick to note and to read signs which would go unremarked among the more pedestrian milieu of the mainland... 
 
    He squinted again at the paragraph he had flitted past, before sitting up, paying attention and back-tracking to read in full. 
 
    Under the heading ‘STANCE OF THE USA’ it read: Asked about the deployment of US warships in the vicinity of the Falkland Islands, White House Press Secretary George Christian replied that ‘our ships cannot and will not stay in the South Atlantic indefinitely.  The President is reviewing the situation at this time and will be making a final decision on whether to recall them to their home ports over the weekend…’ 
 
    Horacio Mendoza felt his facial muscles tighten into a scowl. 
 
    He cursed under his breath. 
 
    I need those bloody ships to stay exactly where they are! 
 
    He disregarded the caveat about President Brenckmann thinking about the recall of the US Navy’s two carrier groups operating off the Malvinas; his official spokesman would never have made the announcement – any announcement – about those ships if his President was not going to stand up on Monday and say, with both unction and gravitas, that he was calling them home because that was how things worked in the real world. 
 
    He cursed again. 
 
    Those ships had not been part of his original plan, their appearance on the scene simply the serendipity that sometimes rewards the brave.  But now that they had become a part of the drama, he needed them to remain in the waters around the Malvinas; because so long as they stayed where they were, it did not matter what else was going on because the British would have no choice other than to continue to respect the ceasefire. 
 
    He had told those hotheads in Buenos Aires not to overplay their hand; of course, keeping Guerrero de Cordoba on a short leash was supposed to have been Carlos Rey’s job! 
 
    So, what else could go wrong? 
 
    Il Presidente Laborda suddenly growing a spine, perhaps? 
 
    More likely, Guerrero de Cordoba was going to get carried away with his own importance… 
 
    That had always been a possibility; that was why Horacio had made contingency plans, just in case.  However, he had no control over those American ships and they had, in recent days, become ever more crucial to dragging out the ceasefire and weakening the British will to fight on. 
 
    He pushed aside his coffee cup, turning slowly in his chair to glower at the bare walls of the ridiculously grandiose office he had inherited from his predecessor.  The hangings, paintings and much of the furniture had been removed to the store rooms beneath ground but still the place had the look and feel of an ancient stone chapel even though the plaster on the walls hid a modern, wood-framed concrete building. 
 
    A couple of decent sized bombs and the whole place will fall down! 
 
    The clicking of a latch caused him to look to his left. 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid emerged from his chambers. 
 
    After her ‘unsettling interview’ with Elena Bonham-Garcia, they had concluded that now the secret was out – well, one or two of their secrets – propriety could go to Hades in a handcart.  They had not had sexual relations since the last time they had been in the capital together, some time that spring. 
 
    Last night, there had been much tearing at the layers of garments any sensible person wore in these drab, cold islands, then a short period of purposeful fumbling, then she had been spread-eagled on the big bed in the Governor’s personal boudoir that she had never graced while her late husband was alive, her legs akimbo and he had made a complete pig of himself, just the way she liked it. 
 
    When they were younger, they used to carry on all night. 
 
    However, time, tides and rheumatism wait for no man; or woman, regardless if the spirit is willing.  Nonetheless, later, in the darkness, he had serviced her again – and clumsily, she had clambered on top of him, mounted his by then wearying tumescence and made of it what she could while it lasted – with the result that this morning she had seemed inordinately well-disposed to him. 
 
    She came around the desk and planted a kiss on his brow, rustling provocatively.  His hands began to stroke her, she slapped the roving palms aside. 
 
    “Stop it!  You’ll make me wet again!” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza chuckled like a truffling boar; a woman could say worse things to a man at this time of day! 
 
    Reluctantly, he desisted. 
 
    Much though he had assiduously cultivated the myth that he was a ladies’ man with an ever-roving eye he had been faithful to his late wife – to a fashion at least some of the time - after a couple of overly public early dalliances, disregarding his often Olympian sexual adventures down the years on regular trips abroad, especially those to Mexico and the United States.  Variety was, after all, the spice of life and it was not as if his now twenty-two-year, on-off, often tempestuous affair with Francesca, had ever been, of itself…enough. 
 
    Thinking about it, both of them had already been just past their prime when they met, in their early thirties.  She had just married that worm of a first husband, an industrialist nearly forty years her senior.  She claimed he had expired while they were in bed together but the examining magistrate in Rosales had just recorded ‘heart attack’ on the documentation so that he could be buried without delay.  Horacio had railed against her decision to marry Ibarra de Madrid even though he knew that she needed somebody to bankroll her lifestyle, and he, a supposedly respectable cavalry officer was in no position to do that and carry on playing the role of the dutiful husband of an ailing, childless wife.  That said, his wife had never done anything to deserve the shame of being publicly cuckolded.  So, in her last years, what with one thing and another, he had never openly flaunted his peccadillos in her face.  His arrangement with Francesca had worked out well enough down the years; they both deserved ‘a little fun’ which, he prided himself, he had been able to give her over the years.  It was mutual.  Like their attraction, a thing of fiery passion only tempered a in recent years by the cumulative effects of his old riding injuries, and her increasing comeliness.  Not that either of them had ever been sylph-like even in their youth, and in many ways their self-possession and force of personality had expanded with their girths.  They had made careers out of being larger than life characters on the under-stage of the Republic’s internecine power game. 
 
    The trick was to remain true, or as true as possible to oneself despite the lies that sooner or later, ruled one’s life. 
 
    There had only ever been one Evita, in reality a better person in real life than in legend although never perhaps, the saint ‘the people’ had once taken her for.  Nothing remains the same; even the most sacred memory changes, morphs into something else.  Horacio and Francesca had been proud Peronists back in the day, and then, not, because in the Argentine political creeds were cheap, and therefore, inter-changeable.  That was just the way things were; one could stand on one’s principles any time one wanted but there was always a price.  For an ambitious Army officer, that price might be a posting to remotest Patagonia or dismissal after a shoddily trumped-up courts martial; for a woman, if anybody listened at all, exclusion from the best salons, a stain on her husband and her male relatives’ characters that cut short careers, or ruined businesses, and worst of all, resulted in ostracization from all the best parties… 
 
    So, they had allowed the tides of Argentine politics to carry them along and after the world cataclysm of 1962, they had both got into bed with the CIA.  They came as a team; the Americans had liked that; that and the way they had never made a big thing about their, by then, long affair.  Oh, SIDE would have known about how they both got invited to the best weekend fiestas at the great haciendas circling the capital and Cordoba, or even some of their liaisons – each one planned well in advance so as to avoid unnecessarily drawing attention to themselves – especially during those periods when Horacio was posted to the Libertador Building.  However, by the standards of such things, they had been discreet. 
 
    It helped that as time went by, they had seemed unlikely bed-mates.  The fleshy former Argentine International Polo horseman and the battle-axe, matronly spouse of a generally despised Junta functionary, with a reputation for inviting young bloods to her bed, just to humiliate her husband! 
 
    Yes, many people knew, or suspected they might have been lovers years ago.  But now? 
 
    ‘Middle-aged women are invisible unless they kick people all the time!’  Francesca would declare. 
 
    The final piece in the jigsaw that Horacio and his small circle of trusted lieutenants in Cordoba, had painstakingly put together, had been Francesca’s accusation, supported by documents she had stolen from her husband’s office, that Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid was short-changing senior Junta members of the huge sums of money he was raking-off from the banks using the Malvinas as a tax shelter, and gerrymandering the grants and subsidies the Treasury was having to pay to settlers and businessmen just to sustain the Colonia’s paper-thing facade of economic viability. 
 
    All Juntas are alike; its members do not care if they look like pigs in the trough to outsiders, or if children are starving in the favellas surrounding the big cities but they do care if they, and more importantly, their key supporters are not getting their fair share of the loot! 
 
    The moral that applied was to do with ‘houses divided’ and that had been the downfall of Juan Carlos Onganía Carballo’s regime, after that the Army, the Navy and the Air Force was so preoccupied with making sure they were not being cheated that building a consensus for any policy other than robbing the country blind was impossible.  Other that was, than the absolute need to wrap themselves in the Argentine flag and to do whatever had to be done to make it look as if they were prepared to defend – exclusively with other people’s blood – the sacred soil of the Islas Malvinas. 
 
    By then, Horacio had allowed his military and administrative competence to emerge from under the cloud where it had been diplomatically hidden ever since he had aligned himself with Augustin Lanusse’s faction in the Army.  Thus, when Ibarra de Madrid fell from grace, Lanusse and Pedro Gnavi had been so worried, and angry, that they had readily accepted Carlos Rey’s suggestion that they hand him the poisoned chalice of the Malvinas. 
 
    As a punishment… 
 
    Of course, it had not been long before Plan A started to go wrong, although not in a wholly bad way.  Mendoza had hoped the trial, and judiciously managed public scandal of his predecessor’s disgrace would distract the colonels and captains supposedly guarding Lanusse’s and Gnavi’s backs.  He need not have worried; his would-be rivals had already lost control, and the support of most of their underlings had rapidly been draining away by then. 
 
    The manner of Guillermo Ibarra de Madrid’s death had not, nor could it have been, factored into his schemes; likewise, nor could the fact that Francesca had contrived to very nearly get herself blown up in the middle of that air raid on the Cap San Felipe airfield! 
 
    Fortunately, she had survived and their subsequent scene, which had nearly degenerated into a fist-fight, about his wish for her to stick to the plan and to return to the mainland, had rapidly, for all the wrong reasons become an unlikely legend of the siege.  A part of him regretted that he had not just put her on an aircraft – ideally, not the one that her husband was in when he died – and got her off the archipelago in time; the other part of him, was relieved that things had worked out the way they had. 
 
    Serendipity again. 
 
    Fortune favours the brave! 
 
    That they were together suggested some Divine intervention, as if fate was confirming that when this was over and he was President of the Republic, she would be at his side, his magnificent Amazonian warrior queen! 
 
    His reverie dissolved in a moment. 
 
    “You’ve got that look in your eyes again,” Francesca said accusatively. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza came back down to earth with a jarring thud. 
 
    It was still a little premature to dream of the day when he and his mistress stood, hand in hand, on the famous balcony of the Casa Rosada to accept the triumphal acclamation of the masses.  Notwithstanding the blood that would have to be shed to make that happen Plan A, having become Plan B, was now a much-modified Plan C and as yet, the inevitable clash with the one other man on the archipelago who could torpedo all his – their – schemes, had still not materialised. 
 
    And that really was a worry. 
 
    While a lot of people might suspect something was awry there was no reason to encourage the rest of the garrison to ask what exactly did not add up.  So, he could not afford a big public bust-up with Hugo Bonham Garcia. 
 
    In the meantime, they would carry on as before.  A few more days of public decorum was a small price to pay for the perpetuation of the big lie; namely, that everything would work out okay in the end. 
 
    That sort of thing only happened in fairy tales. 
 
    Presently, the majority of the thousands of men, women and children trapped on the Malvinas had not worked that out for themselves.  When the stark reality of their situation sank in, which it would as soon as the American aircraft carriers departed, there would be problems; but that was why he had dispersed the re-armed three-hundred-and-fifty plus military policemen of the 182nd and 185th Companies and over two hundred SIDE-uniformed troopers and plain clothes operatives throughout the Puerto Argentino community. 
 
    Dissent, any whiff of mutiny would have to be snubbed out, stamped on immediately. 
 
    “Donna Elena gave you no clue as to Hugo’s thinking?”  Mendoza asked, perhaps for the second or third time much to Francesca’s irritation. 
 
    “No,” she retorted with no little asperity. 
 
    The man held up his hands in surrender. 
 
    “What can he do, Horacio?” 
 
    The Governor of the Malvinas shrugged. 
 
    He would tell her about the Americans stepping out of the ring, washing their hands of the Junta another time.  His immediate priority was veiling his discomfiture because she had just asked him a very good question! 
 
    What was he going to do about Hugo Bonham Garcia? 
 
    Francesca scowled: “Our people should have picked up the man’s daughter in Cordoba; and you told me yourself that it’s only a matter of time before we get hold of his boy in Montevideo.  His wife and Lucia are here on the island.  What can he do; we have his whole family hostage?” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza’s expression soured. 
 
    The trouble was that once he bit the bullet and accepted that Hugo would never fall into step with him, he would have no choice but to treat him as an enemy. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    Saturday 20th December 
 
    Douglas Settlement 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The six bedraggled, freezing marines who had stumbled into the farmstead four days ago, had soon recovered.  Within twenty-four hours they had set up a base in the old shearing shed, two of them had helped the women clear up the mess in the house while the others finished drying out their kit, equipment and weapons.  They had got their radio working again yesterday; and been ordered to stay put until a relief patrol reached the settlement. 
 
    Victoria Morales Jones viewed the Marine sitting across the kitchen table from her with flickering ambivalence.  Her daughter had made herself scarce; she was growing up at a hundred miles an hour, and every day the lonely farm became more like a cage.  The mother had seen Eva flirting with the soldiers.  The kid might not know she was flirting but she was; soon she would realise how pretty she was and what havoc her dark eyes could wreak on a man’s soul… 
 
    “The English aren’t going to just go away, Eddie,” she sighed, pausing to sip her weak black coffee.  The man had been gone when she had awakened that morning with the dawn.  He had come and gone like a ghost in the night, fucked her senseless as he had the previous night, held her in his arms, and crept out like a thief.  “According to the BBC our own people won’t let us go home.  What does that mean for us?”  She asked, rhetorically.  “We’re Kelpers que decidieron quedarse, remember,” she went on. 
 
    Kelpers who decided to stay. 
 
    “The English won’t have any time for us,” she declared.  “And at home there are still people who remember the traitor Lucas Jones…” 
 
    “That’s all ancient history,” the Marine countered.  He had come over to the house to tell the woman that he expected to be moving on tomorrow, or the next day at the latest.  “I don’t think the English give a damn that you decided to stay after the invasion.  Wouldn’t Eva have a better life in…” 
 
    “England?”  Victoria retorted contemptuously. 
 
    The man shrugged, knowing it was an act.  A woman bringing up a child alone in the wilderness learned not to show weakness. 
 
    “America, maybe,” he said. 
 
    “I couldn’t live in a city again.” 
 
    Victoria rose to her feet and moved to the grubby windows which on a clear day commanded an idyllic vista of the inlet with the shearing shed in left field.  Today, it was misty; the storm had cleared the air yesterday, and now the landscape was restoring the natural balance of sea, land and air, summoning down the low clouds. 
 
    “What about Eva?  This is the only life she’s ever known?” 
 
    “They say a lot of the Kelpers who left in sixty-four have adjusted just fine, Vicki,” Eddie Davies reminded her. 
 
    “Left?  They were exiled if they weren’t prepared to swear the oath of allegiance to the Republic!” 
 
    The man shrugged. 
 
    She knew what he thought about the way the reconquest had been handled, bungled more like, in the early months. 
 
    “If the British come, we won’t be able to defend the settlement,” Eddie said, knowing it was hopeless to argue.  Douglas would be a key initial objective for the enemy; take Douglas and any Argentine forces trapped to the north watching over the western side of Salvador Water were out of the war, trapped.  The next ‘stop line’ was south and east of Teal Inlet but the British would know that once they over ran that northern anchor point the lines to its south were untenable.  The defenders could bleed the enemy; that was all.  Delay him awhile before the real battle began for the mountains east of Puerto Argentino. 
 
    “We’ll take our chances here,” Vicki decided. 
 
    She turned, her arms crossed tightly across her bust, her grey-streaked hair a little windblown still from the last time she had been outside, over an hour ago. 
 
    “Don’t get yourself killed, Eddie,” she whispered.  “This place isn’t worth it; there’s nothing out here in this dreadful place worth dying for.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Walter Reed Naval Hospital 
 
    Bethesda, Maryland 
 
      
 
    The Secretary of Defense was a cantankerously bad patient, and his physicians and nurses breathed a mighty sigh of relief when his wife, and his sixteen-year-old ward arrived a little after noon that day. 
 
    Lucy de L’Isle was not taken in at all by Roberta McCain’s mask of calm unconcern.  Her beau, John, had been in the air on the way back to the West Coast when his father had collapsed in his office at the Pentagon but his mother had been adamant that he should not rush straight back to Washington. 
 
    ‘Lucy is with me; we’re a Navy family remember.  I don’t expect your brother and sister to drop whatever they are doing and jump on the first plane home every time one of us has a funny turn!’ 
 
    John was the middle of three siblings.  His sister, Jean, born in 1934 had married a Navy man in 1956, presently she and her two daughters lived in Honolulu.  John’s younger brother, Joseph, was twenty-seven and having failed to get through officer training – or more correctly, courageously admitted that officering was not for him - had joined the Navy as an enlisted man.  As fate would have it, Joe was presently on the Oriskany, somewhere in the South Atlantic at the moment. 
 
    Lucy knew her guardian-aunt-mother to all intents for the last fifteen months, and the kind, sensible woman who would be her mother-in-law in due course, was really, really worried about ‘the Admiral’ because she had talked a lot about the McCain family and its history, with particular reference to the ‘shot-gun’ manner of her own marriage to John’s father. 
 
    Back in the early 1930s there had been nothing stellar or in any way remarkable about ‘the Admiral’s’ naval career; in fact, he was threatening to be something of a blot on a very distinguished family escutcheon.  The future Mister Sea Power had collected so many demerits at Annapolis that he had almost been thrown out of the Academy.  Like his son, John, in former years his drinking and partying, especially in the era of Prohibition, very nearly sank his career before it started.  In the event, he had passed out nineteenth from bottom of the Annapolis Class of 1931.  Then, failing to be accepted for flight training, he had applied for the Submarine Service, taken the Submarine Course and qualified twenty-eighth of twenty-nine successful candidates. 
 
    Lucy had learned that Roberta’s mother had been dead set against her marriage to such a rough diamond – which was odd given that Roberta’s mother was married to a wealthy wild cat driller – so, the couple had travelled across the border into Mexico and got married in Tijuana! 
 
    Roberta gave her husband a stern, moist-eyed appraisal. 
 
    Lucy meanwhile, bounced over to his bed and planted a kiss on his pale cheek. 
 
    The pair had been intercepted outside the room, which was guarded by two Marines, each with holstered Navy Colts at their hips.  The Admiral’s doctor had explained that he was confident that although the Secretary of Defense might have had a minor heart attack – Lucy could not imagine how one’s heart ceasing to beat could be in any sense ‘minor’ – that the patient ought to make a full recovery.  However, in future he was going to have to take regular light exercise, avoid undue stress, and he really ought to cut back on alcoholic beverages and the cigars he routinely chomped throughout the day. 
 
    Listening, Lucy did not think there was a snowflake’s chance in Hell of any of that happening; the Admiral would be miserable and a McCain simply did not live his life that way! 
 
    That said, her John was practically teetotal, he did not smoke and now he was not going to be flying fast jets off aircraft carriers, and nobody was going to be shooting at him, his life was going to be a lot less stressful in the coming years if she had anything to do with it! 
 
    “You gave us all a huge fright,” she brightly admonished the great man. 
 
    He grinned guiltily, shook his head and looked to his wife of thirty-six years as if to say: ‘what can I do?’ 
 
    “Nobody will tell me what’s going on?”  He complained. 
 
    “The President will be ordering the Oriskany and the Iwo Jima to come home,” his wife reported, knowing that not knowing what was going on was ten times as ‘stressful’ to her husband as knowing.  “He thinks the Argentines are playing us for patsies.  But you didn’t hear that from me.” 
 
    This said she glanced at Lucy, who promptly made a zipping motion across her lips. 
 
    Jack McCain pulled a sour face: “We don’t think the Junta is making any serious attempt to charter or requisition ships to evacuate the civilians from those islands.  And even if they were, we don’t think the British would let them through the blockade without insisting on stopping and searching them for contraband, war supplies and such like.  So, it’s all a mess.” 
 
    The man in the hospital cot pushed himself a little more upright; with both Roberta and Lucy quickly moving to adjust his pillows, careful not to disturb the line going into his left arm or the multiple thin wires disappearing into his hospital gown around his heart. 
 
    “They want to keep me under observation for another forty-eight hours,” he complained grumpily. 
 
    The doctor had told the women that he would greatly benefit from another couple of days’ bed rest; they assumed that was why he was still on a saline drip and connected to the bedside monitors, to keep him in bed. 
 
    “There’s nothing you can do, Jack,” Roberta declared.  “You are not indispensable and if you make any trouble, I’ll ask the President to order you to do as your doctors tell you!” 
 
    The women had not brought any of the morning papers with them.  The front pages of most of them and the editorials of at least half would have raised the Admiral’s blood pressure to dangerous levels! 
 
    The Brenckmann Administration’s over-long honeymoon with the DC press pack was finally over.  The theme of the weekend editorials was that aspirations were fine; but what about delivering a few more of those election promises?  Moreover, the polls confirmed that while few Americans cared overmuch about the Malvinas, a growing number of Americans did care about Cuba and did not think that sending GIs to the Pacific to prop up Chiang Kai-shek’s dictatorship in Taiwan was a good investment at a time when reconstruction in the Midwest was still proceeding at a snail’s pace, three full years after the crushing of what most people now referred to as the ‘End of Days Cult’.  However, what would have made Mister Sea Power’s blood boil was the steady chorus of criticism about his stewardship of the US Navy. 
 
    Two-thirds of the ships in the Reserve Fleet – including two of the four Iowa class battleships - had been struck, that is, deemed surplus to requirements, added to the long list of Second World War ‘builds’ scheduled to be stripped of all ‘useful equipment’ and then, starting in the spring, unsentimentally sent to the breakers yard.  The ‘carnage’ in prospect had resulted in howls of pain from all quarters. Not least because apart from the modernised Oriskany, Ticonderoga, and the Midway, the disposal list included every single aircraft carrier whose hull had been laid down in the Second World War.  It was one thing for everybody to know that the Navy was top heavy with old, in some cases radically modified hulls which could never be more than stop-gap solutions to fill the needs of the future blue water fleet; another entirely, actually sending so many great, grey ships, many with famous reputations and lengthy lists of battle honours, to the breakers. 
 
    Jack McCain had always been on a hiding to nothing. 
 
    While the Air Force had begun to prepare itself for the challenges of the last quarter of the century; and the Army, having learned the brutal lessons of the war in the Midwest and the earlier Korean debacle, was already re-equipping with next generation weaponry and fighting vehicles, the Navy was only now – kicking and screaming - beginning to come to terms with the modern world. 
 
    Problematically, transition, change was always painful and everybody wanted it to happen five minutes ago.  The Navy had sighed with relief when Jack McCain had moved back into the Pentagon in January; he was one of them, one of their own, he would look after them… 
 
    There had been no little shock and horror when he had been the man who had, ruthlessly pressed the reset button on billions of dollars of programs, some of them with lifetimes up to and beyond the end of the coming decade, insisting that all major Defense Department programs now had to fit into the still developing ‘Future War Fighting Protocols’ which were shortly to emerge from a reappraisal of all the United States’ military commitments and the political aims they supported.  The days when each service threw untold treasure at research and development projects, and procured equipment, technology and personnel with little or no reference to the overall Defense Establishment were over and a lot of vested interests were feeling the pain.  When you kicked over the barrel containing the pork bellies the whole of DC held its breath and started figuring out how to get its retaliation in first! 
 
    The old admirals were just the noisiest tip of the iceberg of discontent around which the Administration had been attempting to steer without, for a moment, taking its foot off the accelerator. 
 
    The mantra: LET’S FIGHT THE NEXT WAR WITH THE RIGHT WEAPONS NOT WITH THE SAME WEAPONS AND TACTICS WE WON THE LAST ONE WITH, sounded great in theory.  It was only when the Pentagon bureaucracy and the generals and the admirals had discovered what it actually meant for the shibboleths held, up until then as holy writ, that the squeals of pain had merged into a deafening chorus. 
 
    But Jack McCain had known what he was getting into, and why Walter Brenckmann had brought him back from exile.  His President had needed a man who was prepared to get into the trenches on Capitol Hill. 
 
    Nonetheless, Roberta McCain had determined that her husband needed to leave his loyal generals and admirals to fight the good fight for a few days longer. 
 
    So, he did not need to see the papers today. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Puerto Argentino 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Chief Petty Officer Pablo Finocchiaro clambered out from behind the wheel of the first Jeep outside the waterfront Naval Stores at the landward end of Pier Number Two.  A second US Navy destroyer had moored in the harbour last week; it was gone now.  American officers had come ashore to speak to, and to possibly remonstrate, with the Governor and it seemed, left empty-handed.  Now the Yankee ships were gone it was as if they had taken with them the last hope of the families waiting, despairingly, to be evacuated before the inevitable final battle for the Malvinas began. 
 
    The veteran NCO was a deeply troubled man. 
 
    Not least because he still did not know what Donna Elena and Donna Francesca’s fight had been about.  Talking about it, Lucia had been a little wide-eyed and uncommunicative, scarily so because the kid was never like that.  Rosa Ibarra de Madrid had been no less unnerved, and a little angry.  The girls had arrived home to discover the two women ‘squaring up to each other’ yesterday afternoon. 
 
    According to neighbours, it seemed that Donna Francesca had turned up unannounced and berated Donna Elena.  She had made thinly veiled threats about unspecified ‘consequences’ and ‘warned’ Lucia’s mother that ‘people were watching her!’ 
 
    Rosa said Donna Elena had ‘had words’ with her aunt and told her to get out of the residence, and when she had initially refused to leave, Donna Elena had picked up a saucepan. 
 
    This apparently, was the second time the two women had had a falling out; on the first occasion parting with histrionics. 
 
    For his part, Pablo simply could not conceive of a situation in which his commanding officer’s wife would do a thing like that.  Something was badly wrong, a thing that to him was as good as confirmed by General Bonham Garcia’s recently becoming unusually tight-lipped about what was really going on.  And then there had been that quasi-secret meeting at Moody Brook with Colonel Morales and the COs of the 1st and 3rd Battalions; nobody knew what that had been about but it was possible it was connected with Donna Elena and Donna Francesca’s earlier falling out.  Pablo might just be an old cynic but it was not as if there was any shortage of signs, large and small that there were tensions in the colony’s high command.  Nor was the promised evacuation of non-combatants about to happen any time soon, whatever the Governor or his closest staffers said about it! 
 
    He was also aware that his snooping around in the last week, following up tips passed to him by Eddie Davies, who when he was in Puerto Argentino performed a similar role for Pedro Morales as he did for his own Chief, had caused no little consternation within the close-knit MLFG Command Group. 
 
    Pablo had discovered that within hours of the ceasefire, the Governor had issued a series of directives to his pet MPs and a number of his old cronies commanding regiments raised in and around his powerbase on the mainland, Cordoba, effectively creating ‘strategic’ depots ‘behind the front’, in this case, mostly within the packed urban sprawl of Puerto Argentino inside and around the Governor’s Palace – with its white roof adorned with a huge red cross denoting it was a hospital – and in the warehouses along the harbour front.  In the way of these things, the designated ‘dumps’ and ‘dispersal points’ had spawned an unknown number of smaller, ‘local’ stashes of food, fuel, ammunition and general war supplies, including detonators and clearance explosives, mines and the increasingly scarce, vital lubricants and cleaning fluids to keep essential machinery – everything from engines and generators to pistols from rusting and seizing in the damp climate.  Inevitably, this had led to shortages outside the port-town; predictably, these shortages were felt most acutely the farther one went to the west leading to a situation where it was impossible, for example, to find the fuel necessary to deliver regular rations, equipment and replacement troops to the units facing the British in the San Carlos Sector, and the men manning the mountain defence lines had been living off an ever-declining ration of tinned beef and the mush that purported to be vegetable concentrate for the last ten days. 
 
    General Bonham Garcia’s face had darkened as Pablo had last reported to him, two days ago about what he had uncovered, and what he suspected was going one.  Basically, the Governor had drawn a clique of Cordoban favourites back into Puerto Argentino and was ‘buying’ their loyalty, and that of their men with the dwindling supplies the troops facing the British needed to defend the rest of Isla Soledad. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Hugo Bonham Garcia had said tersely.  ‘Carry on digging around, Pablo.  Try to find out where we can lay our hands on the fuel and bullets we are going to need if this damned ceasefire breaks down!’ 
 
    Pablo had never seen his Chief so angry. 
 
    The Governor was acting as if everybody else on the archipelago was an idiot.  Oh, and blind to what was becoming increasingly obvious.   Even idiots could see what was in front of their faces! 
 
    It was hardly surprising that outside the Marine core of the MLFG, the only people whose morale had held up, in fact, improved a degree or two, were the MPs and SIDE men who seemed to be everywhere in Puerto Argentino these days, visibly as well-fed as ever. 
 
    Pablo snapped out of his grim-faced forebodings as the second Jeep squealed to a halt outside the warehouse on the harbour road a few metres behind him.  He glowered at the two military policemen lounging around in front of the main doors to the depot.  One of them demanded to see Pablo’s ID and authorization to enter the building.  The clown changed his tune when the five other Marines stepped down from the two MLFG vehicles – with markedly less stiffness than Pablo – hefting their M-16s like they meant it. 
 
    As Pablo had suspected, there were two armoured cars, barrels of petrol, diesel and foodstuffs – mainly tinned meat and fruits, and sacks of grain raised off the ground on a pair of broad wooden pallets all as yet unlisted on the central logistics lists, stockpiled in just this building.  He noted that the naval stores – including two portable generators – which were supposed to be present in the building were absent. 
 
    A red-faced MP lieutenant appeared half-way through Pablo’s inspection.  
 
    Unwisely, he tried to upbraid the veteran Chief. 
 
    Pablo ignored this: “What happened to the spare portable generators and the other items recorded on the ARA base inventory, sir?” 
 
    “They were moved!” 
 
    “Where to, sir?” 
 
    More MPs had been summoned, now outnumbering the Marines two-to-one.  Like Marines the world over Pablo’s men were unimpressed, looking forward to a fair fight. 
 
    “I will report you to General Mendoza!” 
 
    Pablo knew that this was not the only off-the-record depot in Puerto Argentino, there were possibly a dozen or more, most of them a lot larger; at a time when the bread ration was only two-thirds of what it had been at the beginning of the month and it was likely that children now routinely went to their beds aching with hunger because individual regiments and the Governor’s favourites were hoarding the remaining sheep corralled south of the port and around the otherwise abandoned Cap San Felipe Naval Air Station. 
 
    The Governor’s people were looking out for themselves, all in all, it had not taken very long for Horacio Mendoza to adopt the ways of his predecessor.  Granted, the famously jovial Governor was an assassin of the smiling variety but somehow, Pablo, was under no illusion he or his collaborators were living on the ration like everybody else.  Plainly, the men surrounding Pablo and his men were not worried about the dwindling stock of scrawny sheep east of the mountains. 
 
    The ‘mutton solution’ to the blockade had always been one of those notions that ignored the obvious difficulties making it work in practice.  Most of the sheep on Isla Soledad had been on the wrong, western side of Puerto Argentino’s sheltering mountains, or roaming the bleak, trackless landscape of north east.  While the mutton was not going to run out any time soon, because diesel stocks were so low, the central cook houses, already working shortened hours, were soon going to have to shut down and then it was anybody’s guess what the civilians were going to be eating in two or three weeks from now.  Sadly, as always, in the Argentine the men with the guns literally called the shots. 
 
    “Is that diesel, ordinary gas or AVGAS in those barrels?”  Pablo demanded.  He could smell the taint of petrol in the air which meant that a carelessly discarded cigarette could set the whole building, and probably most of the structures around it on fire.  “You can’t store flammables in a place like this!” 
 
    The MP officer was nearly foaming at the mouth. 
 
    “You have no authority here, Chief Petty Officer.” 
 
    The plan to build new, deeper bomb shelters in and around Puerto Argentino had been abandoned around the time of the ceasefire; on account of fuel shortages restricting the use of the mechanical diggers and bulldozers; even had fuel not been a problem, there were enough pumps to keep the ‘deeper’ shelters dry, anyway. 
 
    A plan to send a relief column along the South Camp Road to deliver food and medical supplies under white flag protocols to the Darwin-Verde de Ganso garrison, authorised by the British, had been shelved for the want of fuel and serviceable trucks.  However, as Pablo peered into the gloomy interior of the warehouse he could see perhaps two-dozen, maybe as many as thirty oil drums – each possibly filled with over thirty gallons of fuel - stored at this one, off the map depot; at a rough estimate, three to four days’ ‘ration’ for the whole of Puerto Argentino. 
 
    With difficulty, Pablo kept a lid on his rage. 
 
    There were rumours that several fully-loaded petrol bowsers, tankers with several tons of high-octane were hidden under camouflage netting in the Governor’s Palace compound; if that was true, putting aside the obvious dangers associated with storing so much gasoline in the centre of the town, it was a scandal when many of the men out in the Camp lacked sufficient kerosene to fire up their portable field stoves to boil a hot drink more than once or twice a day. 
 
    It was all Pablo could do not to punch out the nearest MP. 
 
    He would have, punched out the MP lieutenant, if General Bonham Garcia had specifically ordered him not to ‘get into a fight with anybody.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camp Prado de Ganso 
 
    Isla Soledad, Las Malvinas 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Commander Alberto Castro Fox stuck his head into the camp commandant’s tent.  He had seen Leopoldo Galtieri march purposefully through the scatter of dirty, well-dispersed tents and covered sangars that comprised the decimated garrison of the isthmus about an hour ago. 
 
    Accompanied by the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion’s adjutant, just a kid really, and a couple of his infantrymen with M-16s slung over their shoulders, Galtieri was fastidious in the conduct of his daily inspections, attempting to lay eyes on every man, and to be seen by, and speak to every man trapped in the unutterably grim conditions of Camp Prado de Ganso. 
 
    It was almost impossible to imagine how awful their situation would have been had the British not air-lifted out so many of the wounded; but that was a distant memory now.  Although the morale of the men of the 107th and of Castro Fox’s fourteen surviving submariners had survived the bombing and its nightmare aftermath, many of the other six hundred men trapped in the Republic’s last enclave on the western side of Isla Soledad, had despaired long since.  Things were so bad that for the large number of men who had given up hope and as good as laid down their weapons, Galtieri was as much their gaoler as their commanding officer and it was a situation that the man himself regarded as intolerable. 
 
    The stench of burning petrol hung over the camp. 
 
    Damp peat, laced with gasoline was all they had to cook with in the one, central open-air cookhouse; no more than a few pots in which mutton was boiled until that morning’s ration of fuel, all of which had been siphoned out of the tanks of disabled or destroyed vehicles or aircraft, was exhausted. 
 
    The storm which had swept across the archipelago in the last week had been the final straw for many men, three of whom had shot themselves. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?”  Castro Fox checked, stepping into the tent. 
 
    Galtieri nodded, waving the ARA man to perch on the nearby cot, which along with a couple of folding chairs and a small unsteady makeshift trestle table was the only furniture in the commandant’s tent. 
 
    The wind gusted, the tent flapped, shuddering like the sails of an old-time clipper spilling the breeze from its acres of canvas as it went aback, caught in irons… 
 
    “I have decided that the 107th will hold Camp Prado de Ganso,” Galtieri announced.  He remained a larger than life presence, except a little hollowed out.  His war had been a catalogue of misfortunes.  First, he had been on the wrong – western - side of the Estrecho de San Carlos when the British landed on Isla Soledad.  Then there had been that perilous submarine crossing of the great Sound, the enervating march down to Darwin, and subsequently, the costly and humiliating repulse of the force he had led against the invaders north of Camilla Creek.  All that before the Argentine Air Force had destroyed Camp Prado de Ganso as a well-garrisoned, self-sufficient bastion lodged on the enemy’s southern flank.  Then, during the ceasefire the deteriorating conditions within the camp, and the fast-declining physical and mental state of his soldiers had taken a further dive, hastened by the atrocious weather, collapsed.  Thus, there was weary resignation in his voice: “there is no alternative.” 
 
    Castro Fox would have argued with him but what was the point? 
 
    He waited, saying nothing. 
 
    Galtieri sighed. 
 
    “Commencing tomorrow at daybreak, any man who wishes to surrender will be free to make his own way to the British lines.  This will go better if somebody is in charge.”  He was too tired to beat about the bush.  “You and your men have nothing to prove, Alberto.  I hope that you will not feel that I am imposing on our friendship, which I have come to greatly value,” he hesitated, “if I ask you to lead the first column north to the enemy’s lines?” 
 
    The Navy man blinked at him. 
 
    “You want me to surrender to the English?” 
 
    Galtieri nodded. 
 
    “Yes.  I and the 107th will hold this place as long as we can; and there are many men who are not fit enough to march.  However, the men of the 9th and 14th Regiments are broken; for them the war is over regardless of the outcome of the current ceasefire.  The English will feed them and probably send them home, if they can.  You and your men have acquitted themselves with great honour in this thing; lead them out of this place.” 
 
    Still Alberto Castro Fox was in an agony of indecision. 
 
    “This,” Galtieri smiled, “I ask of you as a personal favour.  I have written my wife a letter, for her, my bambinas and my son…” 
 
    The former submarine commander pulled himself together. 
 
    He rose to his feet. 
 
    “I would be honoured to deliver that letter, my friend.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Sunday 21st December 
 
    Ushuaia 
 
    Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The reception party had remained out of sight, in one of the newly-dug slit trenches, until the civilian Aerolíneas Argentinas Fokker F27 twin-turboprop had rolled to a halt perilously close to the southern end of the narrow, eight hundred metre-long runway of the Naval Air Base.  The airstrip was next to the shoreline of the western side of the bay, sited in wild ground south and east of the main built-up area of the port city and the F27 had had to abort its first attempt to land because of sudden wind shear.  As it was, its pilot had had to almost fly into, rather than land on the runway to remain in control, landing with squeal of brakes and puffs of grey smoke from his tripodal undercarriage’s tyres. 
 
    Neither of the captains of the two surviving destroyers moored in the bay had wanted to be involved in the negotiations.  Mud stuck and, implausibly they thought they would be able to claim that in the absence of orders to the contrary, they had acted in some way in support of the new Junta.  That was not going to ‘wear’, as Juan’s American friends in Florida and on board the Ticonderoga would have said, had they been anywhere near the not so slow-motion car wreck he was living through.  In fact, the only thing the senior officers attempting to stand, impartially on the side-lines had going for them, was that Juan seriously doubted the people in Buenos Aires over two thousand kilometres to the north, had any meaningful sense of what had occurred, let alone what was presently going on in Ushuaia. 
 
    Which was why, he thought the captains of the Rosales and the Espora were idiots!  They were both twice his age and yet had acquired no understanding of the way the system worked, particularly down here in the outlands of the Republic where civilised men, men whose main object in life was the acquisition of power, influence and the wealth that came with it, never ventured. 
 
    Why would they? 
 
    “Remember, leave the talking to me!”  He said, clambering out of the trench.  “You guys,” he went on, looking over his shoulder, “can be heroes or traitors.  We get one shot at this, fuck it up and they’ll hang us all!” 
 
    Most days lately, he hardly recognised himself, or his voice. 
 
    Neither Juan, nor the hard-faced man at his shoulder, Chief Petty Officer Daniel Bellara were surprised when six heavily armed troopers spilled from the port-side door of the F27 even as her propellors still windmilled, forming a protective space around the steps down to the cold, wet tarmac. 
 
    Juan had known that there was a high probability that this meeting could go badly wrong; nevertheless, whatever happened, he had not wanted it to turn into a firefight.  The object of the exercise was to stop the mutiny, to stop the fighting, and to stop the killing and actually, he was so exhausted he did not care how that happened or what the consequences for him, personally, might be. 
 
    A thin, rat-faced middle-aged man with a heavy, black moustache appeared in the doorway, paused, as if sniffing the air and looked around before leaving the cabin.  His overcoat concealed the uniform beneath and betrayed no insignia of rank, although his cap was heavy with gold braid.  Other men followed him out of the aircraft, his bodyguards parted, and he stepped forward a couple of paces before halting, waiting for Juan and his party of desperados to approach. 
 
    “I am Brigadier Jorge Rafael Videla Redondo, the lawfully appointed Governor of the Provincia de Tierra del Fuego, Antártida e Islas del Atlántico Sur,” the newcomer declared, his haughtiness of the disdainful type as if he was irritated he was having to explain himself to inconsequential underlings. 
 
    Juan was taller than Videla by several centimetres; nevertheless, the older man was doing is best to view him down the length of his patrician nose. 
 
    “I am Lieutenant Commander Bonham Garcia, sir,” he returned, essaying a parody of a salute, which the other man contemptuously ignored.  “I speak with the authority of the Naval Workers Committee of Tierra del Fuego.” 
 
    Videla was looking past Juan at the two destroyers in Ushuaia Bay; and in a moment his troopers were levelling M-16s at Juan and the men around him. 
 
    Juan slowly spread his arms. 
 
    He was unarmed, unlike Belarra and the other seven Marines at his back whom he guessed were now covering the soldiers around Videla. 
 
    “Lower your guns, guys,” he said, hardly believing he was having to say it.  This was supposed to be a peace parley, not another stand-off. 
 
    Videla waited several seconds. 
 
    “Shoulder arms!”  He ordered softly to his own people.  He fixed Juan in a cold stare.  “I did not come here to speak to a Workers’ Council.  I require you to hand over the port and city to me.  That is all.” 
 
    Juan groaned and tried not to shake his head. 
 
    “Respectfully, I have a better idea, sir.” 
 
    Videla shrugged, as if this was of no interest to him; but he said nothing, waiting as the spits of rain on the breeze began to turn to an icy drizzle. 
 
    “I will surrender myself into your custody in exchange for an amnesty for all the other men in the city.” 
 
    “Juan!”  Belarra hissed in angry protest. 
 
    The younger man turned on the veteran Chief. 
 
    “We have to end this, Matias!”  He retorted.  “We’re at war; we’ve been fighting each other down here.  Argentine on Argentine.  That’s stupid.  We need to put a stop to it, now!” 
 
    Juan turned back to Videla, who had been watching this with the didactic, detached curiosity of a bored laboratory technician studying bacilli in a Petrie dish. 
 
    “No reprisals?”  Juan put to him.  “Give me your word as an officer on that, and this can all end now and you don’t have to spend the next month fighting for the town street by street, General?  If you arrest the people with me the fighting will go on.  The men in the port will listen to them; they’ll just shoot your people.  So, what’s it going to be?” 
 
    “The ring leaders must be punished.” 
 
    Juan despaired. 
 
    “There were no ringleaders,” he objected.  “Just a lot of good men treated like criminals for not drowning when their ships went down, sir!” 
 
    No, Videla did not care. 
 
    Juan refused to give up: “If we don’t stop this now hundreds of my people and hundreds of your people, fellow Argentines, patriots like me and my people who ought to have been treated like heroes, not pariahs by the Junta will die for nothing.  So, I say again, the deal is that I surrender to you and you give me your word of honour, as an officer, that there will be no reprisals against my people.” 
 
    Videla looked at him like he was something nasty he had inadvertently trodden in. 
 
    Nevertheless, he nodded and stepped forward, extending his right hand to Juan. 
 
    The two men’s stares met. 
 
    Juan felt like he was looking into a snake’s eyes. 
 
    But he did not think, for a moment, of not shaking the viper’s hand.  In that split second he was beyond caring. 
 
    “Sir,” he said hoarsely, “Ushuaia is yours.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    St May’s Cathedral 
 
    Puerto Argentino, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    It had been some weeks since the last time Elena Bonham Garcia’s husband had been able to accompany her and the girls, Lucia and Rosa to Sunday Mass at St. Mary's Cathedral.  Hugo had promised to join them at the cathedral, arriving almost as the service was beginning wearing combat fatigues which smelled a little of the Camp.  The rain had stopped by the time the family group emerged onto Ross Street – one of the few roads yet to be formally renamed in the port – where other families, like theirs, were determined to enjoy what many anticipated might be their last sabbath at peace. 
 
    Hugo had smiled what he hoped was a reassuring smile for Rosa’s benefit; knowing that Elena had done her best to assure the kid that just because she and Donna Francesca had had a falling out, it did not affect her.  It was a thing easier said than believed, so both husband and wife – Elena in the main because Hugo was hardly ever around – had tried to reinforce this whenever they could.  Today, everybody would see that the former Governor’s niece was very much a part of the Bonham Garcia family and hopefully, that would help put Rosa’s mind a little more at rest. 
 
    Lucia wanted to light a candle for Juan, and Rosa another for Carlos, they had each said their private prayers for their wellbeing.  On the way out, Hugo and Elena had paused to exchange pleasantries with the dean of the cathedral, meaning the family was among the last worshippers to leave the newly completed church, which dwarfed its dilapidated Anglican near neighbour, Christ Church. 
 
    St Mary’s Catholic Church, which at the time of the reconquest had occupied a much smaller footprint on the site of the new cathedral, had been a timber building destroyed in the fighting.  Propagandists later claimed it had been deliberately set on fire by the British; actually, it had been destroyed by mis-directed Argentine naval gunfire, which had also damaged the stone-built Christ Church, at the time the last refuge of scores of terrified Kelpers. 
 
    Pablo Finocchiaro was waiting in Ross Road to collect his Chief, for whom attendance at mass had been very much a last minute decision. Having not seen the grizzled Marine for several days, Lucia ran to him like he was a long-lost, much-loved uncle and gave him a laughing hug, throwing her arms around his neck and for a moment, kicking her heels in the air, all to the poorly-veiled amusement of the two military policemen on sentry duty at the nearby corner of Rivadavia Avenue, where the road curved around the post-war Main Naval Store’s Depot. 
 
    Six months ago, Lucia would have launched into a breathless monologue detailing all the things that had happened to her since the last time she had encountered ‘Uncle’ Pablo; however, half-a-year was a long time in the life of a twelve-year-old girl on the cusp of moody adolescence.  That morning, Lucia contented herself with demanding where Pablo was taking her Papa and when they were coming back? 
 
    “Secrets!  Secrets!”  The Marine smiled. 
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia bent down and kissed the top of his daughter’s head. 
 
    “We might see you later this afternoon, sweetheart,” he suggested without confidence, and squeezing his wife’s hand, he was gone. 
 
    Several other wives had hung back, wanting to speak to Elena while Lucia fell in with the other youngsters and Rosa, that little bit older wandered a little way east down Ross Road to where she had a clear view across the grey waters of the empty harbour.  Donna Elena was the first adult – well, among all the guardians she had had down the years – who was not afraid, or unwilling to give her…her own personal space.  She was not constantly watching over her, correcting or deprecating her; instead, she…trusted her.  It still seemed weird. 
 
    Much extended and widened since 1964, Ross Road ran along the harbour front for some three kilometres, flanked for at least half its length by new houses, low office blocks and warehouses.  On days like today, when the sun was shining and a lot of people had taken the opportunity to put on their Sunday best frocks, or suits or uniforms, there were probably more people out and about, strolling farther along the sea front than had actually lived on the island before the reconquest.  Of course, before the war there would always have been several ships moored, fishing boats, merchantmen, Navy landing craft and often a warship, one of the old American destroyers or when she Lucia had first come to the archipelago, that great big cruiser, the Santissima Trinidad… 
 
    How fine she had looked! 
 
    She also remembered the futuristic, almost comic-book space-age modern destroyer the Americans had come in; it had really had looked like something out of another world, swinging slowly around her anchors in the deep water mid-way between Puerto Argentino’s northern shore and the southern rocks of Cresta Inalámbrica – in English, Wireless Ridge, where in olden days the English had built one of the first radio stations that linked their empire, and inadvertently the world – where anti-aircraft blockhouses sat on the highest ground. 
 
    Now the harbour was deserted, apart from the gaunt wreck of that old clipper – the Lady Elizabeth - in the distance, permanently beached in Whalebone Cove, her lower masts still standing although that day, it was too hazy, misty to see the wreck properly.  Pablo said there were long-barrelled 76-millimetre heavy anti-aircraft guns, and five or six 105-millimetre artillery pieces guarding the Narrows, emplaced on Navy Point to the west, and Engineers Point to the east, watching over the only entrance to the harbour.  Pablo had said something, in passing, about the harbour being too shallow for the biggest English ships; so, if and when they came she was not to worry about there being a repeat of HMS Liverpool’s violent attack on Grytviken, or her charge into San Carlos Water… 
 
    Rosa liked to come down to the harbour to gaze across the waters.  Some days she saw dolphins or porpoises – she had no idea which was which – and seals, they came close to the shore, sticking their whiskery snouts above the surface, viewing their surroundings with big, wet eyes, and there were always birds swooping above or hopping around the breakwater rocks.  Carlos had told her about the fishing trips he and his father had gone on with Pablo before the war, wading around in tidal pools and the freezing waters of the Murrell River north west of Puerto Argentino, regaling her with most likely tall tales of the giant fish the men would often present to Donna Elena on their return… 
 
    Donna Elena had said that Rosa would return to the mainland with her and Lucia.  She had been dreading that even though her guardian had made it clear that she would remain a welcome member of her family; if that was her wish. 
 
    However, her dread was nothing to do with her new-found family – she knew that they would never cast her adrift - it was about returning to the mainland.  No matter how bad things were, or how hungry they became, intuitively, she was at one with the bleakness of the archipelago.  The quietness, the chance to just be alone, to be herself, separated from the noise and confusion of the mainland, being able to walk out any time and be surrounded by…solitude was the best thing that had ever happened to her.  That and being friends with Carlos, of course.  She missed him so much it ached, had she not still been connected to him by his family, whose kind charity she still often felt horribly guilty to accept, she had no idea what she would have done with herself.  The truth was that she had been a mess, a wild child long before she had fetched up on these strange, mystical islands…. 
 
    She had sat on a low wall, gazed across the waters losing track of time.  Before the ceasefire the British had shelled the old, abandoned wireless masts on the other side of the harbour; Pablo had thought that was funny. 
 
    ‘They’re just masts; we’re not idiots.  ‘We haven’t used them for anything for months!’ 
 
    There were new, mobile radio stations all around the islands, on Cap San Felipe and the western mountains but deliberately, the spindly masts on that ridge had been left to distract the English! 
 
    Ships used to go alongside the fuelling wharf beneath Cresta Inalámbrica to fill up their bunkers; those tanks had been drained dry weeks ago, they said.  Supposedly, the only petrol and diesel left was stored in buried drums or stacked beneath tarpaulins, invisible to the naked eye unless one was standing next to them. 
 
    Rosa heard Lucia calling. 
 
    She blinked out of her reverie, half-turned and saw Donna Elena approaching, unhurriedly, smiling. 
 
    The women had each had a small bag packed for the last ten days; the General would be staying behind and although Rosa knew that military families got used to separations, she could not get her head around how calm Donna Elena was about things.  Nonetheless, simply because her surrogate Mama was so relaxed about it, so was Lucia. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful in a windswept sort of way, isn’t it?”  The older woman said, distractedly.  “Hugo says the rest of the islands are even more,” she hesitated, “serene.” 
 
    Apart from a couple of car trips out towards Teal Inlet, when Hugo was gallantly attempting to ‘orientate’ her and Lucia to their new home shortly after their arrival on Isla Soledad, they had never been beyond the western mountains.  The archipelago was not a place a woman alone explored, nor had she ever really yearned to go farther afield from the world of Puerto Argentino.  Carlos, of course, and his cadet friends had travelled all over Isla Soledad with the Marines, every month eagerly rushing off on what their instructors, tongue-in-cheek, described as ‘manoeuvres’. 
 
    Elena and her girls felt the thrumming of the distant rotors before they heard them, and it was only when the helicopter passed low over Wireless Ridge, that they caught sight of it. 
 
    Beneath its belly, between what looked like floats to either side of its fuselage hung a white flag, weighted in some way that ensured it extended stifling in the slipstream as the machine moved forward. 
 
    It was a Sea King, just like the ones the US Navy had flown during the abortive negotiations to organise the evacuation to the Oriskany and the Iwo Jima in the last fortnight but not for the last four days. 
 
    The helicopter flew across the harbour and then followed the shore line, at some points at no more than thirty or forty metres above it and some fifty out to sea, as if it wanted everybody to see its British roundels as it headed east towards Cap San Felipe. 
 
    Elena felt a wave of foreboding wash over her.  She recollected that Hugo had remarked, in passing, that it was believed the British had lost all their ‘big’ helicopters, along with their fast jets, when the Ark Royal was sunk; and yet, now everybody who had eyes could see that they still had at least this one, ‘big’ machine.  And they obviously wanted everybody to know about it. 
 
    Hugo had not mentioned that there was a ceasefire meeting scheduled for that day.  Which meant that he had not been invited to whatever was going on. 
 
    What, she asked herself, was Horacio Mendoza playing at now? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Avenida Bolivia 
 
    Montevideo, Uruguay 
 
      
 
    The two boys were running.  They had thrown away their jackets, dirty and bloody from the brief, terrifying fight after the two cars, clumsy, 1950s American sedans with brakes that had squealed so loudly that everybody around them had frozen in mid-step, waiting for the crash, had disgorged six or seven men who had tried to seize the two young cadets and they had been running like madmen ever since. 
 
    It was a burning hot afternoon and the streets were crowded with families pouring out of churches, walking in the sunshine, and contemplating siestas. 
 
    Carlos had grabbed a chair from outside a restaurant, swung it like a club and kicked the fat, sweating man who had knocked his friend to the ground.  Fists had swung, there had been more kicking, lashing out and then they had been running. 
 
    Running like the wind. 
 
    At first across a busy road, careless of the traffic screeching to a halt, and bumpers clunking, bending as following vehicles piled into the cars which had stopped or swerved to avoid running down the boys and their less fleet-footed pursuers. 
 
    Then they had sprinted into alleyways, out onto a broad boulevard, south, and then fled to the east knowing that all routes back to the Naval Academy Building would be watched, with every step taking them farther away from the only place which had offered them sanctuary in the Uruguayan capital. 
 
    Foolishly, they had believed that they were safe so close to the Uruguayan Naval Academy. 
 
    And besides, they were escorted everywhere by local policemen, two men in uniform who had never been more than a dozen paces away from them whenever they stepped outside the Academy’s grounds to go exploring. 
 
    Neither boy knew what had happened to their guardian angels that afternoon.  Or if they had just stood back and watched… 
 
    They had believed that they were safe… 
 
    They halted, neither boy making the decision to stop running, leaning against each other, their lungs burning and sweat dripping from every pore as they sheltered in the shade of an alleyway. 
 
    “What…” Carlos Bonham Garcia gasped.  “What happened back there…” 
 
    “Don’t know…”  Miguel Ortero retorted before sucking in a desperate gout of air. 
 
    It was as if the events of the last couple of months had suddenly fallen upon them, crushingly, without warning as if they had been caught in a landslide and been twisting, tumbling, head over heels with no time to catch their breaths, or to think a single measured thought, and then…they had been running for their lives. 
 
    Running for their lives! 
 
    Of this neither boy had any doubt. 
 
    It was impossible to shrug off the unreality enveloping them, suffocating them; the sensation that they were trapped in some kind of fever dream.  Their lives had been insane, there was too much to process, too many disjointed experiences, each one bleeding into the next, already two lifetimes of adventures with which to regale their children…assuming they lived to tell the tale.  Death, mayhem, the kindness of strangers had all played out in a theatre manipulated by faceless men, it seemed, in the Casa Rosada. 
 
    After assuming they would be confined on board the Liverpool at Grytviken, Sir Peter Christopher had sent them ashore at with the cruiser’s Royal Marines at Leith Harbour to hike in the mountains; otherwise, they had been in the very protective custody of the Royal Navy all the way back to South Africa, free men or as good as, on the long voyage to the Cape on the fleet oiler Oleander.  In Cape Town, as guests of the US Consul, they had been recluses, hiding from the international press.  On the Oriskany, a few rigorous calisthenics sessions apart, they had been maddeningly inactive in comparison with their former lives on the Malvinas. 
 
    In other words, Carlos and Miguel were nowhere near as physically fit, or anywhere near the peak of condition – courtesy of Pablo Finocchiaro’s training regime - they had been when they embarked on the Santissima Trinidad for their then eagerly-awaited Training Cruise several months ago.  And right now, they were suffering! 
 
    The left-side of Carlos’s face stung, felt a little numb and his right hand hurt in an ominous, dull, broken sort of way.  Miguel had a gash over his right eye that had already wept blood over his white shirt.  Both boys were dusty, filthy. 
 
    “Do you think…”  Miguel began before his wind deserted him. 
 
    Carlos tried to speak but lacked the breath for it as his heart pumped so hard and so fast, he thought his ears were going to burst. 
 
    “We lost them?”  Miguel finished. 
 
    They tried to straighten, hoping this might help them recover faster.  In any event, it made it easier to look around searching for pursuers.  People were giving them disapproving looks, trying to keep a safe distance as they scurried past. 
 
    “The Academy is that way,” Carlos forced out, pointing roughly in the direction they had come from.  “Kilometres away now…” 
 
    Miguel nodded in the opposite direction. 
 
    “We go that way then…” 
 
    They set off, walking-jogging, still recovering. 
 
    Too soon they heard shouts behind them. 
 
    Instantly, they sprinted out of the shadows onto a road. 
 
    Cars horns blared and suddenly, Carlos realised he was alone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    There had been none of the ‘normal pratting around’ when the 849 Naval Air Squadron Sea King had touched down at the western end of the cratered runway on Cape Pembroke.  Ten SLR-armed Royal marines had jumped down and circled the helicopter, safeties off, and only then had the Commanding Officer of 46 Commando stepped onto occupied territory. 
 
    All this was watched from a safe distance by the troops guarding the airfield but it was several minutes before two FAA officers summoned the courage to approach the Sea King to welcome the unexpected visitors. 
 
    “Arrange for me to be transported to the Governor’s Palace without delay,” demanded Lieutenant Colonel Sir Steuart Pringle, 10th Baronet of Stichill, in Spanish.  To obviate any misunderstanding he added, smiling: “Or there will be a great deal of,” he thought about it, “unpleasantness.” 
 
    He watched the nearest Argentine officer’s face working through a gamut of emotions from surprise, insult, fear to resignation as he waited. 
 
    “Safeties on, chaps,” he muttered lowly to his escort, as the Argentines retreated.  “And stand easy.  We’ll see what happens next.” 
 
    CINCSATF, having despaired of the politicians in Washington, Oxford and Buenos Aires getting their act together; had asked David Penberthy and Ian Gourlay, the sea and ground commanders on the spot, to see what they could do to find out what was going on in Stanley-Puerto Argentino. 
 
    Either the Argentine authorities were ready to start the evacuation; or they were not.  The continuation of the ceasefire was a binary question.  It had been granted to permit the evacuation of non-combatants from the theatre of operations; if the enemy had no intention of fulfilling his part of the contract – the aforementioned removal of civilians from the line of fire – then that amounted to a prima facie decision to terminate the deal. 
 
    Therefore, just so there could be no misunderstandings, the logical thing to do was to send somebody to ask General Mendoza, ideally in a less than friendly fashion, what the state of play was?  Oh, and to have a good look at what was actually going on - on the ground – in the occupied port and the territory around it. 
 
    Steuart Pringle had drawn the short straw, so to speak, because 46 Commando was in the process of handing over its sector to a two battalion-strength battle group comprised of 3rd Para, 1st Battalion Scots Guards and the Vindrey Brigade.  Meanwhile, 46 Commando was going into Brigade Reserve pending possible re-deployment in a second amphibious assault – time and location as yet not established – on the archipelago if and when the ceasefire collapsed or was, by either side, unilaterally terminated.  As Ian Gourley, the Land Forces Commander, these days designated OC 1st Falklands Amphibious Division, had remarked: ‘You’ve got a perfectly good, well, damned sight better than good deputy in Lionel Colvin, he can get on with the heavy lifting while you beetle off to light a bloody great big bonfire under Horacio Mendoza’s ample posterior!’ 
 
    There was another consideration; one which was liable to dog Steuart Pringle throughout his career but which would lend his words no little authority. 
 
    He had been responsible for the Lady’s security for several, very eventful years and fellow officers, rightly, knew that the high regard in which he held the Prime Minister, was entirely mutual.  On the other hand, he understood as few of his fellow officers could understand, the intense personal pain and grief every lost serviceman’s life caused Margaret Thatcher.  He was not, therefore, one of those people who thought that the war in the South Atlantic was any kind of political vanity project, or a waste of time and treasure; to the contrary, like his Prime Minister, to whom he remained utterly devoted, he believed that the rule of international law should mean something.  If it did not, then all they had been fighting for these last terrible seven years was to survive, and anybody who honestly believed that just to survive was good enough, well, he had no time whatsoever for them! 
 
    The Sea King’s pilot had powered down after five minutes on the tarmac.  The Argentines understood the rules; if they mucked about with Pringle or his helicopter, there would be destroyers pumping shells into the airfield tonight, and possibly, much worse in retaliation.  He seriously doubted the occupiers had any more appetite for that now than they had had at the end of last month when they asked for a ceasefire.  A ceasefire that everybody had known was probably a delaying tactic, a cheap ruse to give the Argentines’ Latin American friends time to lobby the Brenckmann Administration to call off those colonial dogs from Europe. 
 
    According to his watch it was forty-three minutes after landing that a car trundled onto the concrete pan to collect Pringle and his aide-de camp – in fact, 46 Commando’s Intelligence Officer – twenty-four-year-old Wellington-educated, acting-Captain David Pennefather.  Then there was a delay of some minutes at the Governor’s Palace before Horacio Mendoza and half-a-dozen flunkies made an appearance.  This was par for the course.  With each successive meeting there was a longer interval between arrival and first encounter. 
 
    “The turnout of your guards was deplorable, General Mendoza,” Pringle observed, as if it offended him that he had to share the premises with such abysmal excuses for soldiers.  In his Corps it was taken as read that it was the height of discourtesy to shoot a man with a grubby bullet or cut his throat with a dirty scalping knife.  He looked meaningfully at his watch.  “We’ve been waiting nearly two hours.  If I’d asked David here,” he glance sidelong at Pennefather, “to organise an evacuation of non-coms from a battle zone in that time and he’d not put a workable plan on my desk, I’d pack him off to supervise latrine digging duty.”  He watched the perennial smile on Horacio Mendoza’s face falter – albeit only around the edges – and added: “So, what pray, is your problem, sir?” 
 
    If the Governor of the Malvinas was put out by his visitor’s calculatedly undiplomatic language, or the way he had slashed through the normal civilities, he hid it well. 
 
    He opened his mouth to speak but to his surprise Steuart Pringle held up his right arm, palm towards him; much in the fashion of a policeman directing traffic instructing an oncoming truck to halt. 
 
    “But for your discourtesy you would have learned two hours ago, General Mendoza, that the Commander-in-Chief of the South Atlantic Task Force requires urgent and specific confirmation that arrangements have been made to enable the deplorably-delayed evacuation of Argentine non-combatants from this archipelago to commence in not more than seventy-two hours from twelve-hundred-hours GMT this day.” 
 
    Pringle and Pennefather had put their caps under their arms; now they reached for them, turning to go. 
 
    “That is impossible!”  Mendoza protested, as avuncular as ever.  “Much is beyond my control, you see.” 
 
    “Seventy-two hours, sir.” 
 
    “Is that a threat, Colonel Pringle?” 
 
    The Royal Marine gave him a withering look. 
 
    “No, it is seventy-two hours, sir.  After that,” Pringle shrugged, allowing a ghost of a smile to flit across his pale lips, “we shall see what transpires.” 
 
    Then, the two Royal Marines turned on their heels, and in step, by the left, marched out of the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    Monday 22nd December 
 
    House of Commons 
 
    Christ Church, Oxford 
 
      
 
    Parliament, in its five-and-a-half-year sojourn in the halls and rooms of the great Oxford Colleges was scheduled to be prorogued, its session closed pending its State Opening, with all the pre-war trimmings, in its new, purpose-built home at Headington Quarry in mid-January 1970.  Many Honourable Members had already departed for their distant constituencies, or to the shires for the rapidly approaching Christmas festivities so the House was only about two-thirds full to hear the unexpected Prime Ministerial Statement at a few minutes after four o’clock that afternoon. 
 
    It was customary to permit the leaders of Her Majesty’s Loyal Opposition, and other significant Parliamentarians, and on some occasions, selected Privy Councillors regardless of their political hue, sight of such statements but on this occasion, when Margaret Thatcher walked into the chamber and the Speaker announced, in stentorian tones: “A statement by the Prime Minister!”  It caught practically everybody, including her own, somewhat somnolent back benchers by surprise. 
 
    Members in the lobbies and their nearby offices and makeshift tea rooms had, as one, hurried to the Great Hall when it became known that the Prime Minister had arrived unannounced at Christ Church.  Many MPs were still scrambling to find seats and struggling to regain their wind as the Lady rose to her feet at the Despatch Box. 
 
    “If it pleases the House, I wish to update it on the fast-developing situation in the South Atlantic in the light of the failure, thus far, of diplomacy and frankly, reason to sway the Argentine military dictatorship from its present self-defeating path.” 
 
    She listened to the rumbling, still muted angry dissent around her.  Obediently, she had been followed into the Chamber by Sir Francis Pym and Sir Ian Gilmour; with both the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs and the Defence Secretary had been wearing transparently grim faces.  Other Cabinet Ministers were assembling at the two entrances to the Commons, their expressions fixed as if this might be the final and decisive hand of a no limits poker game. 
 
    The Prime Minister took a deep breath: “In the opinion of the Government it has become ever-clearer that the new regime in Buenos Aires has no intention of returning to the negotiating table, or indeed, of acquiescing in, or allowing the evacuation of over four thousand non-combatant civilians – men, women and children including babies in arms – from the Falkland Islands now, or at any time in the foreseeable future.  It is my government’s assessment that the ceasefire requested and granted by our forces in the South Atlantic was no more than a disingenuous delaying tactic on the part of the Argentine; an attempt by our enemies to wear down our physical war-fighting capabilities, and to test our will to get the job done.  It has been speculated that the best explanation for the Argentine regime’s self-destructive behaviour has more to do with internal jockeying for position by the generals and the admirals, more to do with some positively Byzantine internecine power struggle within the military, than anything which might be construed as being in that sad country’s best interests.  In all this, the fate of the Falkland Islands has never been more than a fig leaf, a big stick with which to beat enemies within, and without the Argentine Republic, and our gallant dead of 1964, and in the recent campaign, collateral damage in the sick power games of the corrupt men in power in Buenos Aires.” 
 
    Peter Shore, the Labour leader was blinking at Margaret Thatcher, for once in his Parliamentary career utterly lost for words. 
 
    “The South Atlantic can be, and often is, the harshest battlefield in the world,” the Lady continued with grim purpose.  “Because of this, it is true that our forces cannot remain, certainly at their present strength, indefinitely in that cruel theatre of operations.  The Junta knows that.  They also know that we respect international law; they regard this as a weakness in the same way we consider it to be a point of honour.  Likewise, they know that unlike them we have strong scruples about making war on women and children.  They know that my Administration comports itself according to the letter of the law of this land; and that we prize democracy above all else.  It is these intrinsic values, values at the heart of our democracy, a democracy that has survived the travails of the October War in which a third of our people perished, a democracy which has, more than once held the line, fighting alone against impossible odds in the years since the cataclysm; all of this the Junta seeks to use against us.  What we see as cardinal virtues, signifiers of our legitimacy and the enduring traditions of our great nation; our enemies see as weaknesses to be ruthlessly exploited.  I ask this House, are we to prove them right?  Are we, the children of the generations that wrote Magna Carta, the descendants of John Hampden and the fathers of the glorious revolution which enshrined parliamentary prerogatives into our famously unwritten, or more correctly, uncodified constitution, we, the spiritual children of Pitt, Peel, Gladstone and Disraeli, and of Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald and Clem Attlee too, the proud inheritors of Winston Churchill’s legacy, to be held to ransom by a bunch of self-important, bemedaled clowns who continue to treat their own country like a banana republic?   Is that our fate?  Or is it our fate to stand up for what we believe in?  Please don’t tell me we should meekly stand aside after all we have been through.  Yes, I know most of the Kelpers have been exiled to the corners of the earth and yes, I know that few of them will ever return to their stolen homes.  I will leave it to future historians to judge if this war was, even in the beginning, just about those Kelpers.  If it ever was, I say to you that it is about something else now.  I think the big question has become not whether we carry through and prevail; I think it is about whether or not any of us will want to live in the country we make if we do not stand firm, if we do not take back those islands, and if we do not, once and for all put evil back into its foul box for generations to come!” 
 
    Peter Shore had risen to his feet on the other side of the Despatch Box, or rather, stumbled to it in a generally upward direction in a manner which suggested that gravity was exerting a disproportionately weighty downward force on his slight, stiff frame that afternoon. 
 
    Like many members on the surrounding benches, he was not sure if he was angry, shocked or afraid and all of these things were jostling for primacy in his eyes as he cleared his throat. 
 
    “I confess that this is one of those few occasions when the Prime Minister has me at a genuine disadvantage,” he observed, still trying to organise his thoughts and to collect a small fraction of his scattered wits.  “Sadly, I was not given foresight of the Prime Minister’s statement, so, this is all as big a surprise to me as it will be to colleagues in this House.”  He halted, not knowing if the Prime Minister had fired her last broadside or if there was more to come.  He wondered if he was about to utter a string of hostages to fortune.  “These are indeed, great questions.  Questions that verge upon the metaphysical…” 
 
    He heard a little voice in his head, a frightened little voice saying: Sit down man, there is no honour in searching for a wounded Tigress in a darkened room… 
 
    “Notwithstanding, in the finest traditions of the House,” he declared, dryly, “At this time, I am happy to resume my seat and hear out the Prime Minister on affairs of such great weight. 
 
    Sitting down, he had no idea if he had demonstrated contemptible cowardice; or just done the wisest, the only thing he could possibly have done in impossible circumstances.  Every politician has one of those awful, heart-stopping ‘I’ve either won or lost the next election’ moments and he guessed that he had just lived through three or four of them in the space of half-a-dozen heartbeats. 
 
    Margaret Thatcher had not anticipated she would be on her feet again so soon. 
 
    “I thank the Honourable Gentleman for his patience,” she said a little more tartly than she meant.  She visibly softened: “I know that whatever our past, and present differences, that he and I share a common respect for the primacy of this place.” 
 
    Peter Shore nodded graciously. 
 
    Margaret Thatcher looked around the chamber. 
 
    “It is the Government’s position that British forces abroad shall never be the playthings, or the tools of mendacious foreign regimes.  Our armed forces exist to defend the British Isles, and to protect the territory and the rights of our allies.  The Falkland Islands Dependencies were British sovereign territories and their citizens British citizens in April 1964.  They remain British now.  At the time of the Argentine invasion, I swore that this outrage would not be allowed to stand.  I remain of that view.  You may have heard that my view is not the view of all of my colleagues in cabinet, or even indeed, of many back bench members of my own Party.” 
 
    This only prompted a murmur. 
 
    It was as if the normal rules of engagement had been suspended. 
 
    “However, make no mistake, it is the settled policy of the Government to leave no stone unturned to either find a peaceful solution to the Falklands issue, or if necessary, resolve matters by the use of force.  In this we, and I personally also, are amenable to American proposals under which US Peacekeepers would assume responsibility for the security of the Falklands in a post-war, post-evacuation of all Argentine persons, civil and military scenario, pending the judgement of a United Nations’ brokered commission whose ultimate decisions upon sovereignty would be binding on all parties.  I remind members that this was on offer as long ago as the spring but it was the Argentines who refused, point blank, to support this option.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “The Junta should learn from its mistakes.  There will be no discussion vis-à-vis sovereignty over South Georgia, nor will there be over the South Thule Archipelago when we take it back, and the same will apply to all the other Antarctic possessions and bases over which, in due course, the South Atlantic Task Force will raise again the Union Jack.  Moreover, if we are obliged to drive Argentine forces out of the Falklands there will be no debate about that archipelago’s sovereignty for at least twenty-five years thereafter, or perhaps longer, as I am certain this House will have uniformly strong views on the subject if we are forced to shed further British blood to finish the job in the South Atlantic.” 
 
    One last pause, to gather her breath. 
 
    “Consistent with the policy I have described, acting on the advice of the Chiefs of Staff, my government has authorised the following:  that the Argentine Governor of the Falklands should be urgently informed that we expect him to begin the evacuation of non-combatants not later than mid-day local time on Wednesday.  No threat, or undertaking in respect of the ceasefire in effect in the South Atlantic was made in communicating this to General Mendoza.  However, it is with great sadness, that I must tell you that, in the event the Argentine side does not comply with our demands, the Commander-in-Chief of the South Atlantic Task Force has been directed to make and carry out any and all military operations, such as will be necessary to re-conquer the Falklands Archipelago as he sees fit, operational conditions and constraints permitting without further reference to Fleet Headquarters or to the War Cabinet.” 
 
    The shock in the air around Margaret Thatcher was palpable. 
 
    “Therefore, if I may, I will end with one final plea to President Laborda of the Argentine Republic.  Act now, or face the consequences because we, on our side, have done everything in our power to give peace a chance.  But no more.  In less than two days, it will be up to Admiral Leach when he elects to cry havoc and to judge the appropriate hour at which to let slip again the dogs of war!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Avenue General Rivero 
 
    Montevideo, Uruguay 
 
      
 
    Miguel Ortero had been briefly halted in his tracks by cars slewing to a halt around him; in terror he had scrambled over hoods, fallen, rolled and seeing that his friend had halted, looking for him screamed: ‘RUN, I’M OKAY!’ 
 
    The boys had walked past a large map of the Uruguayan capital every time they entered the Cadet Mess Room at the Academy; unfortunately, they had paid little or no heed to it – they were only going to be in the city a few days, or so they believed - which went a long way to explaining why they had been hopelessly lost as dawn broke across the city that morning. 
 
    They had slept, or rather, not slept other than for a few fitful moments of exhausted semi-consciousness in a small park last night, quenching their thirst drinking from a public fountain.  Otherwise, they had not eaten for the best part of twenty-four hours and both of them were carrying a collection of minor but untreated for many hours now, increasingly painful injuries.  Before anybody was about, they had cleaned themselves, and tried to wash their shirts in the thirst-quenching, on further inspection, dirty and rather neglected fountain.  All of this they had done with frantic urgency, literally looking over their shoulders all the time.  They needed to be anonymous, invisible because the men who had chased them through the streets most of yesterday afternoon were still out there, somewhere, looking for two teenage boys who looked like they had been in a fight. 
 
    Carlos Bonham Garcia checked over his friend. 
 
    There was no concealing that they had been in a fight yesterday – a real bare-knuckle brawl – of the kind that only Hollywood movie stars like Elvis walked away from looking like a Greek God with not a hair out of place.  By comparison, they both looked like they had been several rounds with Sonny Liston or Rocky Marciano! 
 
    Moreover, contrary to their elders’ and betters’ suspicions on the subject, the streets of big cities were not packed with bruised, dirty adolescents every Monday morning so whatever they tried to do, they were going to stand out like, well…very sore thumbs wherever they went. 
 
    “I think I broke my hand when I hit one of those guys,” Carlos decided, studying the swollen knuckles of his right hand.  Both he and Miguel had puffy, developing black eyes although mercifully, Miguel’s eyebrow seemed to have finally stopped bleeding.  They stopped checking for new bumps, lumps and bruises. 
 
    The harder they looked the more they would find. 
 
    Moving out of the park they discovered they had blundered into a residential district, a fairly well-to-do one by all appearances.  Many of the houses had neat gardens, some had high fences, manicured hedges and wrought iron gates. 
 
    They had kept walking south as the city awakened, with no idea what to do next.  Their shirts had soon dried on their backs in the morning sunshine.  If they had not been so scared their empty, rumbling stomachs would have swiftly become their main preoccupation. 
 
    “We have to find out where we are!”  Carlos announced. 
 
    “If we head south, we’re bound to end up on the coast,” Miguel shot back.  “We might be able to figure out where we are if we go down to the beach.  We know Carrasco and the Academy must be to the east.” 
 
    Talking helped them think. 
 
    It also stopped their minds looping through the nightmare of being on the run, not knowing who the men were chasing them were, or why their police guards had done…nothing. 
 
    Thankfully, although one or two people gave them a wide berth on the pavement, otherwise nobody seemed to pay the two boys much attention as the city came to life around them.  Farther south there were business premises, small workshops, a gas station and then, what look like guest houses, and cranes swinging lazily about an uncompleted five or six storey building.  Then the cityscape around them broadened onto a curving bay delineated to the east and west by low promontories boasting old colonial-era forts, presumably abandoned because no flags flew over them.  The beach was deserted bar a handful of early morning swimmers; yesterday it would have been crowded, a place where two fugitives could have hidden in plain sight. 
 
    But not today. 
 
    The boys looked around. 
 
    The sea was grey blue, azure in the distance where the clouds were thin.  From here the Estuary of the River Plate was so wide that the coast of the Argentine was far, far below the distant southern horizon. 
 
    Playa de los Pocitos… 
 
    Or at least, that was what a sign said. 
 
    Names began to connect in Carlos’s head. 
 
    “If this is Los Pocitos, then that way,” he gestured to the west, “is Trouville and Punta Carretas.”  He was thinking out aloud.  Thirty years ago, crowds had flocked down to these beaches and headlands to watch the drama as the German pocket battleship Graf Spee, damaged in a fight with three British cruisers, had been forced to leave Montevideo or face internment in December 1939.  Her captain had scuttled her out in the deeper water but well within sight of the shore.  He groaned, slowly sorting out the geography in his head.  “Which means we’re at least thirteen or fourteen kilometres from the Academy in Carrasco.” 
 
    They had no money. 
 
    They had only had a few near worthless notes and some low denomination coins in their coat pockets to start with, and they had lost those in the big fight. 
 
    They stared out across the Estuary of the River Plate but it was no comfort to know that somewhere beyond the indistinct horizon was their homeland; the last place they wanted to be. 
 
    But where was actually safe in this city? 
 
    Standing on the edge of the long, relatively narrow sweep of the beach, Carlos began to scan the corniche – if the shabby waterfront road could be called that – only half knowing what he was looking for.  He had no idea if private houses had telephones, every house he had ever lived in had had its own phone but he knew that was unusual in Argentina and he had always been taught that Uruguay was Argentina’s backward, poor relation. 
 
    “I didn’t notice any public telephone booths?”  He queried, thinking aloud. 
 
    Miguel Ortero was looking now, reading his mind. 
 
    “There, back the way we came!”  He pointed and together the boys jogged, stiff-legged – every muscle in their legs wanted to cramp up – in the direction of his raised arm. 
 
    There was no telephone book in the kiosk. 
 
    Miguel had caught on: “What are you looking for, Carlos?” 
 
    “The nearest foreign embassy that might give us shelter.” 
 
    “Okay…”  Carlos’s friend was struggling to think who would willingly give sanctuary to two renegade Argentine cadets.  Or rather, fugitives, even though it was not as if they had rebelled or mutinied like those guys down in Tierra del Fuego!  “Who are we talking about?” 
 
    Miguel knew he was not going to like the answer even as the words left his lips. 
 
    “The Americans or the British.” 
 
    “The British?” 
 
    “They treated us okay, didn’t they?” 
 
    Miguel nodded, there was no denying that, once they had settled in, they had guiltily enjoyed their time on the British ships, particularly on the Liverpool. 
 
    “I say we try to find whichever one is nearest.”  Carlos frowned, as he picked up the battered handset.  The booth seemed to be clean, everything connected.  Attempts had been made to erase, or scrub off graffiti, initials and the usual ‘Juan loves Juanita’ sort of thing, the clean-up defeated only by the letters etched into the metal of the structure with a sharp blade. 
 
    There was a faint background tone in his ear. 
 
    He read the faded instruction board above the handset mount. 
 
    He dialled 9-9 for the exchange. 
 
    The phone rang at the other end of the connection for several seconds. 
 
    Then there was a woman’s polite, resigned voice. 
 
    “Yes, what number do you require, caller?” 
 
    “I am at Playa de los Positas,” Carl said in a rush.  Unaccountably, he had panicked.  “I need the numbers for the American and the British Embassies…” 
 
    Nothing to write the numbers down on! 
 
    He listened. 
 
    Nothing registered for a moment. 
 
    He took a deep breath. 
 
    “Forgive me, I didn’t get that…” 
 
    He got the distinct that impression the woman at the exchange was used to dealing with idiots, and pranksters but had long passed the point where she gave a damn. 
 
    “Look,” he stammered, “do you know which Embassy is closest to where I am now.  Please, I’m lost…” 
 
    There was a delay, the line clicked and whirred. 
 
    “The British Embassy is at 1073 Marco Bruto.  That’s less than half a kilometre west of where you are now.”  There was a weary, end of shift sigh.  “Was that all, caller?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Major General Carlos Rey had never liked, or for that matter, felt remotely comfortable in the presence of Francesca Ibarra de Madrid; not least because she had achieved what no other woman in the Republic had achieved.  She had turned the former star of the international polo set and possibly the best connected and most charismatic man in the Ejército Argentino into a…monster.  Thus, he had treated his invitation to dine with the man who would be king, and his queen in waiting that evening with if not trepidation, then profound misgivings. 
 
    Of course, he was in no position to refuse the invitation. 
 
    He could have few illusions that he was anything but his hosts’ prisoner, albeit for the moment in a relatively comfortable, gilded cage as he continued his recovery from the injuries he had suffered on the night of 13th November. 
 
    Rey’s hosts had abandoned any pretence of sharing the privations of the rest of the colonia.  There was fish soup, beef – cattle as well as sheep had been herded through the western mountains before the blockade and the invasion – and although the vegetables were tinned, the fresh red meat and gourmet sauces more than made up for it, washed down with full-bodied rich red wine made from grapes picked on the Mendoza family estates.  There were pastries, and sorbet, lemon.  And real, freshly ground coffee and Brandy, the good stuff, French from before the October War as the three conspirators sat in easy chairs, digesting their feast. 
 
    “It worries me that Facchetti might talk those idiots in Buenos Aires into selling us out,” Horacio Mendoza remarked, from behind a cloud of cigar smoke. 
 
    The exiled Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force cradled his Brandy glass in his hands.  What the other man really meant was that his protégé might prevail upon his Junta colleagues to seize the moment to make peace with the British and mend its fences with the Brenckmann Administration.  That, after all, was the pragmatic thing to do.  There could be little doubt as to how grateful a relieved White House would be to reward the men responsible.  Granted, Mendoza seemed to hold the commanding officers of the 8th Mechanised and 18th and the 22nd Infantry Regiments – the units presently holding key installations in the capital, Rosales and Cordoba, where the whole garrison was supposedly itching to declare for him – in the palm of his hand; but Buenos Aires was an awfully long way away and if the British resumed their radio jamming activities it was going to be Hellishly hard to maintain reliable communications with their supporters on the mainland. 
 
    Antonio Facchetti was a gifted, highly competent officer, albeit in the mould of a staffer rather than a front-line commander; he would understand how these things worked and how much power would flow into his hands, if hostilities in the South Atlantic resumed.  Which was exactly the reason Carlos Rey had left him sealed orders concerning what to do if he failed to return from the raid on San Carlos Water.  Or, if one was being pedantic, two sets of orders, if one included the one which named him as his FAA successor, with full powers, on the ruling Junta. 
 
    He had been confident Facchetti would obey those orders, if only in the interests of self-preservation and to obviate an internal Air Force civil war over who should replace Rey at the top table.  As to the second, somewhat more involved orders, couched in terms of suggestions and recommendations, not direct commands, well, only time would tell how much heed his ambitious protégé would pay to them. 
 
    “I’m sure Antonio will do the right thing,” he replied.  Good food, wine and now Brandy had almost made him forget his nagging pains.  He met the other man’s eyes.  “I am more worried about what you plan to do with Hugo Bonham Garcia than I am with Antonio playing his part…” 
 
    “Hugo will not be a problem,” Mendoza shrugged.  “His wife and daughter are here in Puerto Argentino.  People keep telling me that Hugo is apolitical; he isn’t, he’s just a realist.  As long as nobody asks him to get his hands too dirty, he’ll just carry on obeying orders.  He’ll get angry but he’ll do what he’s told.  What alternative has he got, Carlos?” 
 
    Rey changed the subject, suspecting that the Governor’s complacency was of the implacable variety, as if he still regarded Hugo Bonham Garcia as a friend.  That was the trouble with Army men; they were psychologically incapable of getting inside the mind of a Marine. 
 
    “I think it is a mistake not to offer the English something.  What if they aren’t blustering about ending the ceasefire tomorrow?” 
 
    Donna Francesca scoffed at this. 
 
    “They don’t have the guts to do what they’d have to do to win this war, Carlos!  They never have!” 
 
    Tell that to the poor bastards they butchered at Grytviken! 
 
    Or to the crew of the Santissima Trinidad! 
 
    However, he did not say this. 
 
    “You’ll understand if I suggest we agree to differ over this, Donna Francesca,” Rey said, a little ruefully, “we are, after all, talking about the same people who sank the USS Kitty Hawk three months after the re-conquest of these islands.  If I recollect, the Angry Widow’s rationalisation for that particular piece of madness, was that the United States had broken international law by attacking her ships on the open seas.”  He shrugged.  “They have already sunk our whole fleet, as near as dammit; and shot down practically all our modern aircraft, after all!” 
 
    His hosts remained silent. 
 
    Rey hesitated. 
 
    “I confess, it seems to be that if the Army had been more engaged, other than in that abortive minor action down around Darwin and Verde de Ganso, and the spoiling attack on the Tercer Corral line just after the British came ashore, our colleagues in Buenos Aires might have a more nuanced understanding of the true situation on the ground out here.” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza bristled: “Our boys will acquit themselves well if it comes to it!” 
 
    “Is it true that Galtieri sought permission to surrender the Verde de Ganso garrison?”  Rey asked, brushing off the other man’s outrage. 
 
    “Yes, I have a good mind to relieve him of his command and have him placed under close arrest,” Mendoza growled.  “If the bloody Air Force hadn’t bombed his supply depots and flattened Hector Balza’s entire regiment that position would be impregnable!” 
 
    Impregnable but tactically irrelevant… 
 
    Again, Carlos Rey did not consider it politic, or in any way necessary to point out what any idiot with a map could tell without a second glance. 
 
    It seemed to him that for Horacio Mendoza to order the arrest of Galtieri, a popular man among the coterie of regimental commanders on the archipelago, risked being one of those orders that one knew, the moment one issued it, that might not be obeyed… 
 
    In any event, Camp Prado de Ganso neither guarded, nor threatened any ground vital to the enemy; instead, it was surrounded, by the sea and the camp, and too weakly manned to defend itself.  It had only ever been a transit camp, a base from which to ferry men and equipment between Isla Soledad and Isla Gran Malvina, now the men marooned within its defences and all the men on the westernmost of the two main islands of the Archipelago, some fifteen hundred in total, were isolated, out of the fight and fast eating through their dwindling supplies.  Wisely, the enemy had simply blockaded the outposts on the western side of the Estrecho de San Carlos after getting much the better of the initial, unequal ship to shore artillery duels. 
 
    Rey did not press the point. 
 
    He did not need to be reminded that his own position was less than assured.  He was in the wrong place at the wrong time; he was supposed to be the one’s holding the colonels’ hands back in the capital, not having to rely on Antonio Facchetti to complete his work. 
 
    He summoned his courage. 
 
    “Forgive me, Horacio,” he grimaced.  “I don’t know Laborda, or Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba, as well as you do.  I am aware that Commodore Suárez Salvador is Donna Francesca’s cousin…” 
 
    “Second cousin,” the lady in question corrected him tartly, as if to say that having the man as a ‘second cousin’ was close enough. 
 
    “In any case, you will be better able to judge how they will play this latest development.  But you will understand my unease that they may not appreciate all the opportunities the British ultimatum presents us with…” 
 
    “You don’t trust them?”  Francesca asked cattily. 
 
    There was something about the woman that made Carlos Rey blanch, as if somebody was raking their finger-nails, or claws, across a sheet of glass. 
 
    “Do you?”  He asked.  Not for the first time he wondered how this hard-hearted bitch had ensnared Horacio Mendoza in her schemes. 
 
    Rey had no doubt that this catspaw – the whole coup and counter-coup, conspiracy – was her doing.  Or that by allowing themselves to be gulled into the Machiavellian imbroglio, they had all become her prisoners.  She had ruthlessly manipulated their ambition and their hubris, probably married that weasel Ibarra de Madrid just to get closer to the main movers, plotted for years, at least two decades, waiting, waiting, infinitely patient for the right moment to spring her traps, and to set the wheels of this coup in motion, and to enact her revenge on the criminals of 1955 who had murdered her beloved younger brother, Ernesto. 
 
    “Of course not,” she retorted contemptuously.  “Perón understood.  Even in exile in Caracas he still understands the soul of the Argentine people better than any of those idiots.  We learned nothing from his time in power.  Absolutely nothing except that a little bird can charm a whole nation, hold it in the palm of her hand, and nurture it or crush it in an instant.  Once this is over, we’ll have no need of those little men in the Casa Rosada!” 
 
    The name of Juan Domingo Perón and the reference to his doomed second wife, María Eva Duarte – Evita, who had once described herself as a ‘little sparrow’ – had jolted Carlos Rey as if he had been struck by a bolt of electricity. 
 
     Perón had been in exile for the last fourteen years, most recently in Brazil, now apparently he was in Venezuela; they said he was an old man living in the past, forever dreaming of a triumphal return, acclaimed by the people to his homeland like a prince across the water, called back to save them from themselves… 
 
    “No,” Horacio Mendoza grunted.  “Things will be different after this is over.  The Perónistas had their day; they failed.  You’re a military man, you know how things are, Carlos,” he went on, an odd, uncharacteristic dullness in his normally hearty tone, “one battle at a time; no use always looking back over one’s shoulder, what!  The next battle will come soon enough.” 
 
    Carlos Rey had no idea what he was talking about; worse, his expression must have betrayed as much because suddenly Francesca Ibarra de Madrid was looking at him with the quiet satisfaction of a Leopardess eyeing her next feast. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Embassy of the United Kingdom 
 
    1073 Marco Bruto, Montevideo 
 
      
 
    One of the city policemen standing at the main gate to the walled compound in which the colonial era white-walled mansion housing the Embassy sat, picturesquely, on the gently rising ground, had pulled out a revolver and shot the big man in the ill-fitting suit who had attempted to follow the two boys up the gravelled drive to the old colonial mansion on the hillside. 
 
    The boys, wild-eyed and filthy, red-faced and drenched in sweat, both clearly injured had sprinted across the road, almost getting knocked down by a truck with brakes so old they barely had any effect when the driver stood on them, hardly slowing its low-geared rumble down the shallow slope towards the sea front, and hurtled through the half-open gates before the two bored, unsuspecting policemen had realised what was going on. 
 
    Not that they had much idea what was going on now. 
 
    It was simply the case that by the time the three men dressed in dark suits and each wearing a Homburg – which was faintly ridiculous in the mid-day heat – had swarmed across the road, either side of the posthumously halted truck and its fluently cursing driver, and without apparently realising that they were about to invade heavily guarded diplomatic territory, moved to follow the boys up the drive to the big house, the two policemen had finally got their guns out and not knowing what else to do, had opened fire. 
 
    Carlos Bonham Garcia and Miguel Ortero, thinking that they were the targets, had flung themselves down and crawled toward the nearest cover, shrubs neatly planted either side of the curving driveway leading up to the embassy building, which sat like a cross between a large country hacienda and the overlarge town mansion of a rich nineteenth century merchant, on the rising ground above them. 
 
    By the time the brief fusillade of gunfire ceased, and it belatedly dawned on the boys that they were unharmed – or at least, no more harmed than they had been before the shooting started – people were emerging from the Embassy and staring, like the cadets at the Uruguayan policeman standing over the bodies of the two men lying just inside the gates of the Embassy. 
 
    “What the Devil is going on!” 
 
    An elderly man in shirtsleeves with a straw hat was standing over Carlos.  He appeared to be brandishing a hand trowel which was still half-filled by a scoop of earth.  Other people were circling, and several cautiously making tracks for the gates. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir,” said a very stern, no-nonsense voice which turned out to belong to a Royal Marine who crouched over Carlos and frisked him.  Another soldier was giving Miguel Ortero the same treatment.  A few seconds later, both boys were hauled unceremoniously to their feet, and searched again.  “No bullet holes, sir,” Carlos’s Royal Marine reported. 
 
    He sounded a little disappointed. 
 
    Sir Norman Brain, since 1961 the United Kingdom’s man in Montevideo pushed back his straw hat a degree, and peered at Carlos Bonham Garcia with a paternally vexed, albeit mild frown. 
 
    It came to something when a chap could not even tend his rose garden for a couple of hours without being disturbed by a bloody gunfight in front of his own Embassy! 
 
    The sixty-two-year-old Ambassador was a veteran of the Diplomatic Corps.  Not a lot surprised, less still unnerved him.  After gaining his MA at Queen’s College, Oxford, he had joined the Consular Service as long ago as 1930, initially serving in the Far East in Japan and the Philippines.  He had been interned by the Japanese at the outbreak of war in 1941 whilst stationed at Shanghai.  Fortunately, respecting his diplomatic accreditation, the invaders had eventually repatriated him, whereupon he had formally joined the Foreign and Colonial Office, serving on the staff of the Supreme Allied Commander South East Asia until 1946.  Thereafter, he had worked as an advisor and ‘special commissioner’ in Singapore and Saigon in the aftermath of the defeat of the Japanese.  Three years as British Minister in Tokyo was followed by his first full ambassadorship, in Cambodia, and then a stint as Assistant Under-secretary of State at the FCO before, in 1961 taking up his present, repeatedly extended, post in Montevideo which, generally speaking, he had found to be most convivial and professionally satisfying.  Not least because the United Kingdom and Uruguay had enjoyed unbroken, pretty much cordial relations since the late 1820s when British influence, investment and ongoing commerce had been major pillars of the infant state, and its subsequent development.  Up until the end of the Second War, Britain had been Uruguay’s foremost European ally and those firmly-founded good relations had survived the muscular intrusion of the United States before, and after the October War.  So, all things considered, the last thing he wanted to happen – at any time – was gun play and bodies leaking large quantities of blood lying on Embassy ground on account of their being riddled with bullet holes! 
 
    “I am Carlos Bonham Garcia, sir,” said the taller of the two, dishevelled and somewhat battered youths standing before the British Ambassador, trying manfully to stand at attention as if on parade. 
 
    His English was only very lightly accented, and breathless. 
 
    “My companion is Miguel Ortero.  We are both Cadets of the Armada de la República Argentina.  We were captured on South Georgia and repatriated to Uruguay on board the USS Oriskany.  I believe that the men who are pursuing us are agents of my country’s government who are trying to kidnap us,” he halted, his lower lip quivering for a split second, “to blackmail my father, who commands the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición.  To prevent this, Miguel and I wish to claim political asylum, sir!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Tuesday 23rd December 
 
    Naval Air Station Port San Carlos 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    OPERATION GRANDSTAND, the landing upon and re-taking of, the Falklands Archipelago, had in the last four weeks morphed into a new, much-revised and methodically gamed, both in small scale tactical exercises at sea and on land, and extensive Staff sand table trials, OPERATION YARNER. 
 
    ‘Yarner’ was the name of the estate, on Hayter Down to the west of the village of Bovey Tracey in Devon, where Vice Admiral Sir Henry Conyers Leach had been born on 18th November 1923; thus, as code names were ideally designated, ‘YARNER’ was singularly lacking in any obvious military significance, and gave no clue to the purpose of the operation to which it was attached.  However, mainly, it had been selected simply to tickle CINCSATF’s sense of humour – because everybody who worked for him thought he deserved to be cheered up - and that was recommendation enough! 
 
    Major General Ian Gourlay, his Ground Forces Commander had certainly allowed a brief, wry smile to cross his lips when the thinking behind the codename had been explained to him by his GSO3 (Staff Officer Operations).  The fact of the matter was that there was no more popular man in the South Atlantic than the peripatetic, jaunty little admiral who throughout OPERATION UPLAND GOOSE in the spring, throughout the uncertainties – the political humming and harring of the summer, the assembly of the Task Force and its battles to date – had demonstrated a priceless unflappability, an implacable good humour and a transparently genuine affection for all his men, regardless of their ranks or their roles in the great enterprise of OPERATION SOMERVILLE. 
 
    Major General Sergei Akhromeyev had presented Anatoly Saratov and the other sixteen – his sergeant had respectfully notified him that twelve men, including himself, would be insufficient to do the job - volunteer Code Talkers, to Gourlay when the British general had arrived to meet CINCSATF, the sound of whose approaching helicopter now reverberated around the hills flanking the inlet of the shallow valley of the San Carlos River. 
 
    In recent days the hospital ship Sylvania had gone alongside the Himalaya before that ship had steamed for the Cape, carrying over two hundred wounded men on the first leg of their long journey home, after transferring across doctors and nursing staff deemed inessential for the passage to the second hospital ship.  In addition to the repatriation of men unlikely to be fit for duty again in the foreseeable future, or who required care and surgeries best delivered by facilities on land, some three hundred other personnel were returning to South Africa for compassionate or ‘other’ reasons, including men afflicted, or broken by combat fatigue. 
 
    The days when ‘shell shock’ had been a stigma, a dishonourable ticket home, were almost but not quite gone.  That said, Henry Leach and Ian Gourlay were men who understood that many of the men serving with the Task Force had been almost continually at war, on ships or in ground forces engaged in combat or front line duties, if not continuously, then off and on for long periods, ever since 1963; and they implicitly acknowledged that the wear and tear on men was not just physical, it was profoundly psychologically traumatic. 
 
    Consequently, Anatoly Saratov – and many of his tough guy Vindrey Brigade comrades – had been astonished, not to mince words, how ‘sensitive’ to the maintenance of the fighting spirit, and the esprit de corps of their men, their British commanders were.  Morale was everything to them and officers who routinely pushed their men to breaking point, could expect to be discarded. 
 
    In the Red Army he had watched how the machine had consumed men like it did tanks and ammunition; that was simply not the way the British Army, or so far as he could tell, the Royal Navy or the Royal Air Force operated.  Across the Task Force there was an inherent recognition that every man had his limits, beyond which he could no longer function effectively as a part of a modern fighting unit.  Men got burned out, used up by the intolerable stresses of combat; thus, it was taken for granted that men needed to be protected from themselves, not pushed over the edge.  It all seemed a little bizarre to a man raised and tempered in the cauldron of the Red Army, and yet, veterans like Anatoly Saratov had little doubt that he was surrounded by some of, if not the best, infantrymen in the world.  Royal Marine Commandos, Paratroopers, Gurkhas, Guardsmen, companies of combat engineers who built roads and constructed airstrips out of nothing, all supported by a logistics system that would have beggared his credulity if he had not seen it in operation.  The men around him were the elite-of-the-elite. 
 
    As to his new ‘job’ he had been under the impression that it was the US Marines who had thought of the ‘code talker’ concept first; but of course, they had not.  Or rather, they and the British had invented it separately at more or less the same time. 
 
    ‘Hardly anything is wholly invented in America, chaps,’ Major Lionel Colvin, the second-in-command of 46 Commando had explained, tongue-in-cheek.  ‘We came up with the wheeze in the Great War, re-invented it twenty years later in the desert to fox Rommel, and used it throughout the Italian and North West European campaigns.  Usually, we employed Indian Army men, chaps who spoke Punjabi, or Farsi, that’s Persian, Hindustani, or whatever.  There were not a lot of fellows in the Afrika Korps or the Wehrmacht who spoke the lingo, you see.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Lionel Colvin had given the US Marine Corps credit for recruiting as many as five hundred native Americans, many of them from the Navajo Nation to increase the speed and the security of combat radio-telephone communications, employing spoken and encrypted cipher protocols in the Pacific campaign; and graciously conceded, that by the end of the Second War so-called ‘wind talkers’ recruited from the Lakota, Mohawk, Cherokee, Choctaw, Comanche and Crow peoples were routinely serving with US forces in Europe. 
 
    Anatoly and his comrades were to be employed solely in verbal radio communications; if and when the break out from the bridgehead happened the British planned to campaign light, move fast and hit hard, smashing through the enemy’s defences and advance at least ten miles into the interior in the first twenty-four hours. 
 
    The former Soviet paratrooper was sceptical about that, even though he had seen the positions for the 17- and 25-pounder gun batteries being prepared, the ammunition dumps sited, and had witnessed at first hand the efficacy of the mortar teams allocated to each company during the battle for the Cerro Montevideo Line. 
 
    However, he did not spend much time worrying about it. 
 
    He was not paid enough to figure out that stuff! 
 
    Or why the British had built the two short airstrips up here at Port San Carlos in the north, and a second runway in the south at San Carlos Settlement, the one orientated west-east, and the other, more or less, south-north.  The Task Force’s helicopters operated from the Bulwark, or the big assault ships, or the landing pads of some of the bigger merchantmen. 
 
    The approaching helicopter was a Sea King. 
 
    Anatoly had already seen two Sea Kings in the air that morning, and this one looked…different. 
 
    He wondered where it had come from? 
 
    Unlike the Task Force’s workhorse Wessexes, a Sea King was too big to put down on any but a handful of the ships in the South Atlantic.  Only the Ark Royal had carried Sea Kings, and two of the four on board had been lost when she went down. 
 
    A grin began to crease Anatoly’s face. 
 
    What was different was that he was hearing another helicopter following the first Sea King down the valley, a sister aircraft which could only mean that somewhere to the north, presumably far from the sight of land, there was a second carrier. 
 
    Better late than never; the Hermes had arrived! 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Espora 
 
    Ushuaia Bay, Beagle Channel 
 
    Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    The destroyer’s brig was as claustrophobic and damp, the metal of the bulkheads clammy with condensation, as Juan had anticipated it would be.  As to why he found himself on the Espora as opposed to the Rosales, he assumed it could only be because the new Governor of Tierra del Fuego, Brigadier Jorge Rafael Videla Redondo, must have reason to regard this ship’s captain, Commander Alexandro de Molinari as the more politically reliable of the two surviving destroyers’ commanding officers.  Moreover, in this increasingly insane world, it actually made a kind of sense because Commander Alexandro de Molinari had taken an instant dislike to Juan the first time they met. 
 
    Juan wondered why the man had not yet come down to the brig to gloat? 
 
    “What’s going on in the port, guys?”  He asked when the watch changed and the two ratings guarding his locked door were relieved by new men. 
 
    “Sorry, sir.  We’re not allowed to speak to you, sir.” 
 
    That figured… 
 
    Juan did not want to put anybody on the Espora in a bad place.  He shrugged, and having briefly got to his feet, sat down again on the side of the Spartan cell’s low, metal bunk – barely softened by a couple of blankets – and contemplated trying to get some sleep. 
 
    “It’s quiet, sir,” he was told.  “The Rosales has moored alongside the main pier.  There was shooting earlier but that didn’t last long and another plane landed just before it got dark.” 
 
    Juan sighed with relief. 
 
    He had doubted Videla would honour his word, not when it came to a general amnesty but if it was a choice between allowing the Junta to make examples of a small number of the mutineers, himself included, as opposed to carrying out a wholesale bloodbath, that worked for him. 
 
    “Good,” he murmured.  “Thank you.” 
 
    Juan tried to sleep; it was impossible. 
 
    He had no watch, no real sense of time passing. 
 
    So, when the lights suddenly came on and he heard movement in the passageway outside his cell he blinked and sat up on his cot, disorientated, barely half-awake. 
 
    “Get on your feet Bonham Garcia!” 
 
    It seemed that the destroyer’s captain had finally decided to visit him after all.  Juan got up, straightened, peered at the shorter, balding man on the other side of the brig’s grill-like bars. 
 
    Alexandro de Molinari was brandishing a sheet of paper.  He looked dreadful, like he wanted to, or had recently, puked up his guts.  And his hands trembled. 
 
    “By order of the provisional Governor of the Province of Tierra del Fuego, Antarctica and the South Atlantic Islands, it is hereby decreed that Lieutenant Juan Bonham Garcia be stripped of all rank and privileges associated with the same…” 
 
    Juan would have quibbled about his promotion but guessed that it was all going to be academic anyway.  He studied the other man’s face, deciding that de Molinari, contrary to his previous assumption, was taking absolutely no pleasure in obeying his orders. 
 
    Again, this was little consolation. 
 
    The other man hesitated, as if trying to get a grip. 
 
    “Summary judgement having been determined that the aforementioned, Juan Bonham Garcia, is guilty of mutiny and having actively participated in mutinous assemblies, contrary to military discipline in time of war,” at this point the older man paused, swallowed hard, “there is only one sentence appropriate to the offences committed.  Specifically, that the prisoner be executed by firing squad.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Libertador Defence Ministry Building 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    Uruguay had severed diplomatic relations with the Argentine Republic at noon that day.  There had been some kind of incident in Montevideo involving SIDE men.  A woman and a child had been injured – fortunately not seriously, both struck by virtually spent bullets – one man had been shot dead by Uruguayan policemen outside the British Embassy, a second was critically wounded and another was under arrest.  The dead man, the wounded man and the suspect in custody had all been carrying, quote: ‘Very poorly forged Argentine diplomatic passports,’ of the type customarily used by ‘spies and intelligence officers illegally crossing our borders,’ according to the statement issued by Montevideo’s Minister in Buenos Aires, shortly after the abrupt termination of what had been an unusually terse interview at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Montevideo at which the Argentine Ambassador had been given twenty-four hours to depart the country - with his entire Staff – his accreditation having been withdrawn and all persons at his Embassy having been declared ‘persona non grata’ for an unspecified period. 
 
    That this had come as a nasty, very unsuspected shock to the diplomats of two neighbouring countries who, generally speaking, enjoyed relatively pragmatic, cordial relations one with the other, would be to grossly understate the magnitude of the shock waves the breaking news had sent careening through not just the Foreign Ministry but practically every other major institution of the Republic. 
 
    The man suddenly at the eye of this new, totally unexpected storm was Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, who, accompanied by Nicanor Costa Mendez, had been about to board a flight to Caracas, from whence, a US Air Force jetliner was waiting to transport them to Washington DC to commence, in theory, a new round of talks about talks - at the invitation of the US State Department, chaired by Edwin M. Martin, a former Ambassador to the Argentine and now Under Secretary of State for South American Affairs - when their mission was peremptorily aborted by the Americans. 
 
    No reason had been given; the talks were off, that was all. 
 
    Now that he was beginning to understand why the Americans were so angry, it was Garcia del Solar’s turn to be furious. 
 
    Positively incandescent, in fact. 
 
    “What in God’s name were those SIDE idiots doing outside the British Embassy in Montevideo?”  He demanded, face flushed with righteous outrage as he leaned forward, his fists clenched on the polished desk around which the Junta, and the usual, seemingly ever-larger supporting cast of uniformed staffers, aides and flunkies had gathered. 
 
    For once Nicanor Costa Mendez, the Argentine’s Permanent Representative to the United Nations – currently not in session pending its next move, to Hawaii in the spring – was content to sit, as invisibly as possible, in the Minister for Foreign Affair’s shadow, opportunistically waiting to see what happened next. 
 
    For his part, Roberto Laborda, the President of the Republic, absolutely livid because he had been required to abjure the wearing of the Presidential Sash, looked as if steam ought to be coming out of his ears, and his unofficial – but de facto – deputy, Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba was similarly, shaking with ire. 
 
    Several of Antonio Facchetti’s FAA aides had observed that de Cordoba - who had promoted himself to major general over the weekend – had speculated, only half in jest, that at this rate he would be a field marshal by the end of the month.  The man certainly had a rare talent for alienating the very people whose support he ought to be cultivating.  But then he was a man unfamiliar with the mantra: be kind to people on the way up because you might need their help on the way back down. 
 
    The Secretaría de Inteligencia – SIDE – reported directly to Laborda and it seemed to Facchetti that either the faux Il Presidente had been asleep at the wheel over the Montevideo debacle, or he was as incompetent a back-seat driver as his people were telling him he had always been! 
 
    It happened that at that moment, Garcia de Solar’s vitriolic, decidedly undiplomatic, excoriating remarks were exploring which clause applied to Laborda’s incompetence and while the Navy and Air Force members of the Junta looked on, no more than curious bystanders, the two Army men, unaccustomed to be confronted by inconvenient facts, or the consequences of their errors, neither of whom could remember the last time he had actually been called to account for his imbecility, were red-faced and fast coming to the boil. 
 
    Laborda ought to have exploded first; but then he was not really the man in charge.  Suddenly, Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba rose to his feet, pushing back his chair so hard it toppled backwards and nearly bowled over two aides. 
 
    Facchetti briefly entertained a vision of all the men behind Guerrero de Cordoba going down in a clattering heap, falling one by one like dominoes… 
 
    It was some moments before the acting Chief of Staff of the FAA registered that the Army man had just challenged the Minister for Foreign Affairs to a duel.  Apparently, on the grounds that his honour had been traduced; which was a bit rich coming from a man who had just led an armed coup d'état in which as many as a hundred people had been killed in and around this very building, overthrowing the previous Junta. 
 
    Antonio Facchetti had got used to being the only grown-up in the room at these meetings. 
 
    Wearily, he tried to reintroduce his colleagues to reality. 
 
    “I thought we were here to discuss,” he groaned, “again,” and with a shake of the head went on, “a co-ordinated response to the British ceasefire ultimatum, gentlemen?” 
 
    If anybody challenged him to a duel, he would be happy to accommodate him.  That said, if and when that happened, he planned to suggest that he and the aggrieved party take to the air in F-86s or Corsairs to fight it out in the skies above the capital.  At least that way the people of the Argentine would be entertained for a few minutes, and get a glimpse of the surreal way in which the Junta conducted its business! 
 
    “There is nothing to discuss!”  Guerrero de Cordoba snarled. 
 
    “Actually, there is everything to discuss,” Facchetti retorted, coolly.  He resisted the urge to specifically allude to ‘fiddling while Rome burned’ but only just.  “I’m certainly not going to waste time listening to fellow officers complaining about matters pertaining to their personal honour at a time when the country is falling apart around us!” 
 
    Laborda grunted, ran a hand over his hair which was noticeably grey above his ears, as if he had missed a large part of his scalp when he was applying black boot polish to the top. 
 
    “The country is not falling apart, Antonio,” he said with forced calmness, speaking between clenched teeth.  “I agree with General Mendoza; the British are bluffing.  We sank their precious Ark Royal and all our sources tell us that their other aircraft carrier, the Hermes, is disabled and probably already on her way back home by now.  Without air support they know they cannot break us on the Malvinas.” 
 
    Facchetti looked to the ARA’s man on the Junta, Comodoro Adolfo Suárez Salvador, who for the last few minutes had been listening to the angry exchanges with every appearance of haughty disinterest. 
 
    With the eyes of the room on him Suárez Salvador stirred. 
 
    “Naval Intelligence has received reports, unsubstantiated I’d add, to that effect,” the Navy man agreed ambivalently.  “Look, if the British had had a second aircraft carrier capable of operating fast jets, it would surely have been at sea at the time of the Battle of the Malvinas last month.”  He probably hoped his dispassionate delivery would take a little of the sting out of the air.  “While we’re on the subject, I don’t know what to make of the rumours that the British have built at least two substantial airfields within their San Carlos bridgehead.  It is counter-intuitive, our best estimate is that they have only a few more helicopters in the theatre than we do, albeit, most of ours are unserviceable.”  He shrugged.  “I think we ought to have learned by now that there is usually a reason why the British do the things that they do.  I hardly think they would have committed so much time, manpower and resources to creating those airstrips if they did not plan to use them in some way...” 
 
    “Yes, yes, yes, I saw those reports,” Guerrero de Cordoba acknowledged sulkily.  “The strips are far too short for any of the fixed-wing aircraft carried by the Hermes with the exception, perhaps, of her Fairey Gannet airborne early warning and anti-submarine warfare aircraft.  But she only had two, or three of those…” 
 
    “More likely four or five,” Suárez Salvador interjected mildly.  “Likewise, the Ark Royal.  It is not inconceivable that one or more of her Gannets could have flown to South Georgia.” 
 
    “Where would they have landed?” Facchetti inquired, confirming that the conversation had encountered a cul-de-sac.  However, his previous intervention had succeeded in somewhat cooling the atmosphere.  “It seems to me,” he said, heading off at a tangent, “that the British have worked out that we never had any intention of evacuating non-combatants from the war zone.  I don’t want to revisit old territory but frankly, we ought to have allowed the Americans to begin a token air lift, and certainly involved them more.  At least that way they would still have an investment in prolonging the ceasefire.  Gentlemen,” he spread his hands, “I don’t think the British are bluffing.  We know, and they know, that they cannot maintain their current force structure in the South Atlantic indefinitely.  All the indications are that they are about to, or have already attained, their peak mobilisation in the theatre.  The other observation I would make is that all the evidence of the post-October 1962 period is that once committed, the British never abandon a mission; and I do not think they are going to decide, now or at any time in the near future, to quietly pack up and go home.”  He knew he was not getting through to the others, each of whom had a coterie of deskbound ferocious ‘fight to the death’ men at their backs. 
 
    It was time to voice the one thought which had troubled Facchetti from the outset; from the very moment the British first spoke of sending a Task Force to the South Atlantic. 
 
    “When I was first brought into the group planning to remove the former leadership,” he prefaced, speaking a truth that was also an unambiguous confession, a thing none of the others was brave enough – or was it stupid? – to do, “I put it to General Rey, and at later councils of war, directly to General Mendoza that I was afraid we were making a terrible mistake assuming that the British would approach matters rationally.  They, I was assured, were, are bankrupt, as much in the White House’s pocket as ourselves, in fact. Unlike us, they are exhausted by wars, still recovering from the aftermath of the October War, their fleet is old and tired, I was told.  And, I put aside some of my worries, and as you all know I have done my best, my patriotic duty to support our new government.  I remain loyal to General Mendoza as, so far as I know, does my Chief, General Rey.  So, when I say what I am about to say, please understand that I speak as one who knows himself to be among brothers.” 
 
    Okay, I have their attention. 
 
    “I don’t think that there is a polite, or a correct way to pose this question: had it occurred to anybody in this room that the British are mad?” 
 
    No, it had not. 
 
    Facchetti developed his thesis: “They have sent their whole Fleet, their best fighting men, risked an irreparable rift with the Americans, utter financial ruin, the collapse of their economy and everything they have achieved since October 1962 to take back a few rocky islands thirteen thousand kilometres from the British Isles that none of the original inhabitants actually want to return to.  To me, that is a definition of madness.  It is insane.” 
 
    Surreally, his comrades were looking at him as if he was the one who was insane. 
 
    “So, I put it to you, gentlemen,” he went on, “that I don’t think they care about what is, and what is not rational.  I think they are so angry with us, so offended by the invasion of 1964 – let us not forget it took place at a bad time for them - when they were fighting the Russians.  Or, that they are still so incensed about what they perceive to be a stab in the back; that to win this war they don’t care what it costs, or how much harm it does to them in the years to come.  Granted, it may already be too late but if we went back to the Americans and accepted the idea of peacekeepers…” 
 
    “No!”  Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba grunted.  “No!” 
 
    “The English are the ones who are on the defensive here,” Roberto Laborda added, with what he hoped was crushing finality.  “They are the ones half-a-world away from their home base, they are the ones who are outnumbered two-to-one on the ground on the Malvinas!” 
 
    Trying not to lose his temper, Facchetti did not reply. 
 
    “General Mendoza had laid in stores for a protracted siege of Puerto Argentino,” Guerrero de Cordoba asserted, his jaw jutting bullishly.  “The port is a citadel.  If the British attack us again, they will be thrown back into the sea!  Then, we shall see who has the stomach for the fight!” 
 
    If Antonio Facchetti had not known in his heart of hearts that it was too late, he might have fought back.  Anybody who thought that Puerto Argentino was remotely defensible if the British breached the mountain lines to its west were deluding themselves; regardless of whether Horacio Mendoza and his half-wit underlings had not already turned the town into a ticking timebomb in their attempts to lay in provisions – fuel, ammunition and most of the available food on the archipelago – ahead of a ‘siege’ which was never going to happen.  Those mountains to the west of the port were its only defence, if they were breached the war was over.  Facchetti could not understand that what was patently obvious to him was so fatally opaque to the men around him and the latest Governor of the Malvinas! 
 
    It was futile, what would be; would be. 
 
    If the ARA had been able to land Marines at Yorke Bay, and on the south coast of Isla Soledad within two or three kilometres of Puerto Argentino in 1964, what was to stop the British, who were after all, very, very good at mounting amphibious assault operations from doing exactly the same thing whenever they wanted? 
 
    He could not resist the temptation to prick the arrogant detachment of his…brothers. 
 
    “Well then, gentlemen,” he sighed, sitting back in his chair, “if that is the way so many of the people in this room feel about it, the FAA stands ready to fly anybody who feels the need to fight to the last drop of their blood, to Puerto Argentino tonight, or in the coming nights.”  He smiled, thinly.  “For logistical purposes, if any of my courageous brothers wishes to join the fight in the Malvinas, if you would let me have your name, I will make the arrangements without delay.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    His secretary, one of the two men who had accompanied him to the meeting looked up from the notes he had been taking, looking around expectantly so as not to miss the raised hands of volunteers eager to make the one-way trip to Puerto Argentino. 
 
    “Come, come, gentlemen,” Facchetti frowned.  “I have requisitioned a number of civilian transports, Fokker F27s and a couple of those idle Aerolíneas Argentinas jetliners, including a Comet and a Boeing 707 to make supply drops over Cap San Felipe.  It would be a simple matter to parachute into the war zone on one of those missions.” 
 
    Facchetti tried to keep a straight face. 
 
    Suddenly, nobody was looking him in the eye, still less glaring at him.  It was as if he was the auctioneer at a sale where the price was being delineated in blood and nobody in the room had the bravura to even hint at raising the ante. 
 
    The acting Chief of Staff of the Air Force frowned. 
 
    “Forgive me, I must have misunderstood.  A minute ago, everybody in the room seemed all in favour of defending the Malvinas to the death?” 
 
    Reply came there none. 
 
    “Well,” Facchetti concluded, his lip curling in contempt, “so much for the honour and the glory of the Republic, gentlemen!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    Christmas Eve 
 
    Wednesday 24th December 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    126 miles SSE of Cape Pembroke 
 
      
 
    The wind was blowing out of the south west at a moderate – for these latitudes – twenty knots, with the ships of the Hermes Battle Group forging purposefully through increasingly foam-flecked ten to eleven foot swells beneath a leaden sky from which, periodically, squalls swept across the grey-green seascape. 
 
    Peter Christopher had been watching the Hermes taking the seas on her port quarter as she recovered one of her four serviceable Fairey Gannet AEW3s.  Ironically, in these conditions, or with just a little more wind over her bow, even in her present mechanical condition steaming on only one shaft the carrier could probably have safely operated both her Sea Vixens and her Buccaneers; but sadly, even in these latitudes these conditions, not to mention the health of the ship’s remaining turbine set could not be guaranteed, so those airframes had been off-loaded at Leith Harbour ahead of a long, slow voyage home as deck cargo on returning Royal Fleet Auxiliaries and requisitioned merchantmen. 
 
    As for the turboprop Gannets, well, with a reduced fuel load they seemed to handle well enough even when there was hardly any wind over the bow, although without a gale it was too risky to fill their tanks and mount more than a couple of sonar buoys in their bomb bays.  That said, even operating with their normal five to six hour endurance reduced by a third or a half, they were going to be invaluable, not least in releasing badly needed frigates from radar picket duties. 
 
    Several Kestrels were parked forward of the carrier’s island superstructure.  On still days – of which there were few – the odd-looking machines used up an inordinately large amount of fuel getting into the air, much reducing their operational range, particularly if they were configured in a ground attack role.  However, on a day like this, if they got a long enough roll from somewhere towards the Hermes’s stern they literally hopped into the air off the bow, or the carrier’s angled flight deck.  Apparently, back at Leith Harbour, some bright spark had proposed building a ‘hump’ of some description at the bow to assist the Kestrels ‘leap’ into flight but Peter guessed that Hermes’s captain, Raymond Lygo, presently Commodore in Command of the Hermes Battle Group, had nearly had a seizure at the thought of somebody wilfully defacing his ship’s lines in such a cavalier fashion. 
 
    “The Admiral’s Wessex is on the way back, sir!” 
 
    Fred Dickens, the cruiser’s Principal Weapons Officer – on the Liverpool he was able to cling to the title Gunnery Officer at least in spirit if not by the ever-changing letter of the regulations – was Officer of the Watch. 
 
    “Very good.  Carry on.” 
 
    The helm went over and the old cruiser began to shoulder through the swell, steading on a course a point south of due west.  With the wind gusting it was going to be a bumpy landing on the Liverpool’s stern in the turbulent air roiling off the cruiser’s lofty superstructure. 
 
    CINCSAFT could easily have passed the time of day with Peter’s counterpart on the Hermes using scrambled TBS.  At a low power setting the system would only have had a range of a few miles, and thus, there would have been little chance of the traffic being picked up by listeners on the Falklands; but Henry Leach was old-school, radio silence meant exactly what it said and besides, he liked to ‘stretch his legs’ from time to time. 
 
    At the moment the two Battle Groups were manoeuvring in a swath of ocean twenty-five miles long and wide; tonight, they would go their own ways, operating as separate task forces with perhaps a hundred or more sea miles between them for most of the rest of the campaign. 
 
    Peter had felt the mood changing as the ship had left South Georgia behind.  A transcript of the Prime Minister’s speech in the House of Commons had been transmitted to the Task Force and he, like most captains, had authorised its unrestricted, unedited circulation to his crew.  It needed no commentary from him; it was what it was and everybody knew that unless something dramatic happened they were going back to war.  He dreaded the coming days and yet, a part of him just wanted to get it over and done with, whatever it took.  There had been nothing pretty, less still glorious about destroying Grytviken, or killing all those brave men on those Argentine cruisers; the reality of it was that he commanded a ship whose reason for being was to bring her long rifles to bear on Her Majesty’s foes.  The true evil of war was the terrible things it made one do in the name of duty, kill or be killed.  It was made all the worse for his having hoped, for much of the last month, that it would not have to end the way that it was, probably, tragically, going to end now.  He was angry, his men were angry that the ceasefire had been exactly what they had all guessed it to be from the beginning, a callous ruse, a delaying tactic, the last throw of the dice by a corrupt regime which self-evidently did not care if its men, women and children lived or died on their precious bloody Malvinas! 
 
    Well, the reckoning would not be long delayed now. 
 
    The cruiser had steadied onto her new course, pitching as before but rolling less as she angled away from the Whitby class frigate Plymouth, the nearest vessel on the port quarter of the Hermes’s inner screen.  The ship had increased speed to twenty-two knots, again to reduce her motion until CINCSATF was safely aboard. 
 
    The bridge talker relayed reports of the approaching helicopter.  Fred Dickens stepped outside into the rain to watch for a minute then, satisfied all was well returned inside as Peter, donning a wet-weather jacket departed to greet Henry Leach. 
 
    Not for the first time Peter was grateful that he commanded a ship large enough to give him the opportunity to collect his thoughts as he walked from one end of it to the other. 
 
    Needless, CINCSATF was all smiles when he stepped down from the cabin of the Wessex, with the rotors thrumming hard to hold the machine down, before lifting off to return to Hermes. 
 
    “Hermes is holding up as well as can be expected!”  Henry Leach reported. 
 
    “Carmania and Franconia have departed Stromness Bay, sir,” Peter in turn, informed CINCSATF. 
 
    The two troopships were bound for San Carlos Water, there to transfer sixteen hundred men and initially, at least two hundred tons of war stores to the Fearless and the Intrepid, with the balance of the three thousand men on the two former Cunarders going into Divisional reserve in the bridgehead where, in due course, they would backfill for the spearhead units inked-in for the forthcoming advance on Stanley-Puerto Argentino. 
 
    

  

 
   
    43 Commando HQ 
 
    San Carlos Settlement 
 
      
 
    The adjutant of 43 Commando, Major Richard Nevil ‘Nev’ Coates gruff good humour was almost totally absent as he listened to the latest reports coming in from Baker Company, presently responsible for defending the Sussex Mountain line some miles to the south. 
 
    Things had been going too well, he saw that now! 
 
    “What do you mean?  They want to fucking surrender?” 
 
    “Just that, sir!” 
 
    “Well, how many of the beggars are there?” 
 
    “Er, hundreds, sir!” 
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Nev Coates complained in exasperation. 
 
    Here we are trying to fight a fucking war and now this! 
 
    “We’re frisking them as they pass through our perimeter, sir,” explained the harassed subaltern at the other end of the line several miles away.  “None of them are armed.  Most of them are out on their feet, in a poor way, actually, sir.  The chappie in charge is a Navy man, a Lieutenant Commander by the name of Castro Fox…” 
 
    And that was another thing, why did so many of the fucking dagoes have to have English-sounding names! 
 
    “Doesn’t he know how many of his own people he’s got with him?” 
 
    “His best guess is about four-hundred-and-fifty.  The chap in charge down at Darwin let anybody who wanted to,” the other man’s voice was a little shocked, “leave, basically.” 
 
    Nev Coates thought that was a bloody funny way to run a war but…each to their own. 
 
    “Right.  Send this Castro Fox blighter up to me.  Detail off a couple of your boys for every twenty or thirty of the POWs and escort them to Rally Point Delta, we’ll take them off your hands there.”  He thought for a moment.  “Anybody who can’t march further, do what you can for them.  Keep me informed and I’ll see if I can get a Wessex to run a load of day rations down to you before dark.  Out!” 
 
    43 Commando’s veteran adjutant paused to think about the new…complication. 
 
    If four-hundred-and-fifty Argies were in such a bad way that they were marching through his lines to surrender it was a fair guess that they had already run out of emergency medical supplies… 
 
    “Warn the Navy we’ll need some boxes of EMS on those flights,” he demanded. 
 
    He walked outside the Administration Tent. 
 
    He bawled a series of orders and literally, two minutes later 43 Commando’s Fleet Air Arm Liaison officer was standing in front of him. 
 
    “This is jolly bad timing, sir,” the other man, a Lieutenant in his early thirties observed. 
 
    The plan had been to let the garrison at Goose Green-Darwin starve; now they were going to have to feed hundreds of new mouths.  Coates had known it was a mistake to sort out the enemy garrison’s wounded for them! 
 
    There was a time and a place for humanitarian compassion; it was not as if the Argies had shown much of that to the Royal Marines they had murdered back in April 1964! 
 
    “Sort out that Wessex for me, please,” Coates commanded and moved on, going in search of 43 Commando’s CO, who was as irritated as Coates by the news, then paused momentarily to reflect on the implications. 
 
    “That can’t leave many of the blighters down there, Nev!”  He pondered another few seconds.  “Let’s see if we can get Brigade on the horn; let’s find out what they think about things.” 
 
    What Major General Ian Gourlay thought about it was that he did not want “anybody going off on a wild goose chase,” a pun said with only the merest hint of irony, “down south where there’s nothing but peat bog, tussock grass and sheep!” 
 
    43 Commando’s role in the first seventy-two hours of OPERATION YARNER was to anchor the ‘southern hinge’ of the division’s ‘forward press’ and thereby cover the right flank of the assault brigade’s spearhead battalions ‘development towards Teal Inlet with Salvador Water protecting its left flank as it advanced.’ 
 
    Any significant diversion involving a strike at, or the close envelopment of the eastern defences of whatever Argentine garrison remained in situ around Goose Green contributed precisely nothing to the main effort, or to the achievement of the objectives of the first phase of OPERATION YARNER. 
 
    Put succinctly, the Ground Forces Commander was not at home to ‘tactical drift’. 
 
    “So,” he had concluded, “process the POWs and get them lined up for transfer to the Sylvania or the prison ships in Falkland Sound as appropriate, ASAP.” 
 
    There was a big difference between taking advantage of an enemy’s weakness, or the passing opportunities that came one’s way on the battlefield, and permitting events to wholly dictate one’s reactions.  Put succinctly the main thing was to never lose sight of the main thing.  In this case, the main thing was Stanley-Puerto Argentino, not a ruined sheep station manned by a demoralised garrison incapable of endangering the southern flank of the planned three-battalion infantry advance due to kick-off an hour before dawn on Boxing Day morning. 
 
    Unless, of course, somebody pulled the rug from beneath the Task Force’s feet…again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Espora 
 
    Ushuaia Bay, Beagle Channel 
 
      
 
    They came for Juan that evening.  The destroyer’s Bosun – the ARA followed the US Navy’s protocol in these things, not for it the Royal Navy’s Master at Arms designation for a ship’s senior non-commissioned officer – and two tough-looking engine room snipes, the sort of men who lived and breathed the oil etched into the lines in their faces, arrived outside the brig door without warning. 
 
    “Don’t get excited, Commander,” the older man said without preamble.  “We’re just taking you to see Captain de Molinari.” 
 
    Juan Bonham Garcia was not convinced he ever wanted to see Alexandro de Molinari again; the last time the two men had met the older man had read out his death sentence.  On the other hand, he was still alive.  Well, so far as he could tell, the last few weeks had been like an unending, ever-darkening nightmare and confined to the Espora’s brig, deep in the bowels of the ship, he had rapidly lost contact with any reality beyond the steel bulkheads of his cell.  The bastards would not even let him write a last letter to Rita! 
 
    He felt as if he ought to have a lot more regrets but oddly, he had just the three.  That neither Rita or his parents would know what had happened, really happened to him, on the Veinticinco de Mayo and here in Ushuaia, and that he would never know if his Mama and Papa got his letter telling them about Rita, the woman he planned to marry, whom he would never see again in this world… 
 
    He had not thought about Rita enough but then the last couple of months had been kind of crazy.  Crazy insane, mostly, and he had wanted to keep her out of all that madness.  Or that, at least, was what he told himself.  The reality of it was that he had been trying so hard not to get killed that he had had no room for normality, or time to think about the future. 
 
    Rita was a petite brunette with almond eyes that twinkled when she smiled, which was often because she was the sort of girl who liked to assume that the glass was half-full, not half-empty.  She would qualify as a legal secretary by next summer, in the meantime she was working tables three or four nights a week in a local bar-diner. 
 
    That was how Juan had met Margarita Clark Freemont, the daughter of a Marine officer killed in the fighting for the Pusan perimeter on Christmas Day 1965. Now, Rita and her mother, who had been hit hard by influenza the last two years, rattled around in the big old house in Jacksonville, Florida, they had inherited from her parents. 
 
    Juan had been thinking about Rita, replaying their first dates when the Bosun and his heavies had turned up. 
 
    Juan had first met Rita in the company of the other jocks on his LDSO Course at Mayport, the St John’s River US Navy base of the USS Ticonderoga.  All the others were a few years older than him; several were married already with kids; understandably, they treated him like he was their out-of-town hick kid brother and had teased him mercilessly about his ‘Romeo and Juliet thing’ with the pretty waitress. 
 
    He had been smitten on first sight… 
 
    “Do I get a last cigarette, or anything, Bosun?”  He inquired ruefully, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes.  He was irritated that he was about to be taken to an ARA ship’s captain looking like a tramp.  That was just not right. 
 
    The older man gave him a weary look. 
 
    Juan raised a hand. 
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t smoke,” he murmured, apologetically. 
 
    Neither of the heavies attempted to lay a hand on him, simply falling into step behind him as the Bosun led the way aft to where Commander Alexandro de Molinari was waiting for Juan in his stateroom. 
 
    The hatch closed behind him and the two men were alone. 
 
    The old Fletcher class destroyer’s captain looked like he had not slept in a week and he made no pretence of being the hard-faced, mean-spirited man who had read Juan’s death sentence to him only the previous day.  He rose from behind his small desk with two glasses clinking in his right hand and a half-empty bottle of Bourbon in the other.  Wordlessly, he splashed generous measures in each glass and handed one to Juan. 
 
    “My brother was in hospital with your father in sixty-four,” de Molinari said, glumly.  “He remembered how brave your Mama, Donna Elena was, and how she always had a kind word for all the other guys in the ward,” he shrugged, “and the other wives and their kids when they visited.” 
 
    Juan hesitated, took a gulp of his drink. 
 
    De Molinari drained his glass and poured another; Juan declined a top-up with a grimace. 
 
    “I sort of foreswore the good stuff when I was accepted for LDSO training, sir,” he explained.  “Even a small aircraft can do a lot of damage if you inadvertently wave it down into a carrier’s fantail.” 
 
    The other man snorted a short, unfunny laugh. 
 
    “Jesus,” he groaned, “we used to be so much better than this!” 
 
    Juan shrugged: “We were better than this when we attacked the British fleet.”  Another shrug.  “And stupid, obviously.” 
 
    De Molinari stopped beating about the bush. 
 
    “I need you to get on the TBS and talk to the Rosales.  Her skipper knows I have no intention of sending you ashore so that bastard Videla can have you shot.  Even if I was, my crew would mutiny.  And so would his if that happened.  Just so you know, he’s threatening to fire on the Espora if you are harmed.  I told him that was never going to happen when you were first brought on board.  We’re fucking ARA offices!  I’ve had enough of this fucking charade, consider yourself released and free to speak to any of my officers and men but please,” the older man was clearly at his wit’s end.  “Talk to those people on the Rosales first…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Christmas Day 
 
    Thursday 25th December 
 
    HMS Victorious, South of Beauchene Island 
 
      
 
    “Captain on the bridge!” 
 
    Six months ago, thirty-one-year-old acting Captain Jock Slater had never dreamed that by Christmas he would be commanding the Royal Navy’s biggest operational aircraft carrier, let alone be about to steer her into what was almost certainly her last battle. 
 
    He had been put in command of the de-activated Victorious to ferry a cargo of aircraft and their RAF ‘minders’ down to the South Atlantic.  His orders were to deliver his ‘load’ of thirty-one Kestrel Mark IIs of No 105 and No 112 Squadrons, RAF, and four Sea King helicopters of No 824 Naval Air Squadron to the Task Force Logistics hub at Leith Harbour, South Georgia.  That was supposed to be it; after all, Victorious had been on the way to the scrapyard, all she had been deemed fit for was service as a moderately fast transport ship! 
 
    It was a funny old world. 
 
    To paraphrase the observation of a certain Scottish raconteur and bard: ‘In proving foresight may be vain the best laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men often go awry…’ 
 
    Although, in this case Slater himself, egged on by the man who had accompanied him onto the old carrier’s compass platform that morning, was hardly an innocent actor in confounding his elders’ and betters’ original intentions. 
 
    As a young man forty-eight-year-old Air Commodore the Honourable Harry ‘Hal’ Chesney-Grigson had flown souped-up Spitfire photo-reconnaissance aircraft over occupied France in 1943, and after he had been shot down, participated in the doomed mass break-out from Stalag Luft III at Sagan in East Germany, in February 1944. Pertinently, he was the man who had persuaded Slater that rather than ‘waste’ the long passage south, his pilots should be allowed to use the time – the best part of a month - to learn, and if possible, to master the challenges of operating their remarkable vertical take-off and landing jets off a real sea-going flight deck.  It was one thing training on land when the small, painted rectangle below one was literally rock-steady, another entirely ‘getting the job done’ at sea when the only available airstrip was rolling and pitching as it travelled forward at around twenty-plus miles an hour. 
 
    Actually, they had discovered that if the ship put its bow into the wind, the VTO – Vertical Take-off – part of a Kestrel’s remarkable VTOL specification, became, in the interests of reducing fuel consumption, a very short take-off, more a rolling ‘hop’ into the air.  That said, given that Victorious had no arrestor equipment, more or less vertical landings were the only way any of the Kestrels were ever going to come home to mother! 
 
    It had been trial and error working out how best to manage this; initial trials attempting a traditional stern approach, with the aircraft gradually slowing to a hover had proven problematic.  There was too much turbulence from the ship’s passage.  After several ‘near misses’, it had been Slater who had suggested that a better way to do things might simply be for a returning Kestrel to ‘pull up alongside the ship’, say about fifty to sixty yards off the port quarter, and ‘slide in over the deck, sideways’ where a pilot could then be ‘waved down’ by a director standing half-way between the bridge and the bow. 
 
    A rolling take-off and a vertical landing after a returning aircraft had bled off speed into a hover well clear of the turbulence created by the ship’s forward movement, was now standard operating practice on both the Victorious and the Hermes. 
 
    “Is that Beauchene Island over there?”  The RAF man inquired; his gaze settled on the dim outline emerging from the haze about three miles to the north. 
 
    “Yes.  We’re about forty miles south of Porpoise Point,” Slater confirmed. 
 
    Beauchene Island was the most southerly of the seven hundred and seventy-eight islands and islets that comprised the Falklands Archipelago.  It was also the most isolated, and no attempt had been made to settle on it since the nineteenth century when up to a hundred sealers had briefly camped out on it until, a year or two later, they had wiped out the once multitudinous local seal colony. 
 
    The island was a bleak, inhospitable-looking place.  A little over a mile long with cliffs two-hundred-and-thirty feet high, in the absence of human intervention the seals had returned en masse, and now its rocks and cliffs belonged to the tens of thousands of penguins, albatrosses, shearwaters, and petrels.  Tussock grass and peat covered much of the islands; in winter it wore a permanent snowy coat and the reason it was so rarely visited was that other than in the balmiest of weather, it was almost impossible to land by boat anywhere around its craggy coast. 
 
    Beauchene Island, at latitude 52 degrees 53 minutes south, marked the northern boundary of the Victorious Battle Group’s Patrol Box, which had not stopped the pilots of No 112 Squadron – No 105 had embarked on the Hermes – practicing bombing and strafing runs over the southern part of the island until the risk of bird strikes had dampened even the ardour of Hal Chesney-Grigson’s hot shots. 
 
    To the west the Liverpool slipped in and out of early day mist, her long dark silhouette redolent of menace; closer to the Victorious, her guardship, the futuristic-looking Norfolk cruised a thousand yards off the carrier’s starboard side, conforming to her manoeuvres, her Terrier rails permanently loaded.  This morning, the Leander class frigate Naiad was on aircraft guard astern while flight operations were in progress, and one of Victorious’s escorts on the voyage to the South Atlantic, the Allen M. Sumner class destroyer Headington, was holding position ten degrees off her port bow, about a mile ahead.  Other frigates, the Lynx and Plymouth, and the destroyer Bromyard protected the Battle Group’s oilers, the Oleander and the Wave Chief, steaming fifty miles to the south, while the frigate Galatea and the old Fletcher class ship, the Perth, stood in closer to the coast of the archipelago to the north. 
 
    By now, the re-organisation of the fleet in the South Atlantic was complete, with the two carrier Battle Groups in position to the north and south of the archipelago, the Amphibious Assault Group reconfiguring in San Carlos Water, and the flotilla securing the home base in South Georgia reduced to a shadow of its former strength.  Three ships with mechanical problems, wearied by blockade duty had been reassigned to the Falkland Sound Squadron, the frigates Eskimo and Grafton, and the Fletcher class destroyer Berwick, the latter moored with her torpedo tubes bearing on the two Argentine prison ships, the captured Nuevo de Julio and Hercules, with the minesweepers Dartington and Chilcompton patrolling the Sound. 
 
    CINCSATF had intimated that he planned to remain on board the Liverpool for the duration of OPERATION YARNER; everybody assumed this was because the Liverpool, currently flagship of the Victorious Battle Group as well as of SATFAS – South Atlantic Task Force At Sea - in addition to being the fleet’s fearsome trouble-shooter and, as many on the lower decks boasted, its ‘enforcer’, standing ready to be sent wherever her big guns were needed, also possessed the best communications and sensor suite available to CINCSATF. 
 
    This news had sent a frisson through the Battle Group’s captains since it was acknowledged that the moment the old Baltimore class cruiser disappeared over the horizon – on one or other of the jaunts Henry Leach would surely think up - it meant a change of squadron command, with Norfolk’s commanding officer, the only other substantive four-ringer in the Battle Group, automatically becoming Commodore in Command. 
 
    If anybody had been in any doubt before, they now knew that Henry Leach really meant it when he had communicated to his captains that while it was his job to tell them what needed to be done, and to give them the tools to do it, it was for them to get on with it! 
 
    In the meantime, his ‘band of brothers’ fully understood that he intended to enjoy his ringside seat on the flag bridge of Peter Christopher’s battleship! 
 
    North of the Falklands, the Hermes was in company with her own County class, Terrier-armed guided missile destroyer, the Hampshire, the frigates Ajax, Euryalus and Tartar, and the destroyers Daring, Dundee, Murray and Tamworth, supported by the fleet oilers Wave Ruler and Tidespring, operating in a patrol area centred some hundred nautical miles to the north of the entrance to Salvador Water. 
 
    Meanwhile, the Fearless, Intrepid and the commando carrier Bulwark had been reformed into the Amphibious Assault Group – AAG - under David Penberthy’s command in anticipation of the arrival at San Carlos Water of the troopships Carmania and Franconia, the former carrying the newly designated Guards’ Battle Group, some one-thousand strong formed around the command structure of 2nd Battalion, Coldstream Guards, and the latter a similar strength – the Rifles’ Battle Group - force built around 1st Battalion, the Green Jackets.  Also, on board the two former Cunarders was the 201st Royal Marines Combat Engineering Company, manned and equipped to approximately double its normal establishment, Two Royal Engineer companies, and some four hundred miscellaneous reinforcements, including medical staff, communications and intelligence technicians, specialists of a score of trades, and around two hundred Royal Marines to fill gaps in field units as they occurred.  Most of the engineers and ‘odd sods’ would disembark at San Carlos Water but the Guards and the riflemen of the Green Jackets would initially remain on the troopships – in reserve – pending going ashore, or transfer to the two assault ships and the Bulwark ahead of as yet unscheduled amphibious landings depending on the progress of OPERATION YARNER after its first six to seven days. 
 
    In effect, the two fresh infantry battle groups would be deployed either to support the success of, or to compensate for the failure of ground operations and landings already planned, which in the first phase of OPERATION YARNER would be carried out by troops already fully acclimatised to the conditions prevalent on the Falkland Islands.  No matter the quality of the units on the two troopships – and both were very capable, in every way comparable to the battle-hardened battalions already ashore – it was considered unreasonable, and unduly risky, to simply throw them straight into the fray unless, or until, it was absolutely necessary.  The Ground Forces Commander had determined that at present, it was not. 
 
    At this time. 
 
    Henry Leach had not demurred; he did not ask Ian Gourlay what he thought about the operational readiness of his ships, so he was damned well not going to start telling him his business. 
 
    Jock Slater and Hal Chesney-Grigson – both of whom were far too absorbed in preparing for their role in the coming operations to worry overmuch about anybody else’s problems - stepped to the port side of the bridge as a Kestrel, in a hover matching the speed through the water of the carrier, slid to its right until it was directly above the flight deck. 
 
    It hung there in space, riding the thunderous column of thrust generated by its straining Rolls-Royce Pegasus engine and then, imperceptibly at first and soon a lot faster than looked remotely safe, it descended.  It squashed down on the deck, rolled one, two, perhaps three feet and halted, rocking on its undercarriage.  In seconds it was on the move again, waved to a parking spot just forward of the island bridge superstructure. 
 
    Back on South Georgia there had been no little, gentlemanly haggling over the allocation of the available aircraft.  In the end, Hermes had got as many airframes as she could reasonably accommodate: twelve of the twenty-nine serviceable Kestrels, kept her four Fairey Gannets for the eminently sound reason that she was the only ship capable of landing them, two Sea Kings, and two Wessex III anti-submarine, search and rescue helicopters. 
 
    Jock Slater still had no idea how Hermes had crammed all those airframes into a ship only about three-quarters the tonnage and volume of the Victorious.  It was academic, 105 Squadron had transferred lock, stock and barrel to the Hermes and that had been an end of it. 
 
    Victorious’s Air Group, which, flying in the face of all convention was commanded by Hal Chesney-Grigson, much to the vexation of several Fleet Air Arm officers now serving under him, comprised the seventeen Kestrel IIs of 112 Squadron, RAF, three Sea Kings and a single, somewhat temperamental Wessex III that seemed to spend most of the time in pieces on the Hangar Deck floor, leaving the aircraft guard and search and rescue work to the much more capable Sea Kings of No 824 Naval Air Squadron. 
 
    Once this had been established and the aircraft and personnel transferred to the appropriate ships, this had left the Amphibious Assault Group supporting the San Carlos bridgehead with twelve operational Wessex V troop carriers, two less powerful Wessex IIIs, and one of the Ark Royal’s surviving Sea Kings, equally distributed between the Bulwark and the two airstrips inside the bridgehead. 
 
    Figuratively speaking, the gun was cocked, the ceasefire deadline had passed yesterday, and all communication between HQ ashore at San Carlos Settlement and the Argentine side had ceased at the appointed hour. 
 
    And thus far, no last minute message from Oxford had been received signifying a loss of nerve on the part of the Government, although with the memory of Oxford’s volte-face over the rules of engagement of his SSNs at the outset of OPERATION GRANDSTAND still painfully fresh in his mind, Henry Leach had wisely given the politicians and extra twenty-four hours to consider their position. 
 
    “Liverpool is signalling!” 
 
    There was a short hesitation before a yeoman began shouting the message being transmitted by the cruiser’s powerful Aldis lamp. 
 
    CINCSATF TO ALL SHIPS BREAK EXECUTE OPERATION YARNER BREAK EXECUTIVE LEE BREAK REPEAT EXECUTIVE LEE CONFIRM BY DIVISION MESSAGE ENDS 
 
    ‘Lee’ was CINCSATF’s mother’s maiden name. 
 
    To simplify communications via signal lamps and to ensure that the flagship did not get inundated by every ship within sight attempting to flash at it at the same time, individual ships would acknowledge or pass on the message, and only the ‘divisional leaders’ in this case Victorious, Norfolk and Galatea would acknowledge receipt of the signal. 
 
    OPERATION YARNER was to proceed as planned with all ships to be in position ABLE by four hundred hours GMT tomorrow and to commence bombardment and air strike missions at the designated times between zero-eight-hundred and zero-nine-hundred hours LOCAL – before and around daybreak – at the same time battalion-strength battle groups would be assaulting the Argentine lines east of Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    The officer of the watch ordered a yeoman to acknowledge receipt to Norfolk, and in the unnatural quietness that followed, absolutely nothing changed, life and shipboard routine went on as it had before. 
 
    “We’ll schedule a meeting of departmental heads at fifteen hundred hours, then,” Jock Slater suggested to the RAF man.  “I think we all know what we’re about; but it always helps to check, what?” 
 
    The older man nodded, momentarily lost in his thoughts. 
 
    “This is the first time I’ve sent men into battle since the Suez do,” Chesney-Grigson remarked.  “Which, I suppose, only goes to show that you can never tell what’s going to happen next!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camp Prado de Ganso 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Leopoldo Fortunato Galtieri Castelli’s instructions to the forty-seven men of 107th Combat Engineering Battalion he was leaving behind were simple: make it look like there are four hundred of you in the camp but if the British come, surrender.  The men he was leaving behind, along with over a hundred Army men who had not been fit to march north twenty-four hours ago, were wounded, sick or in his opinion, not fit to attempt the forced march along the South Camp Road – constructed in 1965 and 1966 – to re-join the forces defending the capital of the colonia. 
 
    It was a desperate decision; one not taken lightly or without several days careful preparations made much easier by the separate, and as it turned out, diversionary surrender mission led by Alberto Castro Fox, the only man outside his own battalion in whom he had confided his intentions. 
 
    The submariner had given him a hard look. 
 
    ‘Puerto Argentino has to be eighty kilometres as the crow might fly, my friend,” the Navy man had whistled, maybe ninety or more if the road from Darwin along the south coast is still intact?’ 
 
    ‘I know the men who built it,’ Galtieri had assured him.  ‘One or two stretches might have been washed away or damaged but once we reach Bluff Cove, and certainly when we hit the Western Mountain Line south of Mount Challenger, we will be among friends, and that’s more like fifty than eighty or ninety klicks from here.  My boys can cover twenty to thirty klicks a day.’ 
 
    Castro Fox had not been convinced but the two men, brothers in arms, had parted amicably, promising to look each other up ‘when all this is over’. 
 
    An hour after full darkness, as the ‘stay behinds’ drizzled the last of the petrol onto the camp fires, Galtieri’s engineers began to move out, tramping steadily, every man anonymous in his poncho, carrying one much-reduced field pack for every two men, with each ‘buddy’ taking thirty minute ‘donkey’ shifts, so as to spell his partner.  In practice, it was accepted that the stronger men would take over the packs when weaker, sicker men began to flag because whatever happened, the pace needed to be maintained all through the night. 
 
    Optimistically, Galtieri hoped the head of the long, snaking column of over two-hundred-and-fifty men would have covered at least twenty kilometres by daybreak, when he would call a halt.  If tomorrow the skies were overcast and visibility significantly less than ten kilometres, they would press on.  Galtieri had organised it so that the weakest men marched at the head of the column, with his best officers and NCOs stationed further back, chivvying and bullying and if necessary, picking up men who were inevitably going to fall by the wayside.  If it came to it, the main force would carry on, leaving a ‘straggler platoon’ behind, hopefully to catch up later.  There was no escaping the immutable truth that a formation on the march could only move as fast, or for as long as its slowest, feeblest man; in the circumstances, it was unavoidable that some men, Galtieri prayed only a few, would have to be left behind if the 107th was going to reach friendly lines as a coherent, fighting formation in the sixty-hour window he had specified to his officers. 
 
    The South Camp Road was little more than a single-track strip of tarmac, nowhere other than at raised, passing places, more than five metres wide.  It meandered through peat bogs, attempting to follow firm ground; of which there was little for long stretches of its course as it crossed dozens of brooks and streams on embankments already sinking into the swampy ground.  In the north, the road connecting Puerto Argentino to Puerto San Carlos mainly lay on rock, not so here in the south where the great natural basin of the no man’s land of the Camp west of the mountains drained down to the Atlantic.  There had been, and right up until the start of the war, there had still been, tentative plans to extend the road north from Darwin to complete the link to the northern highway somewhere in the vicinity of Tercer Corral; but it had never happened.  The priority had been extending the road west along the Darwin-Verde de Ganso isthmus to the small ferry station opposite Bahia Zorro, and utilising the old suspension bridge over Bodie Creek, to drive another route deep into Lafonian sheep country to the south. 
 
    Now, as Galtieri trudged through the darkness surrounded by his men, treading carefully, slowly with the weight of his pack already biting into his shoulders he turned his mind away from his physical discomfiture – that was only going to get worse as the night progressed – back to the possibilities he had foreseen when he had first learned his battalion was to be sent to the Malvinas. 
 
    The long weeks kicking his heels in Puerto Argentino waiting for the ships bearing his heavy equipment which never came, had been truly maddening.  At the time he had been incandescent to be sent to the west with nothing to look forward to but garrison duty on Isla Gran Malvina.  Only his engineer-soul had rescued him from the doldrums; everywhere there were always possibilities.  While he had no reservations that Hugo Bonham Garcia was anything but a fine soldier, or that the combat-readiness of the Marines of the MLFG was a given, he had been appalled by how little had been done to defend the Estrecho de San Carlos Sector.  Some steps had been taken to fortify the northern bluffs overlooking the anchorage, and penny-packets of troops encamped in the sector, otherwise the British had just been able to sail in and take over. 
 
    As for Galtieri’s own misbegotten, ill-starred reconnaissance expedition across the great sound to Isla Gran Malvina, supposedly to assess the options for beefing up the fortifications at Bahia Zorro and Port Howard, that had been a comedy of errors from the outset.  That said, the perilous return to Isla Soledad through what seemed like half the enemy fleet had been the rollercoaster ride of a lifetime! 
 
    Sadly, the fun had ended all too soon. 
 
    He had lost a lot of good men on that abortive, and in hindsight, naïve operation to punch a hole in the enemy’s southern flank.  And, of course, no sooner had his boys recovered from that fiasco, than the bloody Air Force had bombed the shit out of Camp Prado de Ganso so badly that he had had to accept British medical aid – a lot of it – to save the men who could still be saved.  His humiliation, somewhat extirpated by the knowledge that the British intervention had probably saved between fifty and a hundred lives, had undoubtedly kick-started his own recovery from the blast injuries he had sustained in the Camilla Creek fiasco.  Ever since then, nudged in no small measure by Albert Castro Fox, he had been in the business of accentuating the positive! 
 
    For example, despite everything he and over half his 107th CEB boys were still in one piece, and fit enough to attempt an escape from the fetid rat hole the High Command and the fucking Air Force had put him in!  For the moment, he would lay aside the fear that if and when he reached Puerto Argentino, he was liable to be shot for deserting his post, disobeying orders, cowardice or for allowing the surrender of so many of the men nominally under his command.  The other way of looking at his dilemma was that he had been garrisoning a tactically irrelevant backwater which had exhausted its supplies, and that the majority of the men within its perimeter had already thrown down their arms.  Not that he had high hopes his superiors were likely to cut him any slack. 
 
    He had always regarded Horacio Mendoza as a good sort, well-connected but not really a soldier’s soldier, the Army had only ever been his hobby and most people in Galtieri’s social circle on the mainland knew that he was the Cordoba garrison’s man in Buenos Aires, the favourite son of the old cavalry elite of the Ejército Argentino, always looking over the Junta’s shoulder! 
 
    Mendoza might just see some small profit in not applying battlefield sanctions to the recalcitrant commander of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion.  Whereas, Hugo Bonham Garcia was not the sort of man who took politics into account.  In retrospect, he had made a mistake disrespecting the Marine, a mistake he might not have made if he had taken a little more time to get his bearings when he first landed on the archipelago. 
 
    Marines were a funny crowd, that was a fact and out here Bonham Garcia had them believing that they were a breed apart.  Actually, they probably were.  The average Marine had a steely hardness, an assurance that not even Galtieri’s well-trained, relatively seasoned – for the Ejército Argentino - men could match.  Perhaps, it was something to do with living, operating on the islands?  If it was, that was only a part of it.  The conditions on the Malvinas were no worse than in the mountains of western Argentina, or the country of the south on the mainland. 
 
    Other officers who had exercised with the Marines had told Galtieri, grudgingly that MLFG fitness and endurance standards were unrealistically high for their conscripts; and the way Marines embraced movement, and had a feel for the ground had disconcerted many of his contemporaries.  He had heard that Bonham Garcia encouraged even very junior men to be fully focused not just on platoon and company but battalion-level tactics and objectives.  Watching Marine fire teams at work had been an education, the sort of thing US – and it seemed, British troops - did as if by second nature.  In short, the Marines were real, professional soldiers, and in comparison, the majority of Ejército Argentino units were leaden-footed clod-hoppers only really trained and exercised for static defensive roles.  Back home, while Army troops went from A to B by road or rail, the Marines marched and jogged around their garrison towns and spent long periods in the field; out here they had had the perfect environment in which to hone their skills, untroubled by their own, top-heavy command structure back on the mainland.  So, yes, carelessly getting into Hugo Bonham Garcia’s bad books had been a bad mistake. 
 
    If he got back to Puerto Argentino, all he could hope for was that the man would take it out on him, not on the rest of what was left of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion. 
 
    Stars began to twinkle in the southern sky in the gaps between each wave of clouds.  Soon, there was only the muffled sound of hundreds of boots tramping slowly, wearily down the road curving away to the south east of Camp Prado de Ganso.  The column soon became stretched-out, and many of the men who had chatted cheerfully to their companions for the first few kilometres soon lost their voices.  By midnight, a thirty-minute rest was called.  Galtieri went to the head of the column, and began to work his way back through the men resting on their haunches, or sitting on the unyielding cold tarmac. 
 
    “There will be dry uniforms, shelter, hot food and I daresay, any number of comely señoritas waiting to sooth your troubled brows on the other side of the mountains, boys!” 
 
    Galtieri had no idea if it cheered anybody up, especially as the south-westerly quickened and flecks of rain began to fall, almost horizontally, cutting through men dressed in damp, mouldy uniforms beneath their ponchos, pulling down the brims of their forage caps – he had ordered every man to abandon the dead weight of his helmet at the start line of the march - over faces unshaven for weeks. 
 
    “Don’t take water from any of the streams unless it’s running fast, and make damned sure you give the purification tabs at least an hour to do their work!” 
 
    Not that anybody had been drinking clean water since they left Puerto Argentino what seemed like half a lifetime ago. 
 
    It was around one in the morning when the column began to move again.  Galtieri had still not decided what was going to happen at daybreak; it all depended on the weather, visibility specifically.  The British would have spotters on Mount Usborne, the highest peak on the archipelago, over seven hundred metres at its summit.  A man with binoculars could see damned nearly to the south coast from up there if the air was clear enough, or low cloud did not envelope the upper slopes of the mountain. 
 
    Thank God the British did not have any attack aircraft! 
 
    They had helicopters, of course.  But they rarely ventured south of the San Carlos bridgehead; possibly because they did not have so many that they could afford to lose any to stray groundfire.  Or perhaps, they simply did not have the fuel for pointless reconnaissance flights, or some clause he had no knowledge of in the ceasefire compact forbade overflights of Argentine positions? 
 
    He had learned to worry only about those things over which he had a modicum of control. 
 
    He cupped his hands to his lips. 
 
    “Think of the señoritas, a roof over your heads, a dry bed and hot food, boys!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Major General Carlos Rey had little or no appetite that evening.  While duty had occasionally called him away from his family, it had never so utterly separated him from it before and this deepened his sense of despair.  In fact, he was so disconsolate that he could not summon the enthusiasm to worry about the thousands of litres of gasoline ‘bunkered’ dangerously in those tankers camouflaged less than thirty metres away, or the stockpile of anti-personnel mines, and tens of tons of artillery and small arms ammunition stored in what had previously been the servant’s quarters somewhere beneath his feet.  He would not have put it past his host to have rigged the whole building with demolition charges, just in case he decided he wanted to go out with a real…blast. 
 
    Maybe Horacio and his witch mistress honestly believed the British would never target the port itself, let alone the ‘hospital’ Governor’s Palace.  Either way, as they sat down to dine that evening they were all, literally, sitting on top of a huge bomb! 
 
    Morosely, Rey found himself wondering if there had been people on the British side, men with similar positions of responsibility, generals or admirals who had foreseen the folly of this war months, or years ago and now, like him, feared for what would become of his country in the years to come. 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had made her excuses and left the table early, claiming a migraine, and the other officers invited to celebrate the season and the apparent inaction of the British despite the uneventful end to the ceasefire yesterday, over twenty-four hours ago, had thereafter retired, citing ‘calls of duty’. 
 
    “The British still haven’t cut the landline we set up,” Rey remarked impatiently, finding Horacio Mendoza’s complacency galling in the extreme, “and they’ll still be on the other end listening.  They’ve just gone silent, that’s all.  You can pick up the telephone now and settle this thing once and for all.” 
 
    “Settle things?”  The Governor of the Malvinas frowned, eyes narrowing, as if confused.  “You mean surrender to their demands; plead for the Americans to send down one of their famous peacekeeping forces?  Then what, we all slink home in disgrace, our colleagues in the Junta disown us or smuggle us back into the country like criminals with blankets over our heads!  How would that settle anything, my friend?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be that way, Horacio,” the former Chief of Staff of the FAA retorted.  “We might not be left in sole charge of the archipelago but the British will be gone; and once that happens, we both know they won’t be coming back!” 
 
    “Do we know that?” 
 
    “Yes, I think we do.  The present Junta will not survive this; but neither will that mad woman in Oxford…” 
 
    “You may be right about the Angry Widow,” Mendoza conceded.  “But if we meekly throw up our hands and surrender, there is no future for us on the mainland.  We’d be, well, me actually, would forever be the fat old general who lost the Malvinas forever.  I’d be lucky if I got away with just exile like Perón, and even if I did get away with it without being publicly tarred and feathered, who wants to live in Colombia or Venezuela, the climate is diabolical and I’d have the bloody CIA camped outside my door the rest of my life!” 
 
    That was not the real problem, of course. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza did not believe, nor could he be made to believe, that the British had the guts to do what was necessary to win the war quickly; he believed that if and when the enemy attacked again, the presence of so many women and children in Puerto Argentino would hamstring their every move and ultimately, lead to a stalemate, and a lengthy siege that the enemy could not hope to maintain into the Austral winter of the coming year. 
 
    The English were not ruthless enough. 
 
    They did not deserve to win this war. 
 
    Therefore, they would not. 
 
    And then, he would return home the saviour of the sacred Malvinas; the man who sent the old colonialist rabble home with their tails between their legs! 
 
    Carlos Rey was very, very afraid that he was wrong but there was no comfort in knowing as much. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Boxing Day 
 
    Friday 26th December 
 
    South Camp Road, Laguna Isla 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    It was the worst place to be caught in the open.  The road curved past the kilometre-and-a-half northern shore of a shallow, peaty lake to the south, while to the north the tussock-strewn hillside rose towards a featureless ridge some fifty metres above the straggling column of exhausted troops. 
 
    “GET OFF THE ROAD!  GET OFF THE ROAD!” 
 
    And there were NCOs bawling: “GET YOUR FUCKING HEADS DOWN!” 
 
    Galtieri was struggling to bring his glasses to his eyes. 
 
    Although it would not be full dawn for another sixty-five to seventy minutes, he did not think the night was any sort of cover at all.  They tried to bury themselves in the mire; they must have been spotted and now the British were vectoring whistling death upon them.  Men had flung themselves to the ground instinctively, without thinking even as the orders were given.  Infantry men in open order on a road had no reason to be above ground a moment longer than they absolutely needed to be when they heard the thunder of approaching fast jets.  Intuitively, they knew the incoming aircraft were hostiles; they would worry about where they had come from another time. 
 
    Right now, the officers and the NCOs were remembering all the stories they had heard about the British talent for precision night bombing attacks… 
 
    Galtieri had not gone to ground. 
 
    He was on his feet, listening. 
 
    The south… 
 
    The jets were coming almost directly towards him from the…south.  He had no idea if the FAA had fast jets with the range to overfly Lafonia from somewhere out at sea, and anyway, these aircraft sounded…wrong. 
 
    Like nothing he had ever heard before… 
 
    And there were several of them. 
 
    No, at least two waves of jets. 
 
    He thought for a moment that they were going to scorch across the road so low he might have his head ripped off.  That was paranoia, his ears playing tricks.  The first aircraft screamed above him at about a hundred metres, at least four jets.  Another group followed, then another, arrowing just east of magnetic north he decided, checking his compass. 
 
    Panic over! 
 
    “EVERYBODY ON YOUR FEET!  THE EXCITEMENT’S OVER!  GET UP!  GET MOVING!” 
 
    Within minutes the column was in motion. 
 
    Most men wanted to believe the jets had been Navy aircraft; the BBC must have lied about both the Veinticinco de Mayo and the Indepencia II having been sunk. 
 
    Nobody went to ground as, with the first glimmer of pre-dawn twilight touching the eastern horizon beyond the mountains, another wave of jets roared overhead, again, heading due north like avenging angels. 
 
    Galtieri let his men cheer. 
 
    He had guessed there had been eight to ten jets in the first wave; and as many in the second.  Unless somebody had waved a magic wand, he did not believe the entire FAA or the ARA’s Naval Air Service had that many fast jets, certainly none that could reach Isla Soledad and get back to the mainland, or operate off either of the old American carriers which, unlike his men, he was certain had been sunk back in November.  If there had ever been a time for wishful thinking; this was probably not it. 
 
    As one the column halted. 
 
    In the far, far distance there was rolling thunder. 
 
    Down here the reverberations of the big explosions rolled down off the semi-circle of mountains to the north, collecting in the bowl of the Camp, falling down towards the south, washing dully across the road. 
 
    Somebody up there, twenty or thirty, or maybe more kilometres away was getting a very rude wake-up call.  The overcast hung across the high ground, there was nothing to see or to be seen, just the very faint, distant thunder of a drumroll of heavy explosions to be heard, each successive detonation merging with the last. 
 
    It was getting lighter. 
 
    The pre-dawn was upon them, greying the darkness. 
 
    Aware that he could make out landmarks, and recognise the men nearest him, Galtieri began to shout orders. 
 
    “GET OFF THE ROAD!” 
 
    Farther back along the column officers and NCOs picked up and repeated the order. 
 
    “GET OFF THE ROAD!  GET DOWN!  HOLD FIRE!  HOLD FIRE!” 
 
    There were aircraft returning from their bombing raids, retracing their attack runs, following the self-same inward datum points on the way out. 
 
    This time, the jets were flying a little higher. 
 
    Galtieri watched, waited, and blinked in astonishment as the first four odd-looking machines whistled overhead, racing south. 
 
    “What the…” 
 
    It was impossible to make out much detail, certainly no identification letters or numbers. 
 
    But…the aircraft seemed to have stubby wings, almost a hump-backed body, and downward angled tail flukes, like black, incredibly fast-moving bugs… 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camino Xavier Lombardi 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Elena Bonham-Garcia and her girls were awakened not by the air raid sirens – they were already out of their beds by the time they began to spool up – but by the multiple crashes that seemed to them like mighty thunder claps directly over the house. 
 
    The sky was full of a terrible, unearthly whistling roar as they stumbled, disorientated as they had never been before in the previous bombing raids, out of the residence onto the street in the darkness where they saw, and felt the panicked presence of other people around them in the night, all scurrying, running for the nearby shelter. 
 
    Several anti-aircraft guns had begun to fire, wildly into the clouds scudding across the port city, multi-coloured tracers swiftly swallowed by the overcast and then, instinctively, everybody flung themselves to the ground as the monstrous, deafening howl of several jets rocketed overhead so low they were terrified they would be scorched in the backwash of their passing. 
 
    Women screamed. 
 
    Elena struggled to her feet. 
 
    “The shelter!”  She cried, reaching out for her girls’ hands.  In seconds they were scrabbling at the entrance to the bunker, somebody fell and was almost trampled and then the dank, cold concrete refuge was crowded with breathless, wild-eyed women and trembling children blinking into the pale light of the single emergency lamp. 
 
    This, they all knew, was…different. 
 
    Utterly unlike anything which had gone before. 
 
    They had never been this scared; the British had never brought the war this close to the women and the children of the Malvinas. 
 
    “What were those huge explosions?”  One woman asked. 
 
    Suddenly, everybody was looking at Elena. 
 
    She opened her mouth to speak, although truthfully, she had no idea what she was going to say; and in the event never had the chance to utter a word as the screaming fall of shells caused everybody to glance, nervily at the roof of the shelter. 
 
    The ground flinched, the sound of the detonations of big shells falling on what could only be the largely abandoned Moody Brook Compound reverberated.  There were nearer, albeit smaller bangs, one that seemed just outside the shelter but must have been hundreds of metres distant.  Always, there was that horrible, juddering, whistling thunder of low-flying jet aircraft and the stuttering cacophony of the anti-aircraft guns. 
 
    The British had never flown so low, literally just above the rooftops of Puerto Argentino.  And now there were more, faraway explosions, each one felt before it was heard, tumbling down the slopes of the western mountains. 
 
    A young child began to cry, inconsolably. 
 
    Elena looked around, haunted for a moment. 
 
    Lucia clung to her arm and Rosa was nearby, breathless and shocked like the others, separated from them in the crush to get into the shelter.  Elena beckoned for the girl to come to her, she hugged her tightly. 
 
    More shells were falling. 
 
    Somewhere in the near distance glass shattered, rained down onto concrete and the taint of fire began to seep into the bunker. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Victorious 
 
    19 Miles ENE of Beauchene Island 
 
      
 
    Jock Slater had ordered revolutions for fourteen knots and turned the old carrier into the west wind as soon as the Norfolk’s Air Warfare Controller had warned him that his birds were on the way back.  It was just beginning to get light; a dim wash of greyness was falling across the Victorious’s flight deck as the frigate Lynx took up plane guard station to port and about a cable astern.  Slater’s single Wessex III had loitered nearby as the Kestrels launched, landed, topped off her tanks and lifted off again.  Ideally, he would have had one of his Sea Kings in the air also but CINCSATF wanted them held back for long-range reconnaissance and ground support roles, and besides, Slater’s singleton Wessex III had been fitted with a winch at Leith Harbour to enable her to pull downed airmen straight out of the drink! 
 
    For the majority of the pilots involved in today’s action it would have been their operational debut.  A chap could practice until the cows came home but first contact with the enemy – somebody who was trying to kill you – was a wholly different kettle of fish.  In consideration of this Henry Leach’s Staff had kept things simple; brutally simple.  Apart from four of Hermes’s Kestrels swooping down from altitude to generate supersonic ‘bangs’ over Stanley-Puerto Argentino, or rather, as all command documents now stipulated ‘STANLEY’, the bombing and strafing runs were straight in, straight out evolutions by all remaining aircraft. 
 
    As to the ‘lucky’ four, their mission was to play fast and loose with the defenders of Stanley, dropping flares and ‘beating up’ the town with low passes before, in a minute or two, making themselves scarce before daybreak gave the anti-aircraft gunners a chance to draw a bead on their tormentors while meanwhile, the Navy – the Liverpool and the Headington well and truly ‘plastered’ the Moody Brook site, aided and, abetted by a pair of SBS ‘spotters’ lurking in the neighbourhood, and peppered the line of the South Camp Road where it cut south of the town to pass through the mountains. 
 
    Jock Slater had a lot of time for anybody who could creep around behind enemy lines shouting the odds for a naval bombardment, while generally comporting themselves in a roguish and rascally fashion.  Of course, conveying the Special Boat Squadron and Special Air Service Regiment toughs around the archipelago was the other little chore CINCSATF had reserved for the Sea Kings, given that these seas were not exactly ideal for kayaking upon! 
 
    Apparently, this time around the idea was to leave the airfield on Cape Pembroke alone.  If the Argies wanted to blow it up at some stage that was their business but in the meantime, they would keep the blighters wondering. 
 
    “PREPARE TO LAND BIRDS!” 
 
    The announcement snapped Jock Slater out of his reverie. 
 
    He could hear the jets approaching now over the soft rhythm of the engine room blowers.  He guessed the wind coming over the deck was about thirty knots; the wind – if not its strength - was something a carrier captain could rely on in these parts. 
 
    “Norfolk is counting fifteen birds, sir.” 
 
    Courtesy of the vandalism of Her Majesty’s Dockyard Portsmouth, Victorious was blind other than for the Mark I eyeballs of her lookouts; fortunately, Norfolk, courtesy of Uncle Sam, had eyes enough for the whole Battle Group, as did the Liverpool when she was in company. 
 
    Jock Slater vented a silent sigh of relief. 
 
    Fifteen birds… 
 
    This morning at least, all of the Victorious’s birds were coming home to mother. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza, Governor of the Malvinas y Territorios del Atlántico Sur had fallen out of bed as the sonic booms shattered practically all the windows, and shook the relatively flimsily built upper storey of the building.  It seemed for a moment, as if there had been an earthquake. 
 
    In fact, once he had had a second or two to think about it the Governor of the Malvinas realised that he had not so much fallen out of bed, as he had been elbowed and pushed off Francesca Ibarra de Madrid and in the commotion, tumbled off its edge and onto the hard, cold, unyielding floor, landing on his – fortunately - well-padded nether regions with a thud that jarred every bone in his well-fleshed body. 
 
    His mistress, already in a thoroughly foul mood to be awakened by his roving hands, and later after eventually letting him between her thighs, in the heat of coitus interruptus had screamed, much in the fashion of an angry banshee, as the deafening crash had rocked the building, reacted with almost maniacal strength and violence to propel him clear of her with the momentary explosiveness of an activated aircraft ejection mechanism. 
 
    For Mendoza, coitus interruptus scarcely began to describe his surprise, disorientation and immense discomfiture as his mistress screamed, curled up into a foetal ball and somehow, in the confused darkness, he had ended up on the floor with most of the displaced blankets strewn on, and around him. 
 
    Suddenly he was scrabbling to escape the chaos of sheets, panicking. 
 
    Then there was a second huge explosion. 
 
    Nobody in Puerto Argentino knew that what they were hearing were sonic booms of diving Kestrels. 
 
    To the thousands of men, women and children awakened without warning it seemed as if the end of the world was upon them and scores of people were injured, and several were killed in the panic and the confusion that followed. 
 
    The sky itself was roaring, deafeningly. 
 
    Sirens began to wail; adding another layer to the ghastly soundscape. 
 
    Then, through the flapping, heavy window drapes the dim loom of searchlights, as glass continued to rain and tinkle down…everywhere in the port.  Flares and the flash of anti-aircraft guns began to shed a shadowy flickering illumination on the palace bedroom; elsewhere in the building and the compound around it there was shouting, the thumping of booted feet on wooden floors as Mendoza struggled to a sitting position, and some small part of his shocked brain realised that within seconds, terrified staffers would be breaking into his wrecked first floor love nest and that the optics of him sitting naked on the floor beside the bed would not…look good. 
 
    Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had not collected her wits with such alacrity, she swore angrily as she found herself half-naked, her night dress piled up around her breasts with her posterior palely white, as indeed, two shadowy figures rushed into the boudoir, with hand torches blazing. 
 
    In the confusion, Horacio Mendoza was sitting up; asking himself why the lights were not on as his mistress desperately tried to burrow under the self-same blankets which her lover had carried over the side of the bed as he had been unceremoniously…ejected. 
 
    “Stop shining those bloody things in my face!” 
 
    Of course, they had not actually been illuminating her face by that point… 
 
    The beams of the torches dipped, very much in the fashion of Horacio Mendoza’s interrupted ardour in the last few seconds.  One minute he had been thrusting away like he was trying to cling onto a particularly feisty pony, his hands firmly gripping bucking withers, hanging on as his mount gyrated beneath him and the next… 
 
    That infernal noise is jet engines... 
 
    Very low… 
 
    He struggled to think straight.  That last aircraft sounded like it was going to clip the roof just above his head! 
 
    In the near distance a 20-millimetre autocannon was hammering. 
 
    The building shook. 
 
    Once, then again, and again. 
 
    The British were shelling the city! 
 
    The rumble of detonations spalled through the building, shivering its very structure as the lights came on all at once. 
 
    Mendoza could tell that the spotlights in the courtyard below had lit up, painting the Palace like a Christmas tree, inviting the enemy to bomb the Palace. 
 
    He yelled angrily at the two men who had charged into the bedroom. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there!  Tell the fucking idiots to turn the fucking outside lights off!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    South Of Seal Point, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    “CEASE FIRE!  CEASE FIRE!” 
 
    Peter Christopher ordered the helm put over and called for revolutions for twenty-five knots, very nearly flank speed given one of her four turbine sets was shut down. 
 
    The cruiser settled onto a course due south. 
 
    He doubted the Argentine defenders had any idea what had just hit them but he was not going to hang around to find out if he was wrong.  Off to the east, the Allen M. Sumner class destroyer Headington was conforming to the flagship’s movements and speed, holding the range at two thousand yards. 
 
    The SBS spotter team had signed off. 
 
    “ON THE MONEY!  ON THE MONEY!  OVER AND OUT!” 
 
    And presumably gone to ground in a hurry before the locals got their act together. 
 
    As the cruiser came out of the lee of the land to the west she began to roll several degrees in the cross seas, shouldering her way through five feet high rollers, periodically taking a shower of spume over her starboard bow as she dug into a larger wave.  Hereabouts an offshore current ran to the west, tending to steepen even small waves, and the steady winds did the rest, throwing off white horses all along the coast. 
 
    Henry Leach had joined his flag captain in the Liverpool’s CIC for the run in to the coast and the short, six-salvo bombardment.  The first three shells had landed five hundred yards short, the second a hundred long, the next four had bracketed or landed within the designated target area.  The object of the exercise had been to knock down buildings, not to so thoroughly blitz the Moody Brook Compound as to kill everybody in it. 
 
    They would come back and do that another night if they had to. 
 
    The engagement concluded, Peter had returned to the bridge, the best part of eighty feet above the armoured CIC compartment. 
 
    “CAPTAIN ON THE BRIDGE!” 
 
    “As you were, gentlemen.” 
 
    The supersonic boom ‘trick’ with the Kestrels must have given the citizens of Stanley a very rude awakening! 
 
    Sadly, if OPERATION YARNER stalled or if it dragged on overlong – he knew Henry Leach was thinking in terms of hours and days, not weeks – soon, those same ‘rudely awakened’ citizens would be getting more than just a fright or two if their leaders did not see sense.  However, he put such thoughts aside for the moment. 
 
    “Mister McNish,” he decided, turning to the cruiser’s Navigation Officer, who became the Officer of the Watch at Battle Stations, when Peter was in the CIC.  “We will stand down to ADC2 in two-zero minutes.  Pass the word to the galleys that we have a lot of hungry men in need of their breakfast!” 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” the other man grinned. 
 
    Choosing his moment with immaculate precision, Carmelo Boffa appeared, bearing a mug of cocoa for his captain. 
 
    Peter smiled, shook his head. 
 
    He could almost picture Carmelo turning up on the bridge of the Talavera as she went down, perfectly presented, a silver tray in his hands carefully stepping over the twisted metal and broken bodies… 
 
    

  

 
   
    MLFG Forward Field Headquarters 
 
    Mount Kent Sector, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Major General Hugo Bonham Garcia had been asleep, snatching a few much-needed minutes of rest on a borrowed camp bed, when some kilometres away, a window into Hell had opened above and around the lines of A and C Companies of the 15th Infantry Regiment north east of Tercer Corral at the head of the valley of the San Carlos River. 
 
    The 15th had been rotated into the blocking position either side of the North Camp Road four days ago.  It was a well-officered formation – to a degree – but like most of the Ejército Argentino’s infantry regiments it was eighty percent manned with one-year conscripts, albeit ones who had been in uniform since the spring and in their time on the Malvinas had been continuously exercised in a way their fellow draftees back on the mainland would never have been.  On the face of it, the 15th Regiment – some four hundred strong plus a fifty-man HQ Company, depleted somewhat in that approximately two hundred of its men had been left behind in Puerto Argentino, or deployed on lines of communications duties supporting the two deployed companies, common field practice in the Ejército Argentino to compensate for its egregious shortcomings in Army-wide logistical organisation in comparison with its British foes – reinforced by three machinegun teams and a mortar platoon, was hardly understrength to defend a front of significantly less than two kilometres anchored on each flank by ground impassable even to tracked vehicles. 
 
    The surrounding heights were, in any case, held against infiltration by small detachments of Hugo’s Marines and although nobody had discounted the possibility that the British might smuggle small raiding parties through the hills to the north and the south, there had been no hard evidence of such penetrations during the ceasefire period.  Therefore, given that the Tercer Corral Sector could, in theory, since neither side had aerial superiority, be rapidly reinforced by road at need, Hugo had been relatively relaxed about the robustness of his first line of defence against a northern advance by the British. 
 
    In fact, the worry that had nagged at him was that because of the substantial forces standing between the enemy and their ultimate objective – Puerto Argentino – along the only viable northern line of advance eastward towards Teal Inlet and onward to his current forward command post in the shadow of Mount Kent, that it seemed to him self-evident, that the enemy might apply pressure in the north west, opposite Cerro Montevideo simply to divert attention from either, or both, a southern advance or a second amphibious landing, perhaps on the coast south of Puerto Argentino, or even, conceivably, on Cap San Felipe, where he himself had led his assault battalion ashore at Yorke Bay on the night Operation Southern Justice. 
 
    Hopefully, the mere presence of the garrison of Camp Prado de Ganso would deter an immediate southern advance; or leastways, delay such a march while the British paused to isolate or eliminate the Verde de Ganso-Darwin salient.  Not that he honestly believed there was much that even a hard-charger like Leopoldo Galtieri could do to hold up the British overlong.  Not after the FAA’s devastating bombing raid, or Galtieri’s entirely rational action to forestall a mutiny by the survivors of the late Hector Balza’s 9th Regiment.  As he had tersely informed the Governor: ‘Sending the British several hundred extra mouths to feed, is likely to hold them up a lot longer than asking the same men to dig in and fight them!’ 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had been distinctly liverish about the whole situation in the west.  He seemed to imagine somebody could click their fingers and magically transport all the men – and their equipment - trapped on Isla Gran Malvina back across the Estrecho de San Carlos. 
 
    He had also wanted Galtieri shot. 
 
    Hugo had no intention of letting that happen but they would argue about it another day; perhaps, when he worked out what Horacio Mendoza was really up to… 
 
    He would have worried about that, if he honestly believed it would change anything.  Elena and he had talked about the politics of the ceasefire; neither of them had been able to get inside Horacio Mendoza’s head.  And as for his suddenly flaunting his apparently, very long-standing affair with Francesca Ibarra de Madrid to all and sundry; well, that baffled them all! 
 
    ‘We have been betrayed,’ Hugo had conceded.  ‘However, so long as Horacio Mendoza remains the legally constituted Governor of the Malvinas, I am dutybound to obey any lawful order that he gives me.’ 
 
    Besides, there was always a chance that Mendoza’s ceasefire ruse – dishonourable or not – and the Junta’s duplicity might succeed.  Either in making a major enemy offensive morally indefensible in the eyes of the world; or by so wearing down and dispiriting the British as to make them lose heart. 
 
    And actually, realistically, what were his options? 
 
    Hugo was a Marine; Marines understood their duty, they obeyed orders.  To do otherwise was mutiny, and in the circumstances prevailing on the Malvinas, it would be mutiny in the face of the enemy.  That his men might follow him if he confronted the Governor, was no reason to lead them down that particular, crooked path. 
 
    Anyway, it was academic now. 
 
    He had known that when he heard those jets approaching from the north-west. 
 
    From somewhere, it really did not matter where, the British had brought a new batch of fast jets to the battlefield and at a stroke, reduced the defenders to near nakedness by dint of their self-evident reassertion of their ownership of the skies over the archipelago. 
 
    In that moment, Hugo knew then that there was no way he could hold back the enemy between Tercer Corral and the western mountains guarding Puerto Argentino.  No way, and there was little tactical advantage to be gained by even trying to make a stand on ground other than his own choosing. 
 
    As soon as he knew where the British had struck he did not need to wait for the first, fragmentary reports to come in from the Cerro Montevideo Sector.  He asked for a connection to be raised to the MLFG Command Post in Puerto Argentino.  This was via a secure land line, one of several in a network that before the British invasion had extended all the way to the Estrecho de San Carlos, and across the great Sound to Bahia Zorro and Port Howard.  Those western links were gone, disconnected at the DPBs – dispersal point boxes – at Fitzroy and Teal Inlet to prevent the enemy clandestinely tapping the lines. 
 
    Pedro Morales’s voice came down the line. 
 
    “They’re shelling Moody Brook, sir,” Pedro Morales reported resignedly.  “I think they’re also hitting our positions on the reverse slopes of the mountain lines.  I doubt if they’ll do much damage but I don’t think that’s what this is about.  Not on this side of the island.  Their game is intimidation, pure and simple over here.” 
 
    Hugo nodded, as was often the case the two men were intuitively on the same wavelength. 
 
    “I agree,” he said.  “Their main effort is on the ground over in the west.  They’ve hit our lines opposite Cerro Montevideo.  That will be for real.  Hitting Moody Brook and dropping a few bombs in the western mountains is just to show us they’ve got us where they want us.” 
 
    “Where did they get all these bloody aircraft from?”  Pedro Morales asked plaintively, exasperated. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Pedro.”  Hugo sighed, hardening his heart.  “Execute CASE BLACK.  Immediately.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Fearless 
 
    San Carlos Water 
 
      
 
    Major General Ian Gourlay was itching to get ashore.  Just not as much as Anatoly Saratov, seconded much to his consternation, to the Ground Forces Commander’s Headquarters for, it seemed, what the British liked to call ‘the duration!’ 
 
    ‘My good lady wife will give me Hell if I don’t make sure you get home in one piece to your family in Hereford, Anatoly,’ Sergey Akhromeyev had grinned, sending him off to his fate.  ‘I almost got you killed in that little fight at Cerro Montevideo.  We can’t have that happening again!” 
 
    The General’s wife was a high-spirited French lady a few years his senior who had been by his side all the way from Vichy to Normandy as they led their people out of the clutches of the Front Internationale.  She was one formidable lady!  Not a woman whose instructions any man disregarded, other than at his peril.  That said, she had always been almost motherly to Anatoly and his wife, Greta, and was positively besotted with their little ones, especially their daughter Alina, who would be three years’ old in less than a month from now. 
 
    Anatoly had imagined that his job – once he had trained the selected ‘volunteers’, men who spoke and wrote fluently in English – that he would be at the general’s side for the rest of the campaign.  This apparently, had never been the plan; instead, he was single-handedly co-ordinating the ‘wheeze’ – codenamed DOUBLE ECHO - from the safety of the headquarters communication compartment of HMS Fearless! 
 
    “CHECK ABLE-ZULU! OVER!”  He called, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice as each operative reported in.  The code designated which lexicon was in use that day, or if it had altered in between transmissions.  The idea was that the volunteers would communicate between themselves, battalion, battle group and HQ in Russian employing nonsensical descriptors for units, actions, land marks, etcetera. 
 
    One by one Anatoly’s radiomen called in. 
 
    He was always call sign ECHO TWO but in the field each man’s handle changed every twelve hours.  More frequently, if Anatoly, who was working in the same steel dungeon as Ian Gourlay’s elite ‘listening section’ suspected, or was informed that the enemy had begun to deduce who a given call sign might belong to. 
 
    Anatoly had a deputy, a keen stand-in, Pavel Pavlovich Lebedev, who looked like he ought to still be at school but who had a natural flair for this sort of…nonsense.  Nevertheless, the former Red Army paratrooper did not think he was going to be getting much sleep in the coming days.  He had told Pavel, a second lieutenant – whom the General had told to forget about ‘all that officer shit’ when he was dealing with Anatoly – not to look over his shoulder all the time, because he was in charge. 
 
    ‘Liaise with the British, tell me what the listeners are hearing.’  The two men would spell each other once they knew the initial attack had broken through the Argentine lines.  It was likely to be several hours before the fog of war north of Tercer Corral cleared; not least because the assault units had better things to do than report every little gain and setback to command.  Well, unless the whole thing was a complete disaster, that was… 
 
    That was always a possibility; albeit a remote one given the quality of the troops advancing, at this very moment behind a creeping barrage towards enemy positions which had just been bombed and strafed by over twenty Kestrel Mark IIs flying off the Hermes and the Victorious! 
 
    As many as four, or perhaps five, of the other fourteen volunteer radiomen would be in the field, on the move in the coming hours, sticking like glue to their assigned company or battalion commander, the others would be embedded in HQ establishments around San Carlos Water, waiting, monitoring their allocated frequencies.  There had been a discussion about extending the ‘wheeze’ to an operator or operators on Navy ships but nothing had come of that; ‘one complication too many’ had seemed to be the consensus of the seafarers who, in any event, were monitoring his volunteers’ broadcasts with their own Russian speakers. 
 
    Anatoly had found out that the reason General Gourlay had approached his own boss – through a mutually trusted intermediary, Major Colvin who at one point had been fighting back to back with the Vindrey Brigade’s CO at Cerro Montevideo – was that the Navy, whose Intelligence Section had literally a score or more of perfectly adequate ‘Russki linguists’, had always been a little ‘stuffy’ sharing them with the ‘poor bloody infantry’.  So, getting the DOUBLE ECHO wheeze off the ground with Navy support was always going to be more trouble than it was worth! 
 
    “REAPER ONE to Anatoly,” the trooper attached to Bravo Company, the Scot’s Guards, exclaimed, so excitedly that Anatoly almost ripped off his headset, “those aircraft just bombed the fuck out of the lines in front of us!  There’s just raw meat and shit left for us to shoot at!” 
 
    Anatoly grimaced and indicated for Pavel Lebedev, whom he had found to be amiably personable and friendly, and who had had the good sense not to once attempt to pull rank on him, to put on his headphones. 
 
    Then, patiently but with no little menace, he told the excitable trooper on the other end of the connection to ‘get a grip’, and to observe the correct ‘comms protocol’ the next time or he would personally come out there and ‘rip his gonads out through his throat!’ 
 
    Privately, Anatoly smiled.  The Kestrel strikes had ripped a hole in the Argentine front.  Nonetheless, he did not need Reaper Two, a former Red Navy man, ‘calling the odds’ at a time like this.  The man was embedded with the Scots Guards; what he needed was precise intelligence.  Where – map references - had the enemy been reduced to raw meat and shit?  Was anybody still alive and shooting back?  And had the assault force begun to advance yet? 
 
    “REAPER TWO, what is your report?”  He demanded. 
 
    Anatoly listened, the other man was a native of Sevastopol and spoke with an oddly thick Crimean accent, pleasantly surprised by how well the Russian Talker wheeze was working thus far.  It was early days but the system was holding up well under real combat conditions.  The British, being a practical race, had determined early in the proving exercises that because of the shortage of the new Clansman sets, the Vindrey Brigade’s volunteers would be partnered with individual unit’s radiomen, acting as their shadows, taking over the sets only for specific communications.  In practice, this meant that a Vindrey Brigade man would simply hand his ‘shadow’ the headset when he needed it, while the two men would take it in turns carrying the set, and the spare batteries needed to keep it functioning in the field.  Unlikely friendships had almost immediately blossomed. 
 
    Rather like Anatoly with his officer ‘minder’, Pavel Lebedev.  It helped that the two men were of an age, Lebedev was a year younger at twenty-five, both men had married English women, and left little ones behind in Hereford. 
 
    Anatoly’s curt demands had sobered Reaper Two. 
 
    The man called out map grid references as the Scots Guards advanced towards their next objectives, reporting only sporadic, largely ineffectual sniper fire. 
 
    More reports came in from the Vindrey Brigade, advancing to the left of the Guards, confirming that 42 Commando was swarming over and around Tercer Corral and that 3 Para were sweeping the country ‘clean’ north east of Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    The 1st Commando Brigade’s spearhead battalions had broken through the Argentine front line with negligible casualties and the surviving enemy troops were running for their lives.  The Kestrels had done their work so well that sporadic sniper fire apart, the assault companies of all three attacking battalions had virtually walked, or rather, trotted past their initial objectives with hardly a shot fired in anger. 
 
    All this Anatoly reported to Ian Gourlay. 
 
    “Thank you, Staff Sergeant Saratov.  That confirms other reports I have received.  Pass on my congratulations to your people in the field for a job well done.  Keep it up, please!” 
 
    Returning to the communications room he put on what Greta called his ‘game face’ and said sternly to Pavel Lebedev: “The Boss is happy.” 
 
    The other man sighed a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    “Coffee,” Anatoly declared and his officer minder obediently jumped up and headed for the nearest galley. 
 
    

  

 
   
    3 Para 
 
    North Camp Road 
 
    West of Cantera de Arena 
 
      
 
    Forty-two-year-old Lieutenant Colonel Michael John Hately Walsh had requested the deferment of his promotion to full Colonel so that he could command 3rd Battalion, the Parachute Regiment for the duration of its OPERATION SOMERVILLE deployment.  Like his men he had been positively chomping at the bit waiting for the ‘off’’ to start the race to Stanley. 
 
    Somewhat miffed that 3 Para was not one of the two battalion-sized force units – the events of recent years had finally begun to impact the terminology and the jargon of ground operations – charged with battering through the most heavily defended gap in the enemy front blasted by the air strikes and artillery, or to tab – Royal Marines ‘yomped’; the Parachute Regiment ‘tabbed’ – as fast as possible down the North Camp Road, he had swiftly embraced his present mission: to drive his battalion almost directly – insofar as anybody could advance anywhere in a straight line in this terrain – in the direction of Douglas Settlement on Salvador Water, trapping any remaining enemy forces in the north western sector of East Falkland.  The Royal Engineers would be close on his heels, apparently, aerial reconnaissance and the reports of SBS scouting parties had identified Douglas as a place where a small forward air base could be established.  He ignored the possibility of being pipped at the post before he reached the settlement; if the predicted low cloud failed to materialise tomorrow Ghurkhas were liable to be air-lifted directly onto the objective before he could get there.  To his way of thinking that was projecting his thoughts at least one stage too far ahead.  An infantryman always had to be focused on what was directly in front of him. 
 
    Besides, in assigning 3 Para its marching orders, Ground Forces Commander Ian Gourlay had taken Walsh aside and warned him that ‘once we kick-off things are going to move fast, we won’t be stopping for anything,’ and ‘don’t be surprised if you suddenly get re-tasked onto a new mission with absolutely zero advanced warning!’ 
 
    The San Carlos River meandered to the north and then turned in a jinking curve several miles to the south to where its source lay in the Wickham Heights, fed by the watershed of the hills north of Mount Usborne.  On its way north it collected the flows from a dozen tributaries, and countless creeks lost in the peat and tussock meadows.  The Argentine builders of the North Camp Road, not having had nameless eons to chart its route through the hills; had run it almost due north where the river bent to the south, curving around the shoulder of Cantera de Arena, low hills that barred its progress directly to the east. 
 
    East Falkland was neither a southern analogue of the Brecon Beacons or the Scottish Borders, although Michael Walsh glimpsed, albeit shrouded by a sense of desolation, memories of the Highlands and Islands in the largely barren landscape over which his men were now purposefully advancing. 
 
    There was something of the tundra about East Falkland, a thing that was hard to pin down, or to put one’s finger upon, a bleakness.  Maps had contours but few place names: Moss Side and Sand Fountain, Third Corral Shanty, Coutts Hill and West Hill, Greenfield, Hope Estancia, or Chatto Hill and Chatto House, these were descriptors as much as names, few of the ‘landmarks’ were more recognisable than the others, and there were no villages, few fences laid across a land shaped by browsing sheep but otherwise, as unconquered and untouched as it had been in all of human history.  It was a lonely place where solitude might easily rule a man’s thoughts, and if he allowed it, break his soul… 
 
    But Mike Walsh would not have missed the opportunity to bring 3 Para down to the South Atlantic for a king’s ransom.  The Regiment had been everything, his whole life since he had lost his wife, Angela, in 1964.  She had succumbed to the plague when he had been in Cyprus, only days after the Argentine Junta had inflicted its bestial dominion upon this very archipelago.  He and Angela had been married in 1952, she had been his rock and her loss and the perfidy of the Argentine stab in the back had been with him these last five years like a curse. 
 
    Walsh was a Yorkshireman, Harrogate-born, therefore a proud native of the West Riding.  Educated at Sedbergh he had joined the King’s Royal Rifle Corps in 1944, and been awarded his commission the following year, spending his first winter as a subaltern in the British Army in Northern Italy facing off against Tito’s partisans, troublesome former allies who were intent on stealing territory, raiding and looting across the snowy mountain passes, and desperate to seize the port city of Trieste. 
 
    He had come to the Parachute Regiment after instructing at the Jungle Warfare School in Malaya, and a posting as a signals officer, requesting a secondment – which soon became a permanent transfer to 3rd Battalion, his present command – as a lieutenant.  By 1956 he was a company commander at the height of the EOKA insurgency on Cyprus, later that year participating in the parachute assault on El Gamil airfield close to Port Said during the Suez campaign, a hard fought affair by any standard.  Since then, he had led troops again on Cyprus, this time to take it back from the vile grasp of Red Dawn, served in the garrison protecting the slowly re-building Anglo-Iranian Abadan refineries in the Gulf, spent time on the Joint UK-Anzac Staff in Australia, and two years ago, taken command of 3 Para, then about to commence what had turned out to be a relatively quiet deployment in Northern Ireland.  Well, ‘quiet’ in the sense the battalion had only lost three dead and eleven seriously wounded in its regular forays into bandit country along the border with the Republic. 
 
    The Battalion had completed another tour in Ulster that spring – a middlingly filthy but otherwise unremarkable sojourn in all respects – before returning to Aldershot, its English home, to be put on standby for the South Atlantic.  After a month resting, re-equipping and recuperating from its travails in Northern Ireland, the battalion had had three solid months preparation including participating in two full-scale exercises – in Wiltshire and in the Brecon Beacons – to toughen it up and ready it for the challenges ahead.  Inevitably, the long voyage down to the Falklands on the Canberra had taken the edge off the battalion’s peak readiness but the month-long ceasefire had enabled that to be put right! 
 
    Moreover, if Michael Walsh was a man on a mission, it was one his men shared.  With a vengeance.  Two miserable spells in Ulster were enough to make any fighting man thirst for a real war; a war in which there were none of the prissy, only shoot when one has been fired upon and can identify a specific target nonsense!  Down here, it was shoot first and ask questions later, all guns set on full-automatic, and anybody standing in front of one was almost certainly an enemy who meant one harm. 
 
    Walsh had keenly observed the fall of shot of the battalion’s NBS1 – Naval Bombardment Support (Ship) 1 – which that morning had been HMS Campbeltown – ploughing up the ground in front of the enemy’s forward pickets.  Four 5-inch HE rounds every few seconds throwing up mud, smoke and thickening the haze drifting over the battlefield as the barrage marched purposefully into the Argentine lines flanking the ‘gap’ blitzed by the massed Kestrel strikes, and the 17- and 25-pounder guns of the 1st Falklands Amphibious Division’s own artillery batteries.  Six 3-inch mortars launching air-burst, and smoke rounds, had joined in the fun as the maelstrom turned the Argentine defence lines into a killing field. 
 
    All along 3 Para’s start line men had risen to their feet, moving forward as best they could, avoiding bunching together at the few choke points where the going was still ‘good to firm’ underfoot.  Three hundred men, half the battalion’s strength was on the move as the first wave surged forward.  Bravo Company was in reserve, as was the HQ Company, once the first objectives had been secured the following wave had ‘donkeyed’ forward supplies and ammunition, and then passed through the lines to the next objective, with each assault wave moving only with weapons and light packs so as to remain as mobile as possible. 
 
    Soon after the attack had gone in, Walsh heard his range controller – responsible for the direction of the Navy and the Royal Artillery’s guns – call a temporary halt. 
 
    “CEASE FIRE!  CEASE FIRE!” 
 
    He could not see what he was shooting at and the Task Force did not have an infinite arsenal of re-loads for any of the guns in the fleet or that it had landed on East Falkland.  The other problem that a gunner always had to be mindful of in the archipelago, was to not churn already boggy ground into so many impassable swamps; there was no point possessing the finest light infantry on the planet if the ground underfoot was a bottomless quagmire! 
 
    Michael Walsh had trained his binoculars on the men walking into the miasma created by the bombardment, bayonets fixed to their SLRs, following their officers and NCOs, men armed with either a pistol or a Stirling sub-machinegun if they had forsaken a long rifle.  There had seemed to be no fire from the defenders.  Or nothing concerted, that was, at any stage.  In Walsh’s experience no sound quite carried across a battlefield as the sawing of an M2, or the ripping of a 20-millimetre anti-aircraft autocannon shooting at zero elevation; and today, both sounds had been mercifully absent. 
 
    It must have been Hell on earth for the Argentine squaddies in those churned up trenches. 
 
    Soon, the fog of war had completely obscured his view to the south east where he knew 42 Commando was in action, pouring towards what he hoped was a ragged hole in the Argentine lines.  The Kestrels had only struck the southernmost end of the trenches opposite 3 Para’s sector, whose own attack had been designed specifically to counter any possibility of the enemy turning the left flank of the Royal Marines’ advancing on the most heavily fortified sections of the Argentine positions either side of the San Carlos River. 
 
    Yes, the day had gone well! 
 
    Although, the old soldier in Mike Walsh refused to believe that the entire Argentine Army was already in headlong retreat, regardless of the mounting evidence that it was, indeed, at least in this part of East Falkland, well and truly routed! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia was infuriatingly calm at the other end of the line, deadpan almost as he explained the dimensions of the catastrophe befalling elements of the Army Regiments defending the San Carlos River Front. 
 
    Catastrophic, was of course, Horacio Mendoza’s take on what was going on.  However, this was not a word that had actually passed the phlegmatic Marine’s lips.  In fact, maddeningly to the Governor of the Malvinas, his deputy was speaking as if he did not see what the problem was! 
 
    “What do you mean?”  Mendoza demanded angrily, losing his temper and regretting it instantly, if only because he knew the one man on the archipelago he could not intimidate was Hugo Bonham Garcia.  “What do you mean; you’ve executed CASE BLACK?  I don’t even know what that means, Hugo!” 
 
    Although the Governor of the Malvinas could not know it, or see it, the other man paused, to take a sip from his mug of coffee in the dimly-lit bunker on the eastern slope of Mount Kent where he had been enjoying a camp fire breakfast with several Army officers when the sky had begun to fall upon them. 
 
    “That’s because you would have vetoed it, Your Excellency,” the Marine explained laconically. 
 
    If the Governor wanted to shout at him they would forego the civil pleasantries of their customary Horacio and Hugo modes of address. 
 
    “However, since I knew that there was no way the San Carlos River Gap,” he hesitated because calling a strip of riverside that was alternatively rocky, or inundated peat marsh a ‘gap’ was stretching a point, “could be held, I took rational steps to attempt to ensure that when it was ‘breached’, that the enemy would not be able to march straight on to Teal Inlet utilising the North Camp Road.  Which our retreating units have been ordered to tear up as they return to pre-prepared lines in the western mountains.” 
 
    Hugo did not honestly believe that a great deal of ‘tearing up’ was going to happen but he had planned for that eventuality also, because he had assumed that several of the Ejército Argentino units in the path of the advancing British would almost certainly panic, thereby starting a rout that would be unstoppable west of Murrell Bridge.  Basically, as he had always feared, he and the Marines of the MLFG - Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición – were alone, cast in the role of the boy on the burning deck as everybody else abandoned ship. 
 
    That said, he had not expected the Army units blocking the San Carlos Valley to break without at least putting up some, albeit token resistance.  However, to a man, the survivors seemed to have turned their backs to the enemy, throwing down weapons and field packs and run for their lives. 
 
    He realised belatedly that Horacio Mendoza was bellowing at him down the line. 
 
    “We can’t let the British just walk across the island!” 
 
    Hugo knew that the enemy would not ‘walk’, they would march fast, damned nearly double-timing for as long as they could sustain it. 
 
    “We can’t stop them, Horacio,” he rasped. 
 
    Even before he had known that the enemy was going to seize back total control of the skies over the archipelago, he had tried to have this conversation with the Governor, a man he had still hoped was a genuine friend until recently.  It was now obvious that as he had feared, his counsel had gone in one ear and straight out the other. 
 
    “As I have said, many times,” he went on, “we can delay the British but if we invest significant manpower and materiel in blocking positions too far to the west, they will simply march around our ‘strong points’ either flanking or enveloping us.  The only positions where they cannot do that, other than by seaborne amphibious assault landings on the coast to the east of the mountains, is the Murrell Bridge Line.  That is where I plan to stop the enemy, and to hold him for as long as I can before sanity prevails and we, you and I, Horacio, put an end to this stupid, fucking war!” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza blinked at the handset. 
 
    He had unconsciously removed it from his ear, shocked by the quiet, sudden seething anger in Hugo Bonham Garcia’s voice. 
 
    “Are you still there, Horacio?” 
 
    “Yes, I started thinning our defences in the San Carlos River Sector a week ago, mainly to minimise our casualties when, as was always likely, the British attacked.  Hopefully, the minefields laid behind the front will cause the enemy at least some minor inconvenience but I am not counting on it, I’d have needed ten times as many mines to bring them to a dead stop for more than a couple of days.  Hopefully they won’t have zeroed in on all of our artillery positions in the Teal Inlet Sector yet; so, we should be able to lay down some diversionary fire to cover the retreat of the surviving units of the 15th and 7th Regiments.  I say hope, because counter-battery fire is a particular strength of our adversaries, the Royal Artillery, and that was before I discovered that the British have again achieved complete aerial superiority over the battlefield.  If they can’t already, they will soon see every move we make during daylight hours.  The main thing now, the only thing that matters in the next few hours, is to prevent a complete collapse, Horacio…” 
 
    “The 15th should counter-attack!” 
 
    “Most of it is already ten kilometres to the rear,” Hugo retorted.  “Likewise, the 7th, which was never brought up to full strength in the first place due to the incompetence of those cretins at the Libertador Building.” 
 
    Both men fulminated in silence for a few seconds. 
 
    “Honestly, Horacio,” the Marine groaned in exasperation, “did you not listen to a word I told you about the true state of readiness, the critical equipment deficits and the abysmal morale of many of the EA units on the archipelago.  Most of the better formations are made up of parade ground soldiers; as to the other units, before they got out here they were rabbles officered by men who had accepted commissions to maintain their standards of living, or to enable them to play politics.  You only have to see how inept most of those regiments are in straightforward civil order, or crowd-control roles, let alone in conducting anti-insurgency missions to know that we can’t trust any of them to actually stand and fight, to the death or otherwise, unless my Marines or your military policemen are standing behind them covering them with machine guns.  I do not doubt that some of the Army units will fight bravely, a few might even fight creditably, but only if they are supported by real soldiers.  The trouble is it happens that most of the real soldiers on the archipelago are Marines, and I cannot afford to throw them into the fire just to make you, or the Army, look good at home, Horacio.  Please get used to the idea.” 
 
    “Or what, you’ll displace me in some kind of coup?” 
 
    “No, of course not!”  Hugo Bonham Garcia snapped angrily.  “As we speak, 1st Marines are moving into position to allow retreating elements of the 7th and 15th Regiments to escape.  They’ll interdict the British advance until nightfall, then fall back themselves towards Mount Kent…” 
 
    “Don’t we have forces at Douglas Settlement?” 
 
    “If we had, they would already be isolated; I’ve ordered our men in that sector to try to get back to Teal Inlet.” 
 
    “Unacceptable!” 
 
    “Please be specific.  What is unacceptable, Your Excellency?”  Hugo asked coldly, probably sensing the second, malign presence in the room at the Governor’s Palace. 
 
    “Be a man, Horacio!”  Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid snarled.  “Just because he’s a coward…” 
 
    “CASE BLACK is unacceptable, General Bonham Garcia.” 
 
    The line clicked and hissed. 
 
    “Did you hear me, General?” 
 
    “Oh, I heard you,” Hugo Bonham Garcia acknowledged coldly.  “I just didn’t believe what I was hearing.” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza opened his mouth to issue an expletive-laced denunciation but by then the line had gone dead. 
 
    

  

 
   
    MLFG Forward Field Headquarters 
 
    Mount Kent, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The bunker was cool, clammy and the reverberation of distant explosions filtered, dully into the subterranean command post.  Major General Hugo Bonham Garcia left his hand resting on the field telephone handset for a moment after he had put it down, reflecting upon his irreparable rift with Horacio Mendoza.  Well, not so much a rift as a yawning chasm… 
 
    He looked around the faces of the shaken staff officers, many of whom were unable to conceal their shock.  First the ferocity of the British assault, and the sudden, shattering appearance of all those jets… 
 
    And now this, whatever this was… 
 
    “General Mendoza concurs that CASE BLACK must proceed as planned, gentlemen,” Hugo said levelly.  “The object of the exercise is to get as many of our people back, preferably in as good an order as possible behind, or reinforcing the Dos Hermanas,” Two Sisters in English, “and the Tumbledown defence lines via Murrell Bridge and the cover of the Saddleback redoubt.  Are there any questions?” 
 
    Murrell Bridge was east of the command post, the Saddleback a commanding height north of the Murrell Valley, a sally point and in theory, a fortress overlooking the key bridge to the south and the northern end of the two mountain lines guarding the approaches to Puerto Argentino. 
 
    Eyes widened, there were sharp intakes of breath that might have been relief or despair but nobody had any questions. 
 
    Hugo waited patiently. 
 
    “Very good,” he decided, presently.  “Carry on, gentlemen.” 
 
    He returned to the map table. 
 
    The British bombers and helicopter gunships would leave the bridges along the North Camp Road standing, he decided.  Or at least, they would until they realised that he was destroying them anyway, as his forces funnelled back towards Puerto Argentino.  The demolition of Murrell Bridge, the most significant of the bridges to the west and the north of the crucial Dos Hermanas fortress, the twin peaks which commanded the centre of the first of the two mountain defence lines, would inconvenience the enemy the most. 
 
    South of that bridge lay Wall Mountain, slab-sided, and to its south west, Mount Desafiodor (Challenger).  In theory, the guns on those heights turned the approaches to the mountain lines into a death trap.  But of course, the British could not be expected to obediently march across open ground for several hours during broad daylight, like so many marionettes in a shooting gallery.  No, they would come in the night, dig in, infiltrate the defences in the darkness, possibly even make full-scale assaults on a cloudy night when the star light would be nobody’s friend. 
 
    He stared at the map, mulling every indent, dip, rise, angle of the contours of the eastern half of Isla Soledad.  He was confident that the British would take the shortest route to Puerto Argentino, concentrating mass at the obvious key points.  From Teal Inlet, which they would hold by nightfall tomorrow, they would march on Mount Kent.  He would leave special forces teams behind to keep eyes on his enemy’s spearheads, otherwise, abandon this redoubt which he knew could be easily circled, isolated and bypassed.  The first, possibly the only real battle, had to be for the crossings over the Murrell River.  Even that would be problematic if the retreat from the San Carlos River Gap became a full scale rout, clogging the North Camp Road with the British in hot pursuit. 
 
    Just as the San Carlos River’s meandering path had determined the topology over which the British had elected to fight – and to all intents, already won – the ‘break-out’ battle from their beach head in the west; the Murrell River, rising from springs on Mount Challenger in the south drained north until the rising ground upon which the Saddleback stood, forced it east several kilometres north of the bridge around which so many of his plans now revolved.  Eventually, the river turned and drained into Hearnden Water, a long estuary which eventually fed into Bahia Blanco to the north of Cresta Inalámbrica. 
 
    The Murrell River, in which in happier times Pablo, Carlos and he had spent so many afternoons fishing, bringing home over-large fish which must, surely have taxed his dear wife’s patience more than somewhat, was not a serious water obstacle.  Nevertheless, it was the one, obvious place to attempt to stall the British advance on both Dos Hermanas and Mount Longdon. 
 
    Not for the first time it struck Hugo as being bizarre, that he was still translating some but by no means all of the names of heights and valleys, rivers and brooks, a consequence of the Defence Ministry’s inability to either accept the existing – British – names, or to officially rename every location.  He had always regarded the ‘naming’ farrago was a symptom of something deeper, perhaps, in the Argentine psyche; an uncertainty about who and what they were as a people.  A tacit admission that behind and underneath the bravura; there was an implicit acceptance that the Malvinas dream was no more than that, a dream, an aspiration which sooner or later would be undone by cruel reality… 
 
    And now I am thinking like a wishy-washy philosopher not the fearless heroic Marine that everybody but my wife takes me for! 
 
    He thought about the Murrell River as he went on staring at the map.  Tributary brooks and seasonal streams fell down into the valley east of Dos Hermanas from the mountains either side of its course but on this side of Isla Soledad other than the ground in the vicinity of Murrell Bridge, where the shallow river valley was flat, there were few all-year-around bogs. 
 
    If I was Ian Gourlay, Hugo speculated, would I bypass Dos Hermanas, and go straight for the jugular by assaulting the Mount Longdon bastion?  That, once in British hands would permit a flanking attack on Mount Tumbledown, isolating the garrisons of the Dos Hermanas position, not to mention those on Mounts Harriet, Wall and Challenger to the south. 
 
    The question was: Did the enemy have the resources to simultaneously attack along a wholly different, second flanking axis? 
 
    For example, along the South Camp Road? 
 
    If Camp Prado de Ganso had been attacked, he would have heard about it by now…so, could he discount a diversionary, weaker infantry probe against his southern defences materialising in the next few days? 
 
    He became aware of a man standing nearby, waiting respectfully.  Hugo blinked out of his thoughts. 
 
    I must have looked as if I was in a trance, he thought. 
 
    “Report, please.” 
 
    The other man was the lieutenant running the forward HQ’s communications room and radio listening post. 
 
    “It’s odd, sir,” the younger man prefaced, clearly a little baffled. 
 
    Hugo waited patiently. 
 
    “We’re picking up a lot of radio chatter.  And I mean, a lot, sir.  You know how the British are usually as quiet as lambs, or just communicate in code groups,” the subaltern realised he was starting to ramble and brought himself up short.  “Sorry, sir.  But they’re not talking to each other in English; they’re talking in what sounds like Russian…” 
 
    “Russian?”  Hugo queried, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he was told.  “We can’t even make out the call signs of individual units.  It all sounds like complete gobbledygook to our operators…we don’t have anybody who understands any of it!” 
 
    Hugo was tempted to console the younger man that it was not his fault that he did not speak Russian but actually, given that this was going to be a real problem, he needed him to start thinking how he was going to counter it. 
 
    “Contact Colonel Morales, there must be somebody in Puerto Argentino who can translate Russian.  He’s to find them and set them to work.  In the meantime, put out a trawl message to all field units.  Find anybody who speaks Russian.” 
 
    The other man hesitated. 
 
    “Was there anything else, lieutenant?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Intrepid 
 
    San Carlos Water 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s been a change of plan,’ Steuart Pringle had explained to his second-in-command, Major Lionel Colvin just before the first Kestrels had roared over 46 Commando’s sprawling encampment in its designated Battalion Reserve Area four miles north west of Cerro Montevideo. 
 
    Lionel Colvin was less than wholly enthusiastic about this but he kept that to himself. 
 
    ‘Oh, really, sir?’ 
 
    Later that day the whole Commando was ‘upping sticks’ and moving out, first to Port San Carlos, and thence to take up residence on the Intrepid.  And everything was going to happen at breakneck speed; much of the unit’s war stores, equipment and the whole of its canvas encampment was to be left behind, guarded by ‘stay behind’ platoons of Bravo and Charlie Companies.  The Commando was travelling light, personal weapons and packs – granted, over sixty pounds of deadweight – because whatever happened next they were moving fast and hard. 
 
    It was Lionel’s job to go ahead, leading the advance team to organise where ‘the chaps’ were going to be accommodated, their kit stowed and to swiftly establish the best possible working relations with the officers and men of the big LPD – Landing Platform Dock, or in layman’s terms an ‘Assault Ship’ – ahead of the main embarkation operation which would commence that night. 
 
    While Colvin was absorbing this his commanding officer had shared what might either have been his personal take, or just a wild guess, as to what this all signified. 
 
    ‘43 Commando will be going on a little yomp south later today.  First to isolate the Argie garrison at Darwin, then to carry on along the South Camp Road.  Pathfinding, as it were.  If the enemy hasn’t done anything to block that route of advance, then the Green Jackets,’ currently being held in Divisional Reserve, ‘will also head off towards Stanley along the south coast road!’ 
 
    Lionel soon discovered that the Intrepid’s bomb damage – caused by the splinters and blast of near misses on the night of 13th-14th November – had been only hastily patched up, not fully repaired and the steady clanking of her pumps was a constant reminder of her unseen underwater wounds. 
 
    “She’ll have to be properly fixed before we leave for home, or the Cape,” Intrepid’s commanding officer, forty-two-year-old Captain Anthony Cooke, remarked philosophically as if having half-a-dozen hurriedly, and only partially sealed holes beneath the waterline of his ship thousands of miles from a dry dock was but a piffling inconvenience. 
 
    Having now met a number of the men commanding the ships of the Task Force, often in middling to dire circumstances, Lionel was confirmed in the opinion that they were of a type; optimistic, competent and by and large, without side.  They tended also to be fearless, courteous to a fault and not at all the grumpy old sea dogs of legend, and if they as a clan, resented having a lot of land-lubberly strangers on board, they were always at great pains to conceal it. 
 
    The other thing one learned mixing with the captains and senior officers of the Task Force’s ships was that the majority had been well and truly, through the mill in the last few years, even their younger members were very experienced hands to whom combat was if not quite water off a duck’s back, then a very familiar companion. 
 
    In Tony Cooke’s case, he had thrown himself into his naval career with what amounted to relentless gusto; as it was for many other men, it was the only way he could cope with the loss of his wife, Margaret, and his sons and his daughters, on that terrible night in late October 1962.  Promoted Commander in 1961, he had been posted to the Directorate of Naval Operations in London at the time.  Briefly out of the capital attending a dinner in Portsmouth, he had been on his way home to Bayswater, half-asleep on a train just drawing into Woking Station, some twenty-five miles from Central London, when the world had gone mad.  Other men had searched for their loved ones, clung to hope when there was none.  Some people claimed one could always tell a man, or a woman who had lost everything in the cataclysm but that was not true; people found a thousand different ways of compartmentalising, and learning to live with their grief and loss.  Many Navy men like Cooke, channelled their waking energies into their all-consuming careers; as if burdening others with one’s own loss was somehow…inconsiderate, or selfish. 
 
    “Actually,” Cooke grimaced, “now we know that you fellows will be coming on board, there’s a jolly good chance we’ll finally escape San Carlos.  That has to be good news.  I think we all feel like we’re sitting targets anchored hereabouts!” 
 
    Lionel would have observed that he doubted if the Argentine’s had any aircraft capable of reaching, let alone bombing the ships in the great sea loch but he understood exactly how the other man felt.  Sitting around thinking about what might go wrong, was an intrinsically bad idea. 
 
    The Fearless and the Intrepid were the first purpose-built vessels of their type procured for the Royal Navy.  Fearless had been laid down in Belfast in July 1962, and Intrepid, whose keel was originally planned to be laid at Clydebank in December of that year, not until the middle of 1963 with both ships being completed in 1966.  For both the yards, respectively Harland and Wolff and John Brown and Company, and their workers, the contracts were lifelines sustaining whole communities at the height of the post-October War austerity.  It was hardly to be wondered at that, in the circumstances of their construction, both ships had had to undergo remedial work at Portsmouth before their baptism of fire in the French campaign in 1967.  Nonetheless, in the context of the war in the South Atlantic the ships were invaluable assets.  Weighing in at over fifteen thousand tons fully loaded, able to accommodate over seven hundred infantrymen and their equipment and, employing her four big LCU Mark 9 dock-launched and her four davit-mounted smaller landing craft, capable of putting ashore a whole battalion anywhere there was a beach, the two assault ships had been relatively under-employed since the establishment of the San Carlos beachhead. 
 
    The Intrepid had a landing deck but although she was designed to operate up to five helicopters, she did not possess her own air group.  There were not enough Wessex Vs to go around.  That said, if 46 Commando’s transfer onto the Intrepid signalled what Lionel assumed it must, then presumably, one, two or three of the Task Force’s scarce helicopters might soon be loaned to Intrepid.  Any kind of air lift would be a real boon if the Commando was about to be put ashore on a hostile beach anywhere near Stanley! 
 
    The ‘platform dock’ in the ship’s description was on account of her stern being, in effect, a floating dock with its own internal loading platform, a facility so robustly engineered that – had they had them - vehicles as big and heavy as a fifty-two-ton Centurion tank could roll on and off LCU Mark 9s when the dock was in its ‘dry’ state.  To enable landing craft to come and go from the stern, the Intrepid flooded down aft, and opened the dock doors to the sea.  In a major landing operation, the point of ‘the dock’ was that it enabled Intrepid to land up to three-quarters of a Commando’s men in a single beach assault wave.  In practice, this meant that the bulk of three of 46 Commando’s four fighting companies could get ashore more or less at the same time. 
 
    Lionel would have worried about when and where that was going to happen; had not making sure that the domestic arrangements for the ship to receive and to bed down his people been his over-riding, very immediate priority.  His task was complicated because there were already several staff groups firmly ensconced on the ship, intelligence, communications, and even a couple of SBS teams recovering from stints on land, and because the ships was crewed for fighting a war, Intrepid’s peacetime complement of around five-hundred-and-eighty men was swollen to nearer seven hundred. 
 
    The ship was going to be crowded when his boys arrived! 
 
    All of this Tony Cooke, the Intrepid’s indefatigable captain acknowledged with cheerful fatalism. 
 
    “We’ll just have to make the best of a bad deal, I’m afraid,” he apologised.  “I don’t know what you chaps have been told; I’ve been warned to plan on the basis you’ll be with us for at least seven days but that’s probably hogwash.  I’ll be ready to up anchor and move as soon as the last of your fellows is on board!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Camino Xavier Lombardi 
 
    Puerto Argentino, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Elena and the girls could see no nearby bomb crater.  Not that they looked very hard and in any event, they could only see so much from the road.  It was hazy, misty and the threat of imminent rain hurried their footsteps as they returned home.  However, it was immediately apparent that practically all the houses around them had broken windows and here and there the breeze had already piled strips of silvery confetti in small heaps. 
 
    “I think your father calls that ‘chaff’, or ‘window’ or something like that.  Aircraft throw it out to confuse radar sets; so, they are harder to shoot at,” Elena explained, distractedly, as she, her daughter Lucia, and Rosa Ibarra de Madrid approached the official residence.  “Be careful when we go inside.  I don’t want any of us to cut ourselves on broken glass.” 
 
    In fact, all the windows were broken, or more correctly, cracked to one degree or another although mercifully only two had actually been blown in, or out as they had seen in the houses closest to the shelter.  The morning was grey, damp and there was a chill in the southerly wind that had invaded the residence in their absence. 
 
    There was no electricity. 
 
    “We must tape all the cracked windows otherwise the glass will start falling from the frames and we’ll have to board everything up,” Elena decided, her tone suggesting that this was nothing other than a routine, tiresome chore, after a quick inspection of the damage.  The windows apart, nothing was harmed.  “It must have been those aircraft flying so low,” she told her girls.  “When they travel so fast they send out shock waves in every direction.” 
 
    Elena felt guilty worrying about her own lightly damaged house. 
 
    Many of their neighbours would be returning home to find much greater chaos, and some would have younger children to console. 
 
    She looked to Rosa. 
 
    “Rosa, can I leave you and Lucia to start taping up the windows?” 
 
    The teenage girl nodded, forcing a smile. 
 
    Outside in the road they heard vehicles grinding to a halt, shouts and booted feet on the tarmac.  Initially, they thought nothing of this.  They were still cold and stiff from sitting in the shelter for so long; it had been fully light now for at least two hours and when the all clear had not sounded they had feared a new raid, all the while not knowing what awaited them when, eventually, they emerged, blinking from their fetid bunker.  In truth, they were still a little dazed.  The thunder of those jet engines, so low, the shock of it; it was as if Puerto Argentino had been attacked by unseen, demonic wraiths which had come and gone in the pre-dawn twilight… 
 
    Suddenly, there was a heavy rapping at the front door of the residence. 
 
    Lucia, who was closest to it, opened it a fraction. 
 
    In a moment she had jumped back as if scalded; the door had swung open and crashed against its frame and two men dressed in the blue-black field uniforms of the Military Police had stamped into the house. 
 
    They stepped aside and a third man, a moustachioed, heavy-set lieutenant wearing the unit insignia of the 185th Company, walked into the living room as Elena emerged from the kitchen. 
 
    “How dare you march straight into my house!”  She protested. 
 
    This bounced off the military policeman, a florid man in his thirties who was not trying very hard to hide his smirk as he returned Elena’s angry stare. 
 
    “By order of His Excellency the Governor the wives and families of all senior field officers are to be placed under protection,” he declaimed, a little pompously Eleanor thought. 
 
    “Why, for goodness’ sake?” 
 
    The military policeman ignored this. 
 
    “By order of the Governor, Señora Bonham Garcia,” he said abruptly.  “You have fifteen minutes to pack a bag; then we will escort you to a place of safety.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sapper Hill 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Chief Petty Officer Pablo Finocchiaro had been sitting in on the periphery of a briefing at the MLFG’s heavily camouflaged emergency Rear HQ Platoon’s temporary base on Sapper Hill when the air raid and the naval bombardment had begun.  The British had bombed and shelled the old Sapper Hill bunker prior to the ceasefire so it had seemed relatively safe to conceal the smaller emergency station amongst the craters, and thus far, the wisdom of the decision had been borne out by the fact that last night the enemy had ignored the locale.  Problematically, the enemy had long memories and sooner or later they would remember that they had plastered Sapper Hill once before and therefore, just to be safe, and for the sake of military completeness, they ought to do it again soon.  This was why everything was being hurriedly packed-up and the HQ was to be relocated as soon as it was dark again. 
 
    Petty Officer Eddie Davies handed the older man a steaming mess tin brimming with strong black coffee and joined him, sitting on a rock surveying that part of Puerto Argentino the mist and haze allowed. 
 
    “Is it just me, or are we really in the shit this time, Chief?”  He asked, before sipping suspiciously at the contents of his own drink. 
 
    “That depends,” Pablo grunted. 
 
    The two men had known each other from before their time on the Malvinas, even though their service in the Marine Special Forces Group had not overlapped.  They performed approximately similar roles for their respective bosses; Pablo was General Bonham Garcia’s bodyguard, bagman and enforcer, he could go places and ask questions the CO of the MLFG could not.  Eddie Davies, when he was not in the field, was Colonel Morales’s go-to tough guy enforcer.  Even Pablo grudgingly conceded that Eddie was a much smoother operator than he was. 
 
    “On what?”  The younger man inquired, as always when they were alone with friendly, implicit respect. 
 
    Not least of the reasons they were probably ‘in the shit’ was that whereas Hugo Bonham Garcia had kept the Marines, over ninety percent of the manpower of the core fighting strength of the MLFG at a high level of readiness, basically keyed up and ready to go, the majority of the Ejército Argentino regiments had not just let down their guard but started celebrating the end of the war weeks ago.  During the ceasefire, even the supposedly front line units manning Puerto Argentino’s western mountain defences had allowed standards slip, with at any time up to a third of the men assigned to the Dos Hermanas and Tumbledown positions back in the port with their feet up.  It was well known that few of the men released from the mountain lines ever returned; their officers afraid that there would be a mutiny if coercion had to be employed.  Inevitably, in the trenches in the mountains discipline had become lax and as the ration situation worsened, morale had slumped.  So, while in theory there was an impregnable double wall of dug-in troops and enough artillery to turn the Murrell River Valley into an impassable impression of a First World War quagmire, the two veteran Marines seriously doubted either ‘mountain line’ was anywhere near as ‘rock solid’ as the Army claimed them to be. 
 
    They knew that their boss, Hugo Bonham Garcia for one, was under no illusion about the actual fighting power, or the resolve of the majority of the Ejército Argentino regiments nominally under his command.  True, there were good men and several efficient and well-motivated company groups, even a couple of well-led and middlingly combat-ready regiments among the Army forces on the archipelago; but there was no reliable fighting mass to be found anywhere in the garrison other than in the MLFG. 
 
    Pablo shrugged: “It depends on what the Governor does, I guess.  And the British, too.  But mostly, the Governor.” 
 
    The younger man contemplated this for some seconds. 
 
    “You speak in riddles, oh, wise one,” Eddie murmured, cracking a momentary half-smile. 
 
    Pablo barked a short, sour laugh. 
 
    “No, I’m like you, Eddie,” he sighed.  “I just see what I see.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” the other man agreed. 
 
    Pablo’s grizzled countenance re-arranged itself into a less lachrymose configuration, possibly in part because of the strength of the coffee he was imbibing. 
 
    “This is shit,” he observed, a little amused. 
 
    “Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger,” the younger man retorted.  “Isn’t that what you bawl at the new guys the minute you get them out on the parade ground?” 
 
    “Happy days!” 
 
    They were fighting men; professionals.  Neither man had been overly optimistic about the way the war was going to go in the coming days, even before the appearance of all those fast jets over Puerto Argentino and now, it seemed – with devastating effect – over the Tercer Corral Sector, that morning. 
 
    “If the Governor lets him,” Pablo murmured, very lowly, “the Boss will pull back this side of Murrell Bridge in as good an order as the English let him; once that happens we,” he went on, meaning the MLFG, “can probably hold the mountain lines for a couple, maybe three, four or five days.  After that, the English will be in the streets of Puerto Argentino.” 
 
    General Mendoza had, so far as the two Marines knew, been holed up in his Palace with his mistress for the last few days; having abandoned, it seemed the tiresome chore of actually being seen out and about in the town, or of making any attempt to maintain the morale of its defenders and citizens.  Both men also knew that the Governor’s relations with their own ‘Boss’, his deputy, had nose-dived during the period of the ceasefire. 
 
    “Okay…  What do you think the Boss will actually do, Chief?”  Eddie asked softly.  He knew the older man had simply been parroting one version of the way the next few days were going to play out; the only one the Army - Ejército Argentino – might be capable of implementing, falling back into the prepared defensive lines in the mountains.  What the Boss actually decided to do with the fighting core of the ‘Marine’ MLGF, was another matter entirely. 
 
    Pablo thought about the proposition for several long seconds before replying with what was an almost twinkle-eyed look; an expression that was both conspiratorial and wry. 
 
    The two Marines knew that the Governor of the Malvinas wanted every inch of ground defended to the death.  Well, that was not going to happen. 
 
    The increasingly rag-tag Army units manning the mountain lines assumed that was where the next battle would be fought; if only because that was where elements of a dozen regiments and supporting artillery and engineering units had been hunkering down ever since the first weeks of October.  But 1st and 3rd Marines, reinforced by anti-aircraft, mortar and machinegun companies, platoons and specialist fire teams, with the deliberately over-strength MLFG Headquarters Company in tactical reserve, were not retreating, nor were they seeking the imaginary safety of the eastern bank of the Murrell River in the shadow of Dos Hermanas, the central anchor of the forward Mountain Line west of Puerto Argentino. 
 
    The enemy’s jets had come as a nasty surprise but even before their unwelcome appearance, the Boss had known that any attempt to hold the Tercer Corral-Cerro Montevideo Line sealing off the San Carlos River ‘gap’ was futile, and that between that valley and the approaches to Mount Kent – over fifty kilometres to the east – there was no good ground upon which to mount a significant delaying action. 
 
    However, that did not mean that as the enemy spearheads drew closer to the Murrell River, the Marines could not hurt them and possibly, at a time and at a place of the Boss’s choosing, conceivably stop the invaders in their tracks. 
 
    “I think the Boss will find a way to make a last stand somewhere west of Murrell Bridge,” Pablo suggested, even though he understood that if the broken Army regiments falling back, routed in front of the British offensive along the line of the North Camp Road failed to slow the enemy advance, even this was probably just a pipe dream.  “Once the English get across the Murrell River we’re fucked.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    11 Miles East of Beauchene Island 
 
      
 
    ‘CAPTAIN ON THE BRIDGE!’ 
 
    “As you were.  Carry on, gentlemen.  Mister Dickens, you have the con,” Peter Christopher drawled, despite his weariness, with a practiced laconic air. 
 
    Commander Fred Dickens, the old cruiser’s gunnery officer reported the ship’s course and speed, and confirmed she was still maintaining ADC1.  Such were not courtesies; it was a matter of life and death that the Officer of the Watch and his commanding officer were always on the same page. 
 
    “Thank you, Guns.  Carry on, if you please.” 
 
    Peter, feeling a little grubby and careworn, went to his sea cabin at the back of the compass platform, intending to quickly brush up and shave before returning to the bridge. 
 
    Carmelo Boffa materialised by his side. 
 
    There was a freshly pressed uniform jacket on a hanger inside the cabin door, coffee and relatively newly toasted slabs of fresh bread, buttered and plastered with jam of some description. 
 
    The Liverpool’s Leading Steward – the Captain’s Steward was always titularly, if not in terms of actual seniority the ship’s ‘leading’ steward – knew his captain would want to eat on the move, and not tarry a moment longer than was absolutely unavoidable in his cabin. 
 
    “All Victorious’s birds returned safe and sound,” Peter told his Maltese steward.  “And our troops have begun the march on Stanley,” he added, stifling a yawn as Carmelo Boffa helped him out of his jacket. 
 
    A pair of Kestrels ought, about then, to be flying CAP over the southern reaches of No Man’s Land – the heart of the Camp - on East Falkland; likewise, another pair of fighters would be over Teal Inlet loitering, between two and four thousand feet above the North Camp Road, supporting the Wessex V helicopter gunships now quartering the country either side of the narrow highway down which Royal Marine Commandoes, Scots Guards and Paratroopers were purposefully advancing on still distant Stanley. 
 
    The Kestrels, with rocket-launcher pods on underwing hardpoints and a nose-mounted 30-millimetre Aden cannon represented whistling death to anything the moved above ground or dared to take to the air over East Falkland. 
 
    A second Kestrel strike, this time against targets in and around Stanley had been postponed, provisionally until sixteen hundred hours that afternoon because of low cloud over the target – or rather ‘targets’ – east of the mountains guarding the port.  Hermes, encountering strong winds north of the archipelago had been able to launch two of her Fairey Gannet AEW turboprops to ‘taste the ether’ over Stanley.  Meanwhile, as the Task Force lurched into action from its lodgements in the San Carlos Sector, its two seaborne battle groups manoeuvred, preparing for that night’s planned operations.  The mood on the ships at sea and Peter guessed, among the troops on land, was very much ‘let us get this over and done with as soon as possible before the people back in Oxford lose their nerve, again…’ 
 
    “You must have something to eat, sir,” Carmelo pleaded.  “I will prepare your shaving gear…” 
 
    Peter slumped onto his cot and compliantly munched toast. 
 
    His steward fussed around him. 
 
    Within fifteen minutes he was back on the bridge, spic and span, fed and watered – albeit in such a rush that his stomach was threatening to bubble with indigestion – and somewhat refreshed. 
 
    The Liverpool had moved to within a mile of the Victorious. 
 
    The roar of the old carrier’s Kestrel’s coming and going carried across the churning grey waters, as now and then squalls beat against the armoured glass of the compass platform. 
 
    War or not, the routine of the ship, its mundane demands continued, unabated.  There were fuel and ordnance reports to initial, defect lists to authorise; and Adam Canning arrived to briefly discuss ship’s business – in the circumstances primarily minor disciplinary and administrative matters but that was part and parcel of Navy life, it never went away – and given the two men’s now well-grooved and tuned relations, it did them good to pass the time of day for a few minutes. 
 
    Later, after the change of the forenoon watch, Captain James Watkins, the senior US Navy OLO at sea with the Task Force forsook CINCSATF, Henry Leach’s company to shadow, mostly alone with his thoughts, Calum McNish’s watch as morning turned to afternoon. 
 
    Peter wondered if his American friend was aching to be reunited with his family in America as badly as he was with Marija and his own bambinos.  Watkins had six children, three sons and three daughters; he must miss them desperately.  The American was nine years Peter’s senior, presumably, he must have reconciled himself to lengthy separations long ago; although Peter had no idea how a man could contrive such a thing, and knew he never would. 
 
    At three that afternoon Peter was called to an interview with CINCSATF; a personal meeting, alone in his temporarily surrendered stateroom with Henry Leach. 
 
    “Things have gone well today,” the older man prefaced. 
 
    Peter could not find fault with the proposition, and even if he had he would not have said as much. 
 
    “But the blighters have got a lot more boots on the ground than us; so, that won’t last if we take our foot off the accelerator,” Henry Leach went on.  His black and white tom cat, Bantu, watched the two men through slitted, sleepy eyes from his vantage point on a cushion on the deck near the compartment’s aft bulkhead.  Bantu was no fool, a hot water main ran behind that bulkhead meaning he had purloined the warmest spot in the cabin.  “That’s why we must make this thing as short and as sweet as possible.”  He sniffed.  “Even if that results in us breaking things we’d rather not break in the process.” 
 
    Peter waited, nursing the tea cup and saucer he had been offered moments earlier as he stood over the chart of the approaches to Cape Pembroke and the narrows guarding Stanley Harbour. 
 
    Henry Leach stabbed a finger at the waters between Navy and Engineers Points. 
 
    “The SBS tell me the Argies have neglected to mine the channel!” 
 
    “I see, sir,” Peter murmured politely. 
 
    “Stanley is the key; take Stanley and the war is over.” 
 
    “Quite so, sir.” 
 
    “So,” Leach went on grimly, “we’ll carry on pushing the beggars back into those bloody western mountains at a hundred miles-an-hour, pin his main forces there, and then we’ll put every single man we can beg, borrow or steal onto the Fearless and the Intrepid and we’ll go for the jugular.  That means two pretty much simultaneous major assault landings; on Cape Pembroke, ideally at Yorke Bay, another on the south coast at Eliza Cove, a couple of miles south of Stanley, at the same time we are smashing our way into the harbour!” 
 
    Peter digested this.  He did not need a Vice Admiral to join up the dots.  The only thing that made such a daring operation, a two-pronged amphibious assault against what were likely to be heavily defended shores was overwhelming naval firepower.  Which, in practice, implied that the Argentine defenders needed to be so preoccupied with the Liverpool – because no other ship in the South Atlantic Task Force was up to the job - battering her way through the narrows and into Stanley Harbour, to do anything about the landings to the east and the south of the port. 
 
    Peter knew that the enemy had a number of 3-, 4- and possibly, 6-inch guns and at least one battery of 20-millimetre anti-aircraft cannons emplaced – behind concrete – on the rocky headlands guarding the channel which gave access to the north-eastern end of Stanley Harbour, aptly named ‘the Narrows’.  At point blank ranges of perhaps less than two hundred yards a 6-inch, or for that matter, a 4-inch, or even a 3-inch armour-piercing round might easily penetrate all but the cruiser’s thickest armour and even smaller calibre guns would be more than capable of wrecking anything above her weather deck. 
 
    At Grytviken there had been no return fire. 
 
    Later, when the old Baltimore class cruiser had entered San Carlos Water the enemy had been disorganised and shocked into submission within minutes, before the ship had suffered significant damage. 
 
    However, forcing an entrance to Stanley Harbour would be a wholly different kettle of fish.  Liverpool might be under heavy fire even before she turned south to approach the entrance to the anchorage, moving at very, very low speed, attempting to follow the deep water channel between the two fortified headlands overlooking the shoaling waters of the port to the south.  Then, once inside the harbour there would be no room for a ship as large as the Liverpool to manoeuvre, all that could be done was to anchor and shoot it out until…it was over. 
 
    Henry Leach sensed the younger man’s perfectly natural reservations.  He was, after all, asking Peter to steer his ship into the very jaws of Hades. 
 
    “My thinking,” the older man remarked, “was to attach at least a couple of our Sumner’s to your flotilla for forcing the Narrows.” 
 
    Peter thought about this. 
 
    The former US Navy Allen M. Sumner class fleet destroyers each carried six 5-inch 38-calibre dual purpose guns in three twin gun houses, and forests of 40- and 20-millimetre cannons but…they were as thin-skinned as any of their breed. 
 
    Any destroyer preceding the Liverpool through the Narrows might easily be shot to pieces and sunk, blocking the channel. 
 
    The Liverpool’s commanding officer shook his head. 
 
    The quiet resignation in his voice was not lost on CINCSATF. 
 
    “With respect, their role would be to enter the harbour only after Liverpool has done the heavy lifting, sir.”   
 
    

  

 
   
    South Camp Road 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Colonel Leopoldo Galtieri had issued orders that nobody was to open fire unless the column came under direct attack.  Now as the wet, weary survivors of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion trudged leadenly to the east under clouds so low that it sometimes seemed as if their heads were in a rapidly descending fog, listening to the screeching thunder of British jet interceptors quartering the skies high above them, nobody was talking, not even to complain.  The overcast was a blessing and a curse; beneath their ponchos men’s limbs chilled despite the unnaturally slack breeze of the middle of the day; yearning for the sun to break through for a few minutes if only to briefly warm their bones, show them where they were, and what lay ahead of them. 
 
    Galtieri halted by the roadside, letting most of his men pass him.  He called out to men he recognised; cracked bad jokes, reached out to slap a man’s shoulder, trying not to be too desperate in his forced cheerfulness.  His boys were tired, dog-tired, so was he but command was about rising above all that and being the man that his people needed him to be.  He was humbled that in the main, his troopers found a grin or a smile, and some a ribald, generally respectful retort to his cajoling.  Not for the first time he thanked God that - unlike too many of his contemporaries - he had had several months to mould the 107th into shape before it was sent to the Malvinas, in retrospect a priceless opportunity to build an esprit de corps and to get to know his officers and men.  That had been crucial in navigating, or was it, stumbling through the serial disasters which had afflicted him and his men on these bloody islands? 
 
    He suspected he was far from alone in thinking that those idiots on the mainland who thought these cold, damp, windswept islands were worth fighting for ought to actually visit the dreadful place if they felt that strongly about it! 
 
    Personally, if he never heard the word ‘Malvinas’ or never set foot on this miserable archipelago again, it would be too soon! 
 
    They had run out of clean water. 
 
    Or leastways, what passed for clean water in this godforsaken wilderness, overnight.  Now they were drinking water from puddles and the peat-stained streams they passed.  Anybody who did not already have dysentery, would certainly have in a day or two. 
 
    The whole column shambled to a halt. 
 
    Galtieri listened hard; he had to because he suspected he was half-deaf – particularly in his right ear – after the Air Force had bombed Camp Prado de Ganso. 
 
    He wondered if the British had marched into the Camp yet… 
 
    He forced himself to listen. 
 
    Yes, there it was again… 
 
    As the roar of the high-flying jets receded to the north east he could make out the thrumming of helicopter rotors…heading towards him.  The clouds, more haze or mist could only be a few hundred feet thick, the choppers would be patrolling just above it.  For all he knew the air might be clear, and visibility tens of kilometres in every direction only a few hundred metres further down the road. 
 
    “EVERYBODY MARCH ON!  THE HELICOPTERS CAN’T SEE US!  WE’RE SAFE!  WE HAVE TO MOVE ON!” 
 
    All notions of laying up by day and marching by night had gone out of the window when those fast jets had whistled overhead in the pre-dawn twilight.  The pace of the war had just shifted upward several gears and, put simply, it had become a matter of reaching friendly lines before the British came for them.  It was literally a march or die situation, if only because how on earth did one surrender to a helicopter gun ship or a jet interceptor swooping down upon one at five or six hundred knots? 
 
    Galtieri tried to brush aside his guilt. 
 
    If he had wanted – summoned the moral courage, that was – to surrender he could have done that at any time in the last few weeks.  Initially, the very thought of it had filled him with cringing, self-loathing disgust.  But that was then and this was now.  Having encountered ‘the enemy’ during the period of the ceasefire, witnessed their readiness to alleviate the suffering and misery of his wounded, what little personal animus he had entertained towards the British at the outset of hostilities, had become a somewhat ignoble memory.  The day he arrived on the archipelago he had been prepared to die defending it.  But thinking about it, nobody had actually thought – when they disembarked at Puerto Argentino – things would be so disastrously mishandled that the result would be a real shooting war. 
 
    It was as he reached the head of the column that Galtieri realised that the mist was thinning and the thrumming of rotors was much, much louder. 
 
    The unwritten first law of soldiering was reasserting itself with a vengeance.  Just when a fellow starts to think that things cannot get worse; they do! 
 
    ‘HALT!  EVERBODY HALT!  GET OFF THE ROAD!  GET OFF THE ROAD!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Douglas Settlement 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Eva and her mother had come out into the open when they heard the helicopters approaching.  Like Eddie Davies had instructed them they had hung white bedding sheets out of the windows of the farmhouse at the first sign of trouble – the roaring of the jets that morning – brought their two horses into the barn, and waited. 
 
    ‘It will happen fast,’ the Marine had said glumly.  ‘Douglas will be a day one objective.  So, get out all the white sheets and make sure they can see you both from a distance when they arrive.’ 
 
    Victoria Morales Jones stood with her daughter as the Wessex V troop carrier flared out and even before the aircraft had stopped slowly rolling forward half-a-dozen Royal Marines had jumped down to the ground.  Behind the first helicopter a bigger machine, which she guessed must be a Sea King put down some two hundred yards to the west of the barn. 
 
    She squinted at the men it disgorged. 
 
    Even at a distance they looked, seemed different from the Royal Marines shaking out into a business-like skirmishing line and closing in around the farmhouse. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we put our hands in the air, or something,” Vicky’s daughter asked. 
 
    They were holding hands; a thing they hardly ever did normally. 
 
    “Not unless they tell us to,” she replied defiantly. 
 
    Mother and daughter’s grips tightened. 
 
    The soldiers had broken into a slow, ground-devouring trot, and in less than a minute had almost completely surrounded the landward side of the settlement. 
 
    A man waved at the women. 
 
    Without thinking, Eva waved back before she remembered Eddie Davies’s warning: ‘Don’t make any sudden movements!’ 
 
    Vicky noticed that none of the soldiers was wearing a helmet; they were all wearing berets, even the smaller, dark-skinned men who had emerged from the Sea King, which, like the Wessex had now lifted off so its door-mounted machine gun could cover the men on the ground more effectively. 
 
    The officer who had waved was now walking towards the women. 
 
    “Lieutenant Beresford, Ma’am,” he announced, essaying an abbreviated salute which completely baffled Eva and her mother.  He inquired: ‘Habla usted inglés, Señora?’   
 
    This completely bewildered the women. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Vicky retorted in English, rather more shrilly than she intended. 
 
    “Oh, jolly good,” the newcomer grinned.  “I take it that you ladies are the owners of this property?” 
 
    “Er, yes…”  The woman tried to unscramble her wits.  “I am Victoria Morales Jones and this,” turning to her daughter, “is Eva.  There is nobody else here.  All the Argentine soldiers have gone.” 
 
    “Better and better,” Lieutenant Beresford, who could not have been older than twenty-two or three smiled broadly.  “But you won’t mind if my chaps look around; just to be on the safe side, what?” 
 
    Vicky shrugged. 
 
    “You can do what you want.” 
 
    “We will have to search the house and the other buildings,” the man apologised.  “We’ll try not to break anything.” 
 
    “Our horses are in the barn,” Eva gestured.  “If I go with you, you won’t spook them.” 
 
    “If that’s all right with your mother, that’s fine,” the man agreed, affably. 
 
    Vicky nodded stiffly. 
 
    “You speak English very well,” Beresford observed, watching Eva heading towards the barn with a pair of his men. 
 
    “We were here before the reconquest.  We, my late husband and I, swore an oath of loyalty to the Republic.  So, we were allowed to stay, and to keep the farm.” 
 
    The Royal Marine shrugged, reading her thoughts and fears. 
 
    “I honestly don’t think anybody is going to hold that against you,” he assured her as if this was no big deal and really did not see what the problem was.  “I take it you and your daughter run the place on your own then, Ma’am?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said dully.  “There’s a gun in the house.  It is lonely out here.  We only load it when we’re hunting a seal.”  As she spoke she was looking past the officer. 
 
    He half-turned, followed her gaze. 
 
    “Gurkhas,” he grinned.  “Or more correctly men of the 2nd Gurkha Rifles.  They were hanging around at base when we got the word to jump forward to Douglas.”  The Royal Marine grinned broadly.  He jerked a thumb over his shoulder.  “The hills over there are full of grumpy paratroopers but when we received intelligence that the settlement was undefended, we were sent ahead to take charge of the ground.” 
 
    “You mean,” Vicky said dryly, “that your friends in the hills saw the Argentine soldiers had pulled out overnight?” 
 
    “Quite so,” Lieutenant Beresford acknowledged, struggling with the idea that any man wearing the red cap of the Parachute Regiment was likely to be a friend of his.  “Forgive me, I need to chivvy my people along.  As I say, my boys will give your house the once over, then we’ll leave you alone.”  He was about to turn on his heel, and had a second thought.  “Are you adequately supplied with victuals, Señora Morales Jones?” 
 
    Vicky nodded. 
 
    “Good,” the Royal Marine nodded.  “My medics will want to check that you and your daughter are fit and well.  You are under our care, now, you see.  Just routine, nothing to worry about.”  This said, he strolled towards his counterpart in command of the Gurkhas, like him, another young Englishman. 
 
    Vicky had no idea what to make of it, any of it. 
 
    It occurred to her that the young officer had treated her with the respect and courtesy he might have naturally extended to any civilian encountered in the middle of an exercise in the English Home Counties. 
 
    Then, she caught sight of her daughter with a couple of the newcomers…laughing. 
 
    Flirting, in fact… 
 
    The world might be falling apart around them; but some things, she reflected, never changed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Goose Green 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Major Nevil ‘Nev’ Coates, the second-in-command of 43 Commando was vexed.  Today, the object of his vexation was the ‘slapdash, bog useless’ forward intelligence supplied to the Commando, and specifically to Alpha and Charlie Companies’ which he was presently co-ordinating - they did not need ‘commanding’ because they both had perfectly good officers in charge who were a lot spryer these days than he was – the ‘cordoning off’ the Argentine garrison on the Darwin-Goose Green Isthmus.  The nub of his dissatisfaction was that while the rest of the Commando was busily yomping off across country to cut the South Camp Road about ten miles to the east, it seemed that unknown to HQ, their quarry had well and truly bolted sometime in the last thirty-six hours! 
 
    True, what remained of the garrison had surrendered – in an unmilitary rush - the moment his boys had turned up; that was good, no casualties and all that which was never to be sniffed at but around him the whole bloody camp was a cesspit! 
 
    Worse, a cesspit it was going to take the best part of one of his two companies, Charlie because it was the weaker of the two, to clean up before it could join the march to the east and those sneaky beggars of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion – as many as three hundred of them – had already had at least a twenty-four hour head start on the rest of the Commando! 
 
    In the meantime, he was preoccupied sorting out the chaos.  The camp was like something out of a Kiplingesque memoir; a cholera camp, populated with the sick and the injured, scores of men he could not in all conscience simply leave to their fate.  It was too much, the Task Force had already sorted out this place once during the ceasefire, now he was having to organise a second rescue mission.  Only this time, there were no Wessexes available – certainly not until tomorrow morning at the earliest – to airlift the worst cases up to the clearing stations, or to the hospital ship, the Sylvania out in Falkland Sound.  And that was another thing, there was some kind of influenza, or spontaneous vomiting bug making hay onboard those two fucking prison ships; probably, because the inmates had no understanding or concern for basic hygiene! 
 
    It was bad enough looking after one’s own people; but having to worry about the enemy’s too, well, it was not good enough… 
 
    “Calm down, Nev,” Major General Ian Gourlay, Officer Commanding 1st Falklands Amphibious Division, soothed his veteran comrade, through the static-hiss of the wireless connection. 
 
    The two men had known each other for over twenty years and despite their disparity in rank, and their different promotion routes in the Corps, had always enjoyed mutually respectful and convivial relations. 
 
    However, today, their conversation was unusually stunted as Gourlay’s pet Russian, a Staff Sergeant called Anatoly Saratov, who was serving as the Headquarters Staff’s Chief ‘Moskva’ Talker spoke to Nev Coates’s ‘talker’, a burly Ukrainian visibly as tough as any Royal Marine, communicated with each dutifully rendering their translations, destroying any possibility of a spontaneous exchange. 
 
    Coates recollected hearing that Sergey Akhromeyev, the formidable leader of the Vindrey Brigade, had insisted that Saratov, whom he seemed to treat like a favourite nephew, be attached to Ian Gourlay on the grounds that if anything happened to him he would be ‘for the high jump’ when he got back to Hereford, both from his wife Vera, who was very fond of Saratov, regarding him as an honorary son, and the NCO’s English wife, Greta! 
 
    “We have Wessexes scouting ahead of the rest of the Commando to your east along the Darwin Road,” Gourlay informed Coates, “if Galtieri and the 107th want to make a nuisance of themselves we’ll unleash the duty Kestrels on the blighters.  They aren’t getting away.  In fact, things haven’t worked out too badly.  I’d much rather we dealt with them in the open than having to winkle them out of Goose Green!” 
 
    Reluctantly, Nev Coates had to agree. 
 
    Ian Gourlay had issued an order of the day yesterday: It is my intention to get this over and done with as soon as possible.  We will hit the enemy with everything we’ve got as fast as circumstances allow.  Our priority is to minimise our own casualties and in this respect the likely level of enemy casualties will not be a constraint on our operations in the coming days… 
 
    OPERATION YARNER was all about loosing the hounds of Hell on the enemy; and thereafter, letting them run free. 
 
    Cry havoc! 
 
    Ian Gourlay was making brief calls to all his field commanders as dusk approached on the first day of the breakout from the San Carlos Beachhead. 
 
    The Argentine defenders were in complete disarray along the North Camp Road, casualties had been light and Teal Inlet would probably be in British hands within hours.  Special Forces had now been inserted on both sides of the entrance to Salvador Water, hopefully this would permit reinforcements to be ‘leap-frogged’ forward by sea to boost the spearhead companies of 42 Commando and 3 Para in their headlong advance towards Murrell Bridge. 
 
    “Is there anything you really need from me right now, Nev?” 
 
    “No, sir.  We’ll tidy up overnight.  At first light I’ll lead off Alpha Company in hot pursuit down the road to Stanley leaving a holding force on the isthmus.” 
 
    Ian Gourlay acknowledged this and moved on to his next call. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Espora 
 
    Ushuaia, Tierra del Fuego 
 
      
 
    Juan Bonham Garcia’s first surprise – well, shock – was to discover that while he had been incarcerated in the old Fletcher’s brig the destroyer had moved nearly two miles south to anchor in the northern reaches of the Beagle Channel.  Oddly, he was less surprised to realise, belatedly because he was not exactly at his best, that Alexandro de Molinari was no longer wholly in command of his ship.  This he knew because to get to the radio shack situated beneath the Espora’s compass platform he was led past at least a dozen loitering Chiefs and sulky-looking ratings, who were clearly watching with no little prejudice, every action of the destroyer’s ‘commanding’ officer. 
 
    A naval court would have categorised the situation as one of insipient mutiny, even though the ship was for the moment, nominally still under Molinari’s command.  However, the situation on the Rosales, which was still anchored in the heart of Ushuaia Bay was significantly less ambiguous. 
 
    Her crew had already mutinied; although of this Juan was unconvinced until, eventually, contact was made with Lieutenant Esteban Diaz, the Espora’s navigator and the most senior officer not confined to the brig. 
 
    “I am a mustang,” he explained tersely.  “Because I was promoted from the ranks the men seem to respect me, although I had no part in the seizure of the ship.  I am cooperating only in the interests of the safety of the ship and the continued good treatment of my wardroom colleagues…” 
 
    As the other man’s words rose and fell through the static – down in these latitudes the ARA’s ancient TBS sets were more than normally prey to the atmospherics that modern communication systems had largely eradicated – Juan resisted the urge to tell the other man to ‘cut the crap’ and get to the point. 
 
    He had introduced himself and asked to speak to the captain of the Espora.  It was unclear if that was, in any meaningful way, Esteban Diaz, the destroyer’s Navigation Officer. 
 
    “The people over here want to know if you command the Espora, sir?”  This the other man asked with an urgency that suggested that he probably had a gun at his head. 
 
    Alexandro de Molinari grunted something incomprehensible behind Juan, who held up a hand.  Right now, he did not need anybody on the Rosales antagonising the listening crewmen, two of whom had inveigled themselves, like sardines into the cramped radio room, while another attempted to eavesdrop in the passageway outside the open bulkhead door. 
 
    “No, Estaban,” Juan replied.  “I am not in command over here; nor will I be unless the people in Puerto Belgrano officially order me to relieve Captain Molinari.” 
 
    There was a static-blurred silence of some seconds. 
 
    Juan thought he heard raised voices through the ether. 
 
    “Videla has started executing Navy men in Ushuaia!” Diaz blurted.  “He’s randomly making examples of our people!” 
 
    Juan was suddenly surrounded by angry mutterings. 
 
    “Stay on the line, Estaban,” he ordered. 
 
    Juan ignored the other men, focusing solely on Molinari. 
 
    “If you’d thought shooting Navy men was a good idea I’d be dead now,” he put wearily to the destroyer’s commanding officer.  “Did you know Videla was murdering our comrades?” 
 
    Molinari coloured. 
 
    “No!  Damn you!  Of course, I didn’t know!” 
 
    Juan took a couple of deep breaths. 
 
    He wanted to kick something, or somebody. 
 
    “Esteban,” he said, this time with intent, “can the Espora manoeuvre and fight?” 
 
    The other man hesitated. 
 
    “Er, yes.  But we’re short of fuel…” 
 
    “How short?” 
 
    “We’re down to about fifty or sixty tons, I think.” 
 
    That was nothing, a Fletcher would burn that away in two or three hours, not even at flank speed but then whatever happened next neither the Espora or the Rosales was going to be charging around the treacherous waters of the Beagle Channel at high speed in the coming hours or days. 
 
    “Estaban,” Juan decided.  “Stay on the horn.  I need to talk to Captain Molinari.” 
 
    Wordlessly, Juan followed the older man out of the radio room, and out onto the bridge wing.  Other men followed; Juan waved them away and to his astonishment, they went back onto the compass platform. 
 
    “The Army are shooting our people, sir,” Juan hissed in the gathering darkness.  “The bloody Air Force sank the Entre Rios!  The whole fucking world has gone mad,” he added, redundantly. 
 
    “My family is at Puerto Belgrano,” Molinari growled lowly. 
 
    “I have family on the Malvinas!” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, dammit!” 
 
    The two men glared at each other. 
 
    The trouble was that neither of them knew what to do; or for that matter, if the men of the Espora would pay a blind bit of notice to any order they issued. 
 
    “Sirs,” a man grunted, emerging from the bridge. 
 
    “What is it?”  Molinari barked. 
 
    “We’ve got radar contacts, three of them, out in the channel, coming this way…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Field Headquarters 
 
    Murrell Bridge, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Pedro Morales, Adjutant and de facto second-in-command of the MLFG was in a vile mood when he returned to the circle of heavily camouflaged M-3 half-tracks hunkered down off road at a safe distance east of the bridge.  It was cold now it was dark and the wind was getting up; worse, there were already flecks of rain in the air. 
 
    In the near distance Jeeps and Army soldiers on foot were straggling down from the hills to cross the Murrell River; all of them running away without having fired a single shot.  Many of the troopers trudging past Morales had already abandoned their field packs, and some their weapons, too. 
 
    Was that all it took? 
 
    For the enemy to kick down the door for the whole house to fall down around it? 
 
    Watching those men, the harbingers of an army in rout, made Morales feel physically sick. 
 
    Yes, this was what his country had come to. 
 
    A nation without honour, or perhaps, without a conscience, broken from within by generations of corrupt, pathologically venal, incompetent leaders and failed politico-theological dogmas. 
 
    He had walked to the bridge, a relatively new, braced eight-metre wide concrete structure capable of bearing the weight of any vehicle deployed on the archipelago, which stood alongside the narrow crossing that dated from the British occupation of the archipelago.  Built to take the weight of armoured vehicles, bringing the new bridge down was going to be no little challenge to the engineers now rigging it for demolition.  Not that he had stumped to the bridge to check on progress; no, when he had heard what was going on back in Puerto Argentino he had needed a few minutes to regain the balance of his mind, a thing he had only partly achieved by the time he returned to his command post. 
 
    In his brief absence – some twenty minutes – the mood of the men manning the mobile HQ unit had noticeably darkened.  Nobody had to say a word, there was poison in the air. 
 
    “Listen up!”  He demanded, his voice as jarring as a rifle butt smashing down a door.  He was a man who did not get angry very often but when he did he was dangerous.  “The Governor has proclaimed martial law in Puerto Argentino and detained members of the families of several of our comrades.  General Mendoza claims this is for their protection but we have no information about where they are being held or under what conditions.” 
 
    His Staff had gathered beneath the camouflage netted awning between the four half-tracks. 
 
    “All we know for sure is that the families of General Bonham Garcia, and Colonels Paredes and Di Maria were picked up by MPs this morning.” 
 
    Morales had not credited the first, nonsensical reports of what was going on in Puerto Argentino; he had been too busy developing movement orders and at an insane rush, re-drawing hopelessly over-stretched logistics schedules to support the MLFG’s two fighting battalions, the 1st and the 3rd waiting in their long pre-prepared holding areas on the rising ground in front of the Dos Hermanas Line to the west and north west of the Murrell Bridge.  Dispersed to reduce its vulnerability to enemy aerial and naval strikes the Headquarters Company had been mired in the chaos of the town most of the day, likewise both of the 105-millimetre and the anti-aircraft batteries assigned to the MLFG’s carefully conserved ‘mobile strike force’, neither of which had yet been fully extracted from the defence zone around the port. 
 
    Therefore, much of the MLFG’s artillery and ammunition was still in dumps and camouflaged laagers east of Puerto Argentino; and it was unlikely any of it would reach the Murrell Valley in time for the coming battle. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had stabbed the MLFG in the back. 
 
    Problematically, it had not become apparent until about an hour ago that the Governor had taken direct command of all the forces east of the western mountains, and begun putting calls through to individual Ejército Argentino field commanders demanding they pledge personal allegiance to him.  Twenty-four hours ago, the ground forces on the archipelago had been operating under a unified command structure answerable to, and controlled by the Republic’s finest fighting soldier, Hugo Bonham Garcia. 
 
    And now it was not. 
 
    The co-ordination of the defence of the archipelago was now in the hands of a playboy cavalryman and his cronies from the Cordoba Garrison, none of whom, in Pedro Morales’ humble opinion, were militarily capable of finding their arses in the dark without a searchlight! 
 
    Now, all hope of a fighting withdrawal to the Murrell River Valley where conceivably, it might have been possible to draw the British into an attritional slogging match designed to sap their will to carry on fighting, was fast evaporating. 
 
    There were reports of some Army units in the mountains abandoning their positions and retreating on Puerto Argentino, and of the arsenals in the town being opened and guns handed out to civilians, and of military policemen requisitioning all remaining foodstuffs and fuel supplies.  In short, for all Pedro Morales knew, everything was falling apart and all the plans so meticulously, painstakingly laid to avert exactly this type of catastrophic collapse were no more than quicksilver escaping between his despairing fingers. 
 
    He had no idea if Hugo Bonham Garcia, the Commander of the 1st Battalion, Julio Paredes, or Alejandro Di Maria, of the 3rd Battalion, had heard that their wives and children were now hostages somewhere in Puerto Argentino; or more importantly, how they would react when they heard. 
 
    Julio Paredes was a ball of fire, trained by the US Marines, impulsive and quick to anger at the best of times.  Alejandro Di Maria, of the 3rd Battalion, was seven years Paredes senior, a man with an oddly professorial approach to military life, so, whatever he did next it would be in cold blood. 
 
    As for how the Boss would react… 
 
    He had heard that Hugo Bonham Garcia was racing back to Murrell Bridge, risking enemy raiders along the road.  Morales had got the impression lately that he had always half-expected to be stabbed in the back – sooner or later – by Horacio Mendoza.  As always, he had been calm when they last spoke over a secure land line; that was just before the news of the arrests and the true extent of the chaos in Puerto Argentino had become evident. 
 
    That morning their discussions had been about the unwelcome appearance of British fast jets and the completeness of the collapse of the Cerro Montevideo-Tercer Corral front. 
 
    Pedro Morales opened his mouth to continue, only to be interrupted, drowned-out by the whistling roar of jet engines.  Aircraft had been quartering the skies to the west, now one screamed almost directly overhead.  Night suddenly became day as two blindingly iridescent flares drifted down almost directly above Murrell Bridge, illuminating the entire valley with their savage, uncaring brilliance. 
 
    He fought down the sensation of nakedness. 
 
    Another jet thundered across the valley, and more flares floated down. 
 
    “As I was about to say,” he bawled, to get everybody’s attention.  “I’m going to tell you what the Boss would tell you if he was here, and probably will tell you when he gets here sometime in the next couple of hours.  Listen up!  Just because the fucking Army is well and truly fucking off the moment the going gets tough, as usual, that’s no excuse for us to run around like headless fucking chickens!” 
 
    The flares lit their faces garishly through the camouflage netting, the light blinking back off any unpainted, exposed bare metal on the flanks of the corralled M3 half-tracks. 
 
    “We’re fucking Marines; we always get the shit end of the stick!  Suck it up!  The British are coming and we are all that stands between them and Puerto Argentino.  Us, the MLFG.  Oh, sure, the British know they will take casualties getting through the mountains but we’re Marines, we’re the only hard-arsed fighting soldiers on these fucking islands with the guts to get up close and personal with the bastards!” 
 
    He was suddenly breathless. 
 
    He waited for his ire to subside a little. 
 
    “Patriae semper vigiles,” he snarled. 
 
    It was the motto of their corps, the Infantería de Marina de la Armada de la República Argentina. 
 
    Several of the men around him in the darkness echoed back the words; as if in prayer. 
 
    “Patriae semper vigiles,” Pedro repeated, his voice more measured, solemn.  “Always vigilant for the Fatherland,” he concluded.  “Always vigilant, my friends.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    2 Miles North of Sea Lion Island 
 
      
 
    “How goes the war in Sparta, Ian?”  Vice Admiral Henry Leach inquired cheerfully in the general direction of the vox box on the table between him and his flag captain. 
 
    The Liverpool with her cutting edge communications suite, now fully restored after the battering her upperworks and exposed radio cabling had taken from wind, waves, shot and shell in her earlier battles, had no need of Moskva Talkers.  Her scrambled TBS was perfectly up to the job of keeping in contact with the Ground Forces Commander either at his forward headquarters, or as it happened that night, back onboard HMS Fearless. 
 
    “Rather more than middlingly well, actually,” Major General Ian Gourlay confessed, clearly pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “Peter is with me,” CINCSATF explained.  It went without saying that any number of senior staffers were listening in, elsewhere in flag country but tonight Leach wanted to keep things simple.  And after his conversation with the cruiser’s captain about how he and Ian Gourlay planned to end the war in a hurry, the cruiser’s captain needed – in all respects - to be inside the ‘need to know’ tent from here until the bitter end. 
 
    “Good evening, Peter,” Gourlay called. 
 
    Peter Christopher grimaced: “I hope that Stanley will not be as tough a nut to crack as ancient Sparta, sir!” 
 
    “I bloody well hope not!” 
 
    The three men smiled but their amusement was muted. 
 
    “I’d like to send a task force into Salvador Water at first light,” Gourlay declared. 
 
    “I’ll ask Ray Lygo to organise that, Ian,” Leach agreed without hesitation. 
 
    Captain Raymond Lygo of the Hermes was Commodore in Command of the Northern Battle Group, with over a dozen frigates and destroyers in hand, supporting the operation of the carrier’s Kestrels and when the wind allowed, her prop-driven AEW Gannets. 
 
    He glanced to his flag captain. 
 
    “How would you play it, Peter?” 
 
    “A Leander in command with her comms suite, and a couple of gunship destroyers, sir.” 
 
    Henry Leach thought about it, then nodded. 
 
    “Yes, that sounds about right.” 
 
    Ian Gourlay delivered a brief report. 
 
    “3 Para and 42 Commando are racing each other east along the North Camp Road, the Scots Guards are hot on their heels.  Resistance is minimal and even without vehicular assistance our pickets ought to be approaching Murrell Bridge by nightfall tomorrow.  Obviously, our chaps will be a busted flush by the time they arrive; so, once we’ve established a foothold east of Mount Kent we’ll lay up for twenty-four to thirty-six hours before probing farther East.  The Gurkhas have been re-tasked to extend their sector perimeter both sides of Douglas Settlement and about now, they will have made contact with SBS units on the western shore of the entrance to Salvador Water.”  He paused, as if reviewing his thoughts and checking for stray dissonance.  “Frankly, although I expected to break through the enemy lines with relative alacrity,” again a brief interregnum for reflection, “not quite as easily as it transpired.  I also expected to encounter a much larger number of stray enemy units scattered across the countryside to the north of our line of advance along the North Camp Road.  Basically, it’s looking increasingly likely that the enemy has abandoned large tracts of the Camp, dropped everything and run away.  It gives me cause to wonder if he, by whom I mean General Bonham Garcia, may have laid a trap for us somewhere east of Mount Kent.  Some chaps on my Staff think I’m being paranoid, but…” 
 
    His pause prompted Henry Leach to offer a thought of his own. 
 
    “Hopefully, now we’ve got Kestrels over East Falkland keeping any Argentine aircraft firmly grounded, our Wessexes and Sea Kings will be able to see what they see, Ian.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s going to be a great help,” the Royal Marine agreed.  “I’ve requested Hermes to direct the CAP to buzz Murrell Bridge at regular intervals overnight.  Reports from that ought to be in by the morning.”  He took a breath.  “Peter, now you’ve had a chance to think about OPERATION EXMOUTH, do you think it is a goer?” 
 
    The Liverpool’s Captain had not expected to be asked that question. 
 
    “I’ve consulted my XO, Guns and my Pilot,” he responded, his tone betraying he was still turning the whole matter in his head.  “The risks are obvious; but it is my view that the shock effect of the Liverpool appearing in Stanley Harbour with all guns blazing outweighs everything else, sir.” 
 
    “That wasn’t what I was asking you, Peter.” 
 
    Peter sighed, his mouth suddenly bone, arid dry. 
 
    He wondered now why he could ever have believed that returning to sea, or the challenges of a new command would somehow, magically erase, or at least, mask the nightmares he had carried with him the last five years.  Nightmares that, but for his all-consuming challenges in America and Australia, and the love and understanding of his princess wife, would surely have broken him, bit by bit, in those years.  Perhaps, he was stronger now.  Perhaps, he understood himself better but those nightmares, flashing back to that night off Lampedusa as anti-tank, cannon and machine gun rounds pinged off and slashed through the Talavera as the stricken Lynx was towed to safety, of the fires raging on the Enterprise in the hours after a big bomb had vaporised the Aisne and wrecked the USS Long Beach, and the hopeless fight off Dragut Point…  Some nights he heard again Talavera’s back breaking as she went down every time he closed his eyes…  And now he was about to steer the Liverpool into the eye of a storm; not to win a battle so much as to cower the enemy into doing…the right thing. 
 
    He swallowed, shut out the darkness for a little longer, knowing it would return to haunt him soon. 
 
    “I have studied the tactical issues,” he said dully.  “There will be sufficient water under the keel in the Narrows for relatively safe navigation into the eastern reaches of Stanley Harbour.  Directly south of the Narrows there is, probably, deep enough water for Liverpool to anchor so as to be able to bring her full broadside to bear on the port, and if necessary, the eastern flank of the western mountains.  Those are the things which are knowable; whereas, the weight and efficacy of the fire the enemy may be able to bring to bear on the ship remain imponderables at this stage but in the big picture, those are secondary considerations.  What is irrefutable, is that once the Liverpool is inside Stanley Harbour the war is over.” 
 
    This last he said with quiet, implacable finality. 
 
    Henry Leach raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Ian Gourlay was silent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Libertador Building 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    It was the day after Christmas, night now, and the candles were burning late in the great concrete and glass monolith that was the Defence Ministry Building, by some distance the biggest building in the capital situated less than half-a-kilometre from the now besieged Presidential Palace, the Casa Rosada and a long stone’s throw from the murky waters of the estuary of the River Plate. 
 
    The Junta had been in, and out, of session since mid-morning with aides coming and going, bringing reports of new disasters every few minutes while outside in the city, riots flared, died down and re-ignited elsewhere.  High in the Libertador Building the darkness hid the billowing smoke of fires started by looters or by the reckless retaliation of the military, and the drifting clouds of tear gas.  As if to add to the misery of the people of Buenos Aires the power grid had failed in half-a-dozen districts, plunging streets into a chaos that was increasingly anarchic.  And now there were reports of unrest in Cordoba, and large demonstrations outside the gates of the naval base at Puerto Belgrano and other air bases in the north of the country. 
 
    “The Chileans are threatening Ushuaia!” 
 
    This, Comodoro Adolfo Suárez Salvador, the ARA’s man on the Junta, announced almost proudly, brandishing a sheet of paper. 
 
    The others looked askance at him as if the say: “And?” 
 
    It was a moment before it occurred to the Navy man that his colleagues were expecting more information than just a bald assertion. 
 
    “They have sent the Capitán Prat, the Almirante Williams and the Cochrane to seize the whole of Tierra del Fuego!” 
 
    Brigadier Antonio Facchetti, the acting Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force had just re-entered the top floor conference room requisitioned by the Junta, to be greeted with a fug of cigar and tobacco smoke mingling with the sour taint of stale alcohol and even staler bodies. 
 
    He suspected that, like he just had, Suárez Salvador probably needed a couple of cups of strong coffee and a little fresh air to clear his head. 
 
    Facchetti could not imagine why the Chileans – generally a fairly rational race – would want to seize a barren rocky wilderness like Tierra del Fuego. 
 
    “They’ve sent a cruiser and two destroyers to intimidate us!”  The Navy man insisted angrily. 
 
    That, Facchetti decided, was much the likelier scenario; it was not as if a handful of warships could actually ‘conquer’ a barren piece of real estate the size of the Tierra del Fuego Province.  Ushuaia, yes, but how did that help the embattled government of Eduardo Frei Montalva in Santiago? 
 
    No, this was just opportunistic Chilean sabre-rattling… 
 
    “Don’t we have ships down there?” This from Roberto Laborda. 
 
    As the hours rushed he was ever-more the provisional President of the Republic now that the brief euphoria of the coup which had ousted the Augustin Lanusse regime, had evaporated.  He seemed relatively sober, albeit in a tired and strained sort of way which indicated that for the first time in days, he was not preoccupied with having been denied the right to wear the traditional blue sash of presidential office. 
 
    “Two destroyers,” Suárez Salvador retorted. 
 
    Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar, the Minister of Foreign Affairs, banged the table. 
 
    “The Chileans must think we’ve gone mad,” he said.  “They are right, of course.  We have.  So, understandably, they have sent ships to make sure our madness does not infect their territory!” 
 
    Facchetti understood that as every minute passed he became more marginalised.  Roberto Laborda had, almost inadvertently, ascended to the presidency because theoretically he ran, and had brought SIDE - the Secretaría de Inteligencia – to the conspiracy to overthrow the former Junta.  However, he had never been anything other than a figurehead, already fatally undermined by SIDE’s involvement in the disastrously ill-timed, still rumbling diplomatic fiasco in Montevideo involving the son of the hero of the liberation of the Malvinas, who had had no choice other than to seek political asylum at the British Embassy to escape his Argentine pursuers.  At one level it was pure slapstick, and at another, symptomatic of the very unfunny dysfunction at the heart of the Junta. 
 
    And when, as they surely would, the British stood up on the floor of the next United Nations General Assembly Meeting and protested about the way the Junta persecuted its own children they were all going to look not just inept but very, very stupid. 
 
    It was no wonder that Horacio Mendoza – hardly an infallible judge of character – held this bunch of clowns in contempt, and even now, was still confident that their grip on power was so flimsy that one day soon he would march back into the capital and chase them out of the Casa Rosada! 
 
    In the meantime, the man who considered himself to be the leader of his country, was Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba, substantively a mere colonel but already self-promoted to Major General, presumably not thinking his colleagues would notice, or the cynicism this would inevitably engender in the majority of right-thinking Argentines.  It was a standing joke in the capital that within a week or so, he would be a field marshal at this rate! 
 
    A couple of days ago, Facchetti had momentarily quietened his associates’ blood lust by inviting them to join him in a one way mission to parachute into Puerto Argentino to join the fight.  The trip would have to be on a requisitioned transport aircraft.  In fact, the nightly ‘supply runs’ by other ‘seized’ civilian Fokker F27s and several long-idle Aerolíneas Argentinas jetliners, including a Comet and a Boeing 707 to make supply drops over Cap San Felipe, had been almost completely ineffectual; it now seemed that most of the ‘supplies’ had probably fallen into the South Atlantic.  Significantly, nobody had taken him up on his offer to parachute into the fight for Puerto Argentino. 
 
    The day’s one piece of good news was that Il Presidente had got so irritated with Nicanor Costa Mendes, the Republic’s blustering Permanent Representative to the United Nations, that he had despatched him on an almost certainly, doomed mission flying around Latin American capitals trying to drum up some kind of new OAS consensus about indefinitely reinstating the now, irreparably broken ceasefire with the British. 
 
    It was too little, too late. 
 
    Again… 
 
    Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba had got hold of a judge’s courtroom gavel, with which he now hammered the table until the mutter of voices around him died down.  As always there was a large cast of watchful, suspicious, generally self-important non-entities, staffers in the room as the Junta members settled wearily in their chairs. 
 
    “General Bonham Garcia’s Marines are in full retreat; therefore, General Mendoza has personally reassumed command of all forces on the Malvinas.  He will defend every inch of soil…” 
 
    Antonio Facchetti frowned. 
 
    “How exactly will he do that?” 
 
    “He will relentlessly attack the invaders!” 
 
    “While he is running away, you mean?” 
 
    “Horacio Mendoza is not the one running away!”  The veins on Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba’s brow were sticking out.  “Why must you always be so bloody negative about our people?” 
 
    “I’m not being negative,” Facchetti rasped.  “It is simply the case that until our bloody Army actually stops running and hiding long enough to fight the British, we will see no evidence of their capacity to fight, upon which we might then reasonably base an opinion.” 
 
    “You will see, soon enough!” 
 
    Comodoro Adolfo Suárez Salvador stirred, his ire every bit as red hot as that of Guerrero de Cordoba. 
 
    “How dare you defame the good name of a hero of the Republic and of the Infantería de Marina de la Armada de la República Argentina!”  This he slurred disgustedly in the general direction of both Laborda and his over-mighty lieutenant. 
 
    Facchetti blinked, until then he had not even suspected that the Navy man had a spine. 
 
    “Here!  Here!”  he intoned lowly.  He pursed his lips for a moment.  “Gentlemen, given the unfortunate turn of events on the Malvinas in the last few hours, I think we all need to be considering the shape of our exit plan.” 
 
    This provoked horrified looks. 
 
    But then reality was a real bitch sometimes. 
 
    “General Mendoza assured us all that he had everything under control; that he would deliver an acceptable resolution to the historic problem of the Malvinas.  To be fair, his ceasefire strategy might have worked if it had been nuanced by diplomats,” he glanced to Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar and the Foreign Minister nodded terse agreement, “rather than brandished in the face of the British like a pirate’s cutlass.” 
 
    This sting in the tail was intensely offensive – deliberately so - to the two Army men across the table but actually, Antonio Facchetti was beyond caring. 
 
    “However, we are where we are, gentlemen.  The ceasefire gambit has failed and the British have now, insofar as we have been able to deduce from the fragmentary signal evidence available to us,” because the enemy was frantically jamming every signal from the Malvinas, “the enemy has broken out of his beachhead and seems to be herding our forces, like sheep, back towards the mountain defence lines west of Puerto Argentino.  What is crystal clear is that the British have achieved total tactical air superiority over at least Isla Soledad, and somehow managed to maintain and possibly, enhance the strength and capabilities of their blockading fleet.  The ARA fought bravely but was defeated; likewise, all attempts by my pilots to influence the battle have been repulsed at a cripplingly heavy cost.  Now, it is the Army’s turn to test its mettle against the British; the indications are that it too will soon face immolation.  Granted, we may be able to embroil the British in a battle of attrition in the mountains; but only if they let us.  Frankly, somebody needs to speak to General Mendoza.  The only honourable thing to do is surrender now before God alone knows how many innocent lives are lost in Puerto Argentino.” 
 
    Oh well, at least I tried! 
 
    And at least the chatterboxes at the back of the room shut up for a few seconds, Facchetti thought with no little satisfaction.  Albeit at the price of making himself the subject of the sort of looks that convicted child molesters and people who talk in the theatre rightly get for their heinous sins. 
 
    “You know Horacio will never do that,” Laborda said resignedly. 
 
    “Then we should sack him,” Facchetti retorted. 
 
    But of course, he knew as well as the other three members of the Junta, that if they did that they would be dead before dawn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Saturday 27th December 
 
    Governor’s Palace Compound 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Elena Bonham Garcia, Lucia and Rosa Ibarra de Madrid had been driven through the town to the Governor’s Palace by unspeaking, periodically smirking military policemen and taken directly to what had previously been the staff quarters.  Then they had been locked in a small room – two metres by about one-and-a-half with a single narrow cot and a single hard chair – lit by an unshielded electric bulb.  The room had a window, a narrow one just above head height which faced to the north and therefore, admitted very little natural illumination into the cell.  There was a thin mattress on the bed; no sheets and Elena wasted no time cajoling the girls into pulling on extra layers of clothing from the hurriedly packed suitcase they had been allowed to bring with them. 
 
    There was a steel chamber pot under the bed. 
 
    The faint tang of urine hung in the air; suggesting nobody had troubled to clean the offending receptacle since the last time it had been emptied.  Nearby, other doors opened and clanged shut, locks clicked loudly into place; and in the near distance a young child began to grizzle, and was soon sobbing. 
 
    Elena had sat on the bed, put her arms around her daughter and the niece of the former Governor of the Malvinas, whom she knew, no matter how bravely she hid it, badly needed to be mothered in that moment. 
 
    ‘Oh dear, this is a thing,’ she had sighed, careful not to allow any of her angst to surface.  However, she could not stop herself adding: ‘I’m afraid that Papa and Uncle Pablo are going to be very, very angry about this.’ 
 
    Thinking about it – she had been so busy trying to keep calm for the sake of the girls until then – pretty much the entire MLFG was going to be rather more than a little bit peeved about the detention of their commanding officers’ families. 
 
    ‘Let’s find out who else is here,’ she had decided. 
 
    Unable to think of a more subtle way of discovering who exactly, they were sharing their makeshift jail with, she rose and stepped to the door. 
 
    She was a woman unaccustomed to raising her voice, let alone shouting; like her husband she really did not think loudness of itself, was ever that helpful.  It tended to cow, or upset people and was totally counter-productive with one’s offspring, they just sulked and then one always ended up having to apologise to them before one could get them to do anything. 
 
    However, that day, she was prepared to make an exception. 
 
    She had done her best to shout!  
 
    ‘I am Donna Elena Bonham Garcia, my daughter and my ward,’ that sounded odd, nevertheless the word had sprung unthinkingly to her lips and she was not about to qualify it now, ‘Rosa, is in the room with me!  Who else is here?’ 
 
    ‘Isabella Di Maria!’  Called a strident woman from some distance away.  ‘Both my boys are with me.’ 
 
    Isabella Di Maria was the sort of military wife who was a lot scarier than her husband, a large, voluble woman who had resisted Elena’s entreaties to become more involved in ‘out of garrison’ activities such as those undertaken by the Rationing Committee, but had carved out her own niche as the 3rd Battalion’s self-appointed mother hen to all the younger wives of the men under her husband’s command. 
 
    Elena respected that, wives like their husbands should, in her opinion, serve as best they could, and had she and Isabella been constant companions they would surely have got on each other’s nerves. 
 
    ‘Eva Paredes,’ was the call that came from what was likely an adjoining room.  ‘Eva…  I have my children with me…’ 
 
    The spouse of the MLFG’s aggressive, never-take-a-backward-step commander of the 1st Battalion, had seemed to be a meek, put-upon little thing on first acquaintance.  She was blond, petite but contrary to the general opinion, Elena guessed she had the formidable Julio Paredes tightly wrapped around her little finger; in no small measure because any fool could tell that after a dozen years of marriage he still absolutely adored her. 
 
    ‘Hello, ladies,’ Elena acknowledged, trying not to shout. 
 
    There were other women, five of them, who each announced themselves before there were booted footsteps in the corridor, the door to Elena’s cell was unlocked and then shoved open so fast it was a miracle that she was not knocked down. 
 
    A subaltern wearing the arm flash of the 185th Military Police Company, with a film of perspiration on his brow, glowered at her. 
 
    ‘You will be silent!  You will not converse with other…’ 
 
    Elena had not flinched. 
 
    The man was six inches taller than her but he was immediately aware that she was, in some unfathomable way, looking down on him. 
 
    ‘I will not be silent, young man,’ she said, much in the fashion of a teacher admonishing a naughty child.  ‘I will converse with whomsoever I please.  And you will address me as Donna Elena, or,’ at this juncture she frowned, ‘not at all.  I want to speak to the Governor.  Now!’ 
 
    The man had stared at her, quivering. 
 
    There was a split second when Elena knew he was going to hit her; but in the end he did not.  Instead, he had turned on his heel and pulled the door shut at his back. 
 
    That was when she realised that she was shaking like a leaf. 
 
    ‘Elena!’  Isabella Di Maria called.  ‘Are you all alright!’ 
 
    Elena swallowed hard. 
 
    ‘Yes…  Yes, thank you…’ 
 
    Horacio Mendoza had not – not yet at least – summoned her or visited her cell. 
 
    Twice before nightfall yesterday lumps of bread and cheese, and metal jugs of water had been delivered to the prisoners, only once had the chamber pot been emptied, sloshed into a bucket in the corridor and kicked back into the cell. 
 
    Last night Elena had drawn her girls to her on the cold bed, they had shivered together, not slept other than fitfully, been awakened several times by the distant, and then not so distant concussion, and the rumble of the explosions of bombs dropped by the high-flying jet aircraft that loitered all night above Puerto Argentino.  Dawn had found them huddled together still as the eastern half of Isla Soledad had been awakened at daybreak by three earth-shaking sonic booms. 
 
    “What will the General do when he hears what the Governor and my aunt have done?”  Rosa Ibarra de Madrid asked in the horrible, ear-ringing silence after the giant shock waves had propagated into the distance. 
 
    There could be little doubt that Rosa’s aunt was a lot more than just Horacio Mendoza’s compliant accomplice in their incarceration at this place. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Elena confessed.  It was a lie.  She knew exactly what her husband was likely to do. 
 
    If he was still alive… 
 
    No, don’t even think that! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Churchill House 
 
    Headington Quarry, Oxford 
 
      
 
    The Prime Minister had not slept for thirty-six hours and before that, hardly at all for several days as she agonised over letting the military ‘pull the trigger’ in the South Atlantic.  She had gone through the motions – it was Christmas, after all – for the twins, Mark and Carol, a thing made bearable only by the company of Airey and Diana Neave.  Airey had entertained the youngsters, particularly Mark, with his whimsically re-told Colditz stories, and Diana, bless her, had tried to distract her from the worst of her dark premonitions. 
 
    Privately, she had confided to Airey, her Secretary of State for National Security – the nation’s spymaster – that she was thinking of stepping down ‘once the Falklands situation is resolved’ some weeks ago.  He had been horrified; and now that conversation coloured their long and close friendship.  That was the trouble with honesty in political life.  Not unnaturally, she had forced the man who had been her mentor in those terrible days at Cheltenham just after the war and indefatigable strong right arm ever since, to contemplate a future in which somebody other than her, ruled the roost in Churchill House. 
 
    It was Airey who had warned her that she needed to turn her mind to finding a new man to represent the country’s interests in Pretoria. 
 
    ‘Edward du Cann’s clique in the Party say he plans to return home in the spring.  Apparently, the blighter’s just waiting to see how things turn out in the Falklands.’ 
 
    Whatever his failings, forty-five-year-old Sir Edward Dillon Lott du Cann, had been an exemplary High Commissioner to South Africa in the last four years.  If he was not everybody’s cup of tea, nobody at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office denied that relations with ‘the Boers’ went ‘swimmingly’ when du Cann was present in Pretoria to massage the tender sensibilities of the Afrikaner political soul.  For all that Du Cann was one of those men whose effortless charm and rhino-like hide could make him seem vaguely ‘oily’, even to his fellow denizens on the centre-right of British politics; it was widely acknowledged that he had displayed an uncanny knack when it came to convincing those people down in South Africa that he, at least, was always on their side, and in negotiations with the Pretoria regime that was always half the battle. 
 
    The problem was that in his absence abroad, punctuated only by brief ‘flying returns on leave’ that Edward du Cann had become, to many on the back benches of Margaret Thatcher’s National Conservative government, something of ‘a man in waiting’, the ‘prince across the water’ whom many suspected, and others hoped, would one day return across the sea to save the Party in its hour of greatest need which increasingly, her less resolute MPs were predicting would be at the next general election ‘unless something was done’ about her! 
 
    It was half-baked thinking and in too many ways to characterise, an idiotic notion that a man like du Cann was the answer to all the Party or country’s woes, let alone the man to finally lead the them all to some mythical promised land.  Like a latter-day King Arthur, presumably brandishing Excalibur! 
 
    The trouble was that there were, and had always been, rather too many half-baked minds out there in the shires, and sitting on the Party’s back benches; and to such people, who by inclination tended to be easily seduced by promises of quick fixes, their share of the treasure and the ear of ‘a strong man’, somebody like Edward du Cann seemed almost too good to be true… 
 
    She had shrugged off her friend’s warning. 
 
    ‘You know as well as I do that the man doesn’t have the courage to mount a direct challenge for the leadership, Airey!’ 
 
    But of course, that was not the way it worked. 
 
    Du Cann’s mere presence, lurking in the wings waiting to re-enter Parliament via a by-election, would be like a sword of Damocles hanging over her head, egging on the other would-be pretenders. 
 
    This was the sort of threat she would have shrugged off in former years; but not now.  The Falklands War had become the whole focus of her life and in her heart of hearts she wondered, in moments of weakness, if she had made a dreadful mistake.  All political careers ended in failure; that was the whole point of democracy.  Some careers ended with a whimper, others with fireworks.  Would, she wondered, historians remember the glory days of 1964 when Britain had literally stood alone with its back against the wall, or the successful post-October War re-establishment of the rule of law and governance, the return to democracy, or the salvation of the French Republic, or the re-birth of the new Commonwealth in the wake of the miracle of Operation Manna?  No, probably they would only remember the Falklands, and the war in the South Atlantic. 
 
    Ian Gow, her Chief of Staff, knocked at the Cabinet Room door and let himself in.  These days he cut a moderately – by the standards of the post-October 1962 era – portly figure, balding, inevitably with a solicitously earnest expression. 
 
    “I came in here for a little peace and quiet,” Margaret Thatcher quipped, her tone hugely more vexed than she had intended. 
 
    “My apologies, Prime Minister,” Gow smiled.  “I thought you’d like to know that Admiral Leach’s latest report details significant advances by our troops, with the enemy on the retreat or ‘hunkering down’ on all fronts.  In the first twenty-four hours of OPERATION YARNER our forces suffered only eleven fatalities and have taken over four hundred Argentine prisoners.  Our renewed air operations have been without casualty thus far.  I ought to mention also, that there are reliable reports of widespread public disorder in several cities across the Argentine, with the Army having effectively withdrawn from several districts of the capital.  Oh, and nearer to home, it is anticipated that HMS Eagle will dock at Portsmouth this morning, on her return from Brooklyn after the completion of her refit.”  Having reached the end of his pre-prepared remarks he added: “I have scheduled a personal call from Lady Marija Christopher for 11:40 this morning.” 
 
    Margaret Thatcher blinked at him. 
 
    Her trusty gatekeeper pursed his lips, leant a little closer and explained, confidentially: “I have cleared a space in your diary, Margaret,” he said, his tone indicating that this was not a thing that was open for discussion.  “A few minutes speaking with Lady Marija will do you the world of good.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Espora 
 
    Beagle Channel 
 
      
 
    Brigadier Jorge Rafael Videla Redondo, the Governor of Provincia de Tierra del Fuego, Antártida e Islas del Atlántico Sur’s tone was contemptuously dismissive as it was broadcast on the destroyer’s public address system. 
 
    Putting the call over the Tannoy had been Juan Bonham Garcia’s idea.  He had wanted to make sure that his ‘discussion’ with the Junta’s ruthless enforcer in Ushuaia was not just a private affair.  Far too much happened in secret in the Republic and he, for one, had had enough of it! 
 
    “How dare you disrespect my rank and my position…” 
 
    In exasperation, Juan had just called him a, quote: ‘Fucking idiot!’  Which, on reflection, had almost certainly been a mistake but then actually, the man was not just a ‘fucking idiot’, he was also a black-hearted murdering bastard! 
 
    Juan ignored the ragged cheer which had echoed up and down the length of the old Fletcher class destroyer, and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Sir!”  He pleaded, albeit angrily.  “I don’t think you understand what is going on here…” 
 
    “Mutiny is what is going on…” 
 
    “No, mutiny is what happens when men rebel against a legitimate higher authority, or elect to disobey a lawful order; neither of those clauses apply in this instance, sir!” 
 
    “You are threatening to fire on the port, Commander!” 
 
    This was progress of a sort; the man had used his rank for the first time.  ‘Commander’ sounded a lot better than ‘traitor’ or ‘criminal’. 
 
    “It is no threat, sir.  I will fire on the port if you shoot any more of my shipmates!” 
 
    Juan badly wanted to vent several weeks of pent up existential angst over the ether, he stopped himself.  This shouting match was achieving precisely nothing. 
 
    “Brigadier Videla,” he restarted, once the other man had stopped cursing him.  “There are three Chilean warships out in the Channel, a cruiser and two destroyers.  For all I know they are out there to seize the whole of Tierra del Fuego.  This isn’t about who is, or who is not a rebel or a traitor, or who is or is not, blindly obeying illegal orders, it is about the sanctity of the territory of the Republic.  I don’t know what’s going on around the Malvinas; but I do know that right now it is our duty as officers, to protect Ushuaia and the rest of the province.  That’s not going to happen while you and I are pointing guns at each other and you are continuing to shoot hostages, fellow Argentines, sir!” 
 
    Jorge Videla did not reply. 
 
    Juan knew he had gone too far, pushed the man too hard. 
 
    But what was he supposed to do? 
 
    The bastard was shooting Navy men; just for the Hell of it! 
 
    And those Chilean warships were rather more substantial than Scotch mist, albeit he seriously doubted they represented any kind of invasion force. 
 
    Not that Videla had worked that out yet.  The guy really was an idiot, either that or he was afraid of his superiors in Buenos Aires looking over his shoulder.  Whatever, leaving Juan on board the Espora had been plain dumb.  If the man wanted to make an example of him he ought to have taken him back to the port and put him in front of a firing squad five minutes later.  As it was, Juan was literally, back at the helm, and judging by the hooping and catcalling of the Espora’s crew, he actually was in charge this time. 
 
    Juan resisted the urge to check if Videla was still listening.  The TBS crackled, periodically clicking.  This latter would be the modern radars on at least one of the Chilean ships slowly patrolling just beyond the invisible limits of Argentine territorial waters in mid Channel.  Probably the Barrow-in-Furness built Almirante Williams, delivered to the Armada de Chile only a year or two before the world went mad.  She was the size of one of the British Daring class fleet destroyers, except armed with four fully-automatic long 4-inch rifles.  The other vessels waiting out there, watching developments, were the old Brooklyn class cruiser Capitán Prat, formerly the USS Nashville (CL-43), and the Fletcher class destroyer Cochrane, which in her former service as the USS Rooks (DD-804) with the US Navy, had been the last of the one-hundred-and-seventy-five vessels of her class to be commissioned, in September 1944. 
 
    The Chileans had organised a real show of strength, and from what Juan knew about the Armada de Chile, those ships would be fully operational and crewed by men who knew what they were about.  Moreover, apart from a brief hiatus after the October War, the Chileans had gone to great lengths to ensure their historic links to the British Royal Navy had remained intact.  So, those ships out there were, to all intents, ready to fight British-style, impersonating and to a degree, emulating the bulldog ferocity Juan and his comrades had faced in the seas around the Malvinas. 
 
    Therefore, if the Chileans wanted to seize Ushuaia, there was precious little two barely operational, mutinous run-down old Fletchers could do about it. 
 
    However, Jorge Videla did not need to know that. 
 
    “Are you still there, Commander Bonham Garcia?” 
 
    “Yes, Brigadier.” 
 
    There was another, lengthening silence. 
 
    Then: “We must defend the territory of the Republic.” 
 
    “I agree!” 
 
    Another pause. 
 
    “What are your terms, Commander?” 
 
    “All persons held by your men are to be handed over to ARA personnel.  Weapons are to be issued to ARA personnel so that they may defend themselves and the men under their protection.  ARA bases and port facilities will be off limits to SIDE and military policemen until further notice.” 
 
    Juan knew this was not enough; that he could not trust Videla or any other creature of the Junta. 
 
    “This needs to happen in the next thirty minutes; only when I receive confirmation of the same, will the Espora and the Rosales steam out to the limit of Argentine waters to confront the Chilean squadron.  And if necessary, engage it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    St Cross, Winchester 
 
      
 
    Marija put down the handset, sighed and looked to Mary Griffin, who, smiled a very, very wan smile. 
 
    “I would not be that woman for a million dollars!”  Her secretary decided, having listened in on her friend’s conversation with Margaret Thatcher. 
 
    Mary listened to a lot of Marija’s ‘conversations’; pragmatically, to take notes, also because it often happened that something came up which needed checking, or more prosaically, there were occasions when Marija simply did not believe she had just heard ‘what she had just heard’ and needed somebody to confirm it.  Today, she had not needed a witness; she had just needed moral support. 
 
    Ian Gow had phoned the house and pleaded: ‘Please, Margaret is in a bad way.  I’m sure hearing your voice and the latest news about your little ones will give her a boost…’ 
 
    It was the second Christmas that Peter and ’the boys’ had been away.  Although Marija and her sisters had tried to make the best of things, no matter how busy they kept themselves – no difficulty because Marija was in constant demand and both her sisters had long ago become members of her unflagging support team – the extended separation from their menfolk had become a constant psychic ache only temporarily assuaged by the infrequent receipt of correspondence from the South Atlantic.  Then there was the dread with which they listened to every radio broadcast, they hardly dared to watch the evening news on their brand new television set, one of many modern electrical marvels gifted to the household by admirers in America and across the Commonwealth. 
 
    “She has been through so much,” Marija agreed, subdued now she did not have to force herself to be cheerful.  “And lost so much, so very much…” 
 
    Marija’s eldest daughter, Elisabetta, had rushed into the drawing room having learned that her Mama’s talk with Auntie Margaret was in progress. She had handed her daughter the handset for about a minute; her reasoning being that if her little monster could not distract her godmother from her troubles, nothing could.  Previously, she had explained that any hope that the excited opening of presents, the endless attention from her sisters and the numerous well-meaning callers at the house, might have tired-out Elisabetta, had proven wearyingly unfounded. 
 
    “I told your Auntie Margaret a little fib,” she confided to Elisabetta later.  “I said that you have been a good girl this Christmas.” 
 
    But she said it with a proudly maternal smile and a girlish twinkle in her eye which made her daughter giggle before she rushed away on what seemed like her childhood-long mission to sow new mayhem elsewhere in the old house. 
 
    Marija had once despaired of Elisabetta. 
 
    The child was wilful, hyper-active, seemingly by nature contrary, not at all the little princess she had dreamed of lavishing untold, unending love and devotion upon as she grew up.  Ridiculously, the last time Peter had been in England the fact that her first born was a perfect angel with her father had been a source of, granted mild, friction between her and her husband.  She prayed she had moved beyond that; it helped that lately she had begun to see more and more of Peter in his daughter; and begun to wonder if her wildness was perhaps, no more than the physical childish expression of a restless, precociously questing mind. 
 
    Something crashed upstairs. 
 
    She sighed, shook her head. 
 
    Elisabetta was never happier than when she and Jack, Mary’s little bruiser, were up to no good.  Needless to say, Jack was in Marija’s daughter’s thrall, invariably the junior partner in crime. 
 
    There were no newspapers today. 
 
    Nor any post. 
 
    Two small Christmas mercies preventing the outside world impinging as obtrusively as it usually did, on their convivial domestic St Cross world. 
 
    There was too much to dread about the daily news these days… 
 
    The problem was not the reported facts - such as those which were sufficiently censored and sanitised to be deemed fit for public consumption - of the military situation in the South Atlantic which were hardly to be trusted, if only because so much was left out or was so obviously incomplete but the constant editorial speculation that spread the most fear.  Marija had hoped the ceasefire would go on forever, doubting it would, especially now she had spoken to the Prime Minister.  It was nothing her friend had said.  It was simply, as her American correspondents often remarked, that ‘the mood music’ underlying Margaret Thatcher’s small talk that had warned her the bloodless stalemate of recent days and weeks would soon be over, and that all the talk of ‘impatience’ at the highest levels of government had been more than just diplomatic or militaristic hyperbole. 
 
    Her last tranche of letters from Peter was just under three weeks’ old.  The Liverpool had been at South Georgia by then.  Did her husband know, or guess, that the way the loss of the Ark Royal had been ‘spun’ by the Ministry of Information, and counter-spun by the press despite the best efforts of an infuriatingly docile, obedient BBC, was that but for him – personally - the battle of the Falklands might have been a complete disaster. 
 
    Liverpool had led the way into Falkland Sound! 
 
    Liverpool had blasted two enemy cruisers out of the water! 
 
    Liverpool had shelled the airfield at Stanley into rubble! 
 
    According to the papers there was nothing the poor, hapless Argentines could do to stop the erstwhile hero of Malta bamboozling and smiting the nation’s foes from every imaginable direction! 
 
    She knew it would make Peter cringe; that he was the last person on the planet who regarded himself as any kind of hero… 
 
    But of course, he was. 
 
    A hero, that was, and he had never been anything less to her, nor would he ever be but not because, time and again, he unhesitatingly put his hand in the proverbial fire.  No, because he always tried to do what he believed was the right thing for her, their bambinos, his men, his ship and his country.  And that was why he had always thought it was absurd that he had been given so many medals and promotions years ahead of his time - when there were, in his eyes, countless worthier men than he ahead of him in the Navy - just for doing his duty. 
 
    

  

 
   
    ARA Hospital 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    The most problematic aspect of the building the archipelago’s large, modern hospital – at a time when budgetary concerns had led to a freezing of all hospital construction spending on the mainland – was that the site chosen, on the eastern extremity of the port, almost directly opposite Mary Hill on the eastern headland – Engineers Point - of the Narrows, was that the excavation of the peat and the bedrock beneath had taken nearly eighteen months.  This had greatly extended the project, provided endless opportunities for contractors to gouge what were supposedly fixed-price undertakings, and meant that the original budget, even allowing for runaway inflation on the mainland, was in real terms exceeded by over three-hundred percent.  A lot of people had ended up looking very silly; others had got rich and in the way of such things, in Buenos Aires, nobody had batted an eyelid at the corruption and endemic incompetence which had dogged the whole enterprise from start to finish by the time the Hospital eventually fully opened its doors, a year late, in 1967. 
 
    Notwithstanding budget issues, the primary reason for all the delays had been the requirement to construct extensive underground ‘storage’ and ‘emergency overflow’ wards; or as Lieutenant General Horacio Mendoza’s Staff now called this ferro-concrete complex, ‘the Bunker’, within and substantially beneath the footprint of the hospital.  In fact, beneath both of the main operating theatres and the Children’s Ward.  Ironically, the one large bomb which had overshot the Cap San Felipe Air Base during the first British air raid in November which had imbedded itself, unexploded in soft ground adjacent to the Children’s Ward would, had it landed four or five metres to the north, probably have detonated against, and possibly penetrated the Situation Room of the Governor’s newly activated Command Post because the responsible contractor had constructed a ‘bomb proof’ roof that was substantially less than half the specified three-metre thickness over that part of the cold, damp, claustrophobic rabbit warren. 
 
    The men responsible for this deplorable state of affairs were now prominently listed in Horacio Mendoza’s black book, where he maintained and regularly added new names to those he had been compiling for some years.  It was truly amazing how many scores a chap needed to settle when he finally got around to writing down the names and associating them with the appropriate crimes.  Revenge, like so many things in life, was a dish best served cold and when the time for retribution came, he planned to go about his work methodically. 
 
    ‘’You don’t intend to actually live down here, do you!’  Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had complained the first time she had followed him down the steps to the accommodation section. 
 
    ‘This is the one place on the island the British are not going to deliberately shell or bomb,’ he had retorted, disappointed that he was having to explain the realities of their situation to her. 
 
    ‘And that’s another thing!’  She exclaimed angrily.  ‘How on earth could you be so wrong about the bloody ceasefire?’ 
 
    That was yesterday and Horacio Mendoza had not spoken to his long-time mistress since.  He had enough to worry about without having to constantly fend off her razor-sharp barbs.  And besides, despite his best efforts to conceal it, he was deeply, profoundly rattled by the events of the last twenty-four hours and the negative reactions of several of the senior Ejército Argentino officers he had hand-picked to command regiments on the archipelago, including some of the men who had been key organisers of the grand conspiracy the Cordoba Garrison had been piecing together for the last thirty months.  It had come as a jolt to discover that men he had expected to be staunch, at his shoulder come what may, were clearly nowhere near as rock solid behind his rightful claim to the leadership as he had believed. 
 
    He would remember the men who had betrayed him. 
 
    Francesca had always told him he had been too slack about things like that during their first fling; he liked to think he had put right that previous laxity, giving people the benefit of the doubt was a liability he could no longer afford. 
 
    It happened that Carlos Rey, the one member of the former Junta still, theoretically, at liberty, was installed in the Situation Room when Mendoza made his grand entrance that morning. 
 
    The Air Force man looked in a bad way, his pain-killing medications like those of every other trauma victim on the archipelago having been reduced in the last week in an attempt to eke out the dwindling stocks.  The doctors said he needed another surgery on his shoulder but this was impossible, anaesthetics were being saved for emergency cases only and in any event, post-operative infection risks in the absence of antibiotics – they had completely run out last week – were far too acute to justify any but the most critical of life-saving procedures. 
 
    As recently as a few days ago, the Air Force man had been showing signs of ruder health; his other injuries were beginning to mend, other that was, than the lingering effects of the hairline fracture of his skull, which, initially, had left him comatose for several days and was probably the cause of his recent, periodic cognitive absences.  Today, there was constant pain just behind his eyes and he looked ashen, diminished, a sick man who ought, by rights to be in a hospital bed, not attempting to do what he construed to be his duty and in the process cluttering up Horacio Mendoza’s claustrophobic Situation Room. 
 
    Mendoza had been tempted to confine Rey – citing concerns about his health and safety – at the Governor’s Palace, or at one or other of the bolt holes his security people had secured throughout Puerto Argentino to facilitate the ‘disappearing’ of troublemakers.  Holding him at the damaged communications bunker at the nearby, wrecked Cap San Felipe air base had been another option; in the end he had decided he wanted Rey, whom he still regarded as a serious – albeit captive – rival potentially capable of derailing his plans, where he could see him and if necessary, eliminate him. 
 
    Ideally, he would rather side-line than liquidate the man.  Like himself, Rey was likely to come out of this imbroglio a hero; so, despite Francesca’s needling and arm-twisting, there was a great deal to be gained by keeping the man at his side, at least until the keys to the Casa Rosada were finally in his pocket. 
 
    “The aircraft are Hawker Siddeley Kestrels,” Rey announced. 
 
    Everybody had figured that out yesterday but Mendoza, saying nothing, contented himself with a brusque nod of the head. 
 
    “Now we’ve got more reports in,” Rey continued, “it’s clear that there are more of them than could be safely accommodated on a single aircraft carrier.  Certainly not a relatively small one like HMS Hermes!” 
 
    Mendoza raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “You think the British have a second carrier?  Where did that come from?” 
 
    “I don’t know.  Our intelligence was that they had laid up HMS Victorious and the Eagle, a near sister ship to the Ark Royal was refitting in New York.  I suspect they may be flying the new Kestrels off the deck of the Bulwark, any ship that can operate helicopters can, in theory, operate Kestrels.  Kestrels can also operate off very short runways, the enemy could easily have built several of those within their original beachhead, Horacio.” 
 
    The Command Post bunker was one of the few places on Isla Soledad that a man could escape the distant whistling thunder of the jets patrolling the skies above. 
 
    “I’d guess that they must have between thirty and forty of those aircraft, they wouldn’t be able to maintain their current tempo of operations with fewer than that,” Rey speculated, his words fractionally slurred.  “If they are carrying bombs or rockets they have a relatively short operational range, especially if they are taking off and landing vertically.  The good news is that we haven’t seen any Sea Vixens or Buccaneers yet, which may mean that Hermes at least, is only partially operational.  Unable to steam at maximum speed, certainly.” 
 
    Mendoza grunted acknowledgement. 
 
    Keeping Rey alive had been one of his better calls, he decided, whatever Francesca had to say about it!  She said she just wanted him locked up, out of the way but he knew what she really meant… 
 
    “What are the chances of getting any of our aircraft into the battle?”  He inquired impatiently. 
 
    The readiness boards showed, very optimistically, that there were either eight or nine ARA and Air Force aircraft hidden around the archipelago, almost all of them on Isla Gran Malvina: two F4U Corsairs, three Trojans and an A-4 Skyraider, and from day to day, either one, two or three ancient Texans, the latter basically old US Air Force surplus Harvard Trainers armed with a couple of 50-calibre machine guns.  It was moot if any of those aircraft could actually even take off from the customarily sodden, ludicrously short grassy air strips prepared for them many weeks ago and since, of necessity, left untended to minimise the likelihood of discovery by the enemy.  Nevertheless, he had asked the question and he was keenly interested to know Carlos Rey’s answer. 
 
    West of the mountain defence lines the big problem was not the high-flying Kestrels but the British helicopter gunships.  The enemy had equipped several of his Wessex V troop carriers with either one, or two heavy machine guns; without warning these marauders would emerge from dead ground and unleash brief, terrifying storms of fire on the units retreating east along and either side of the North Camp Road.  If just one or perhaps two of the hidden aircraft could get into the air it might, just, keep those infernal gunships at arm’s reach long enough for the routed Ejército Argentino units west of Murrell Bridge to regroup.  Presently, the fact that the only meaningful resistance on the Kent Mountain Front was being put up by a few ad hoc Marine combat groups was deeply humiliating to the Governor of the Malvinas. 
 
    The last thing he wanted, or needed, was Hugo Bonham Garcia and his bloody Marines stealing all the glory!  A long roll call of dead Marines was no use to him when he eventually got to sit down at the peace table! 
 
    “Those aircraft are out of the fight, Horacio,” Carlos Rey said sadly.  “There’s no way of knowing for sure but I’d be amazed if most of them weren’t damaged, over-stressed, whatever getting down again after they attacked the British in November, and there wouldn’t have been anybody on hand to repair, or even to maintain them since.  Some of those emergency fields didn’t have any fuel dumps.  We had a couple of reports that enemy raiders, special forces squads likely, sabotaged a couple of aircraft before the ceasefire.  Our communications are so spotty that for all we know they might have destroyed more in the last twenty-four hours.  Even if any of the surviving aircraft did get into the fight, I don’t honestly think knocking down one of those Wessexes would make a lot of difference at this stage.” 
 
    Mendoza absorbed this; not unduly disappointed having discounted those nominal aerial assets some weeks ago.  They had always been single-use pieces on the chess board, and that single-use had been on 13th November. 
 
    “I expected our people to make a better fist of it if and when the British attacked us,” he sighed, not addressing the remark to anybody in particular as if everybody in the room had in some way, let him down. 
 
    In response, Carlos Rey opened his mouth to utter a pejorative remark about the fighting capability – specifically, the lack of it - of the Ejército Argentino, thought better of it and said: “The reality of the situation,” he observed resignedly, “is that if the MLFG don’t make a stand at Murrell Bridge the British could be in Puerto Argentino in forty-eight hours, Horacio.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    South Camp Road 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The exhausted survivors of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion heard the helicopters some fifteen minutes before they saw them.  Two dazzle-camouflaged Wessex Vs with machineguns mounted in their loading doors; one had veered north and unhurriedly moved ahead of the column’s line of march; the other had loitered to its rear.  Then, as the morning haze cleared the two gunships had risen up from concealing folds in the ground and hovered, each training its guns down the length of the road. 
 
    Needless to say, Leopoldo Galtieri had ordered his men off the road; not that it would do much good, even if by some fluke they shot down or drove off the two gunships, that would only call down the circling Kestrels and thereafter, cannon fire, rockets, bombs and possibly even Napalm would boil down upon their heads. 
 
    He had given orders that nobody was to fire on the helicopters. 
 
    Now he was praying that nobody lost his nerve. 
 
    The British could have attacked already if that had been their first choice. So, very slowly, as if in a dream, he rose to his feet and staggered out into plain sight in the middle of the road. 
 
    The nearest Wessex was drifting nearer and after a few seconds he realised it was flaring out, preparing to land about a hundred metres beyond the head of the trapped column. 
 
    Again, in a trance, he began to walk towards the helicopter. 
 
    In truth he was so tired he was having trouble distinguishing what was real and what was, possibly, surreal.  If it had not been for the rumbling of his stomach, and the liquidity of his virtually empty bowels – because of the dirty water they were all shitting themselves to death, hopefully it was dysentery not cholera – he might have guessed he was dreaming. 
 
    A man had jumped down from the Wessex which had promptly lifted off again to resume its hover about thirty metres above the road. 
 
    Galtieri did not remember approaching the stranger. 
 
    Suddenly, he found himself standing in front of a man of about his own age with naval petty officer stripes on the sleeve of his incongruously clean, crisp flying overalls. 
 
    The Fleet Air Arm man was unarmed. 
 
    “Usted habla ingles, señor?”  He asked. 
 
    “Yes, I speak English,” Galtieri replied, dry-mouthed. 
 
    “That’s good,” the other man grimaced.  “Please identify yourself, sir,” he requested, respectfully but in a tone which communicated to Galtieri exactly who was in charge. 
 
    “I am Colonel Leopoldo Fortunato Galtieri Castelli, in command of the 107th Combat Engineering Battalion.”  In saying it Galtieri swayed and would have fallen had not the Royal Navy man reached out and taken his arm to steady him. 
 
    “I thought I recognised you, sir.  My crew was on the first mercy flight to your camp after the bombing in November.”  This said, the petty officer cautiously released his grip on the Argentine and took half a step back.  “My orders are to halt your column and to prevent it re-joining the forces to the east.  You should know that within the next couple of hours the rear of your column will be in contact with a Royal Marine Commando battle group.  If you elect to continue your march,” the petty officer explained, apologetically, “I will have no alternative but to fire on you, sir.” 
 
    Galtieri stared at him, uncomprehending. 
 
    He grimaced as another spasm of agony ripped through his abdomen.  He tried to break wind to alleviate the pressure but only succeeded in voiding the bloody contents of his lower bowels into his combat fatigues. 
 
    It was over. 
 
    Seeing their commanding officer doubled over other men had risen to their feet and were hurrying towards Galtieri and the Royal Navy man, who was again supporting him, attempting to ease him gently to the tarmac. 
 
    Galtieri, sensing the limitless possibilities of a fatal misunderstanding raised an arm. 
 
    “I surrender, I surrender,” he gasped.  Then, to the men drawing near: “All weapons are to be stacked in plain sight on the road.  We are surrounded, the war is over…” 
 
    

  

 
   
    MLFG Forward Headquarters 
 
    Murrell River Valley, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia had not arrived until shortly after dawn, listening impassively to Pedro Morales’s tactical summary and subsequent report on the events in Puerto Argentino.  The MLFG’s Adjutant had watched his commanding officer’s face blacken and the diamond-hard steeliness in his eyes crystalise into something dangerous, murderous. 
 
    In the middle distance fleeing Army units were nose to tail on the approaches to the Murrell Bridge. 
 
    Hugo had said nothing.  His jaw had stiffened and inwardly his disgust had roiled and when his second-in-command finished his report, he had already come to a decision. 
 
    “Halt the EA units retreating across the bridge.  From now on nobody crosses from west to east without my, or your leave.” 
 
    Two could play the human shield game. 
 
    If the Army did not want to fight it could make itself useful fouling up the road and the countryside over which the British were advancing.  Forcing the enemy to deal with large numbers of prisoners of war was probably the most useful thing the bungling, incompetent, cowardly shitheads could do at the moment! 
 
    Hugo bit down on his anger. 
 
    “Is the bridge rigged for demolition, Pedro?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    The river was only a relatively minor obstacle to real soldiers, although to the north it had several treacherous stretches.  Elsewhere it was just a babbling brook, easily crossable especially by men used to working in closely co-ordinated squads.  Like his Marines.  As for the Ejército Argentino, well, those boys did not like to get their feet wet… 
 
    “Blow it up,” he decided.  Privately, he thought: ‘that way we won’t have to shoot so many of the EA deserters and stragglers who ignore orders to stand and fight!’ 
 
    Pedro Morales hesitated a moment. 
 
    Hugo nodded, confirming that it was military good practice rather than his outrage talking, and his Adjutant turned away, issuing orders.  Then the two men mounted up in the Command M3 half-track.  The HQ was going to be almost constantly on the move from now on, dispersed, hiding in the tussock meadows and in dead ground, wherever it could be found to the north of the valley. 
 
    “We’ve lost both our Russian speakers,” Morales confessed, guilty as if it was his fault.  “And we’re assuming that Captain Weinstabl’s wife will have been detained along with Donna Elena and the other wives, sir.” 
 
    Tania Weinstabl, the wife of one of the 3rd Battalion’s company commanders, was the granddaughter of White Russian emigres who had arrived in the Argentine in the 1920s, a fluent linguist, proficient in both English and Russian, and thus, an invaluable recruit to the MLFG’s hastily improvised and it seemed, short-lived listening service. 
 
    Not content with hamstringing Hugo’s long-mooted scheme to engage and wear down the inevitable British advance along the northern axis to Puerto Argentino – any assault along the south coast was the province of the EA, a thing Hugo had never been happy about despite the fact he believed the enemy was strong enough only to mount one ‘main’ assault – Horacio Mendoza’s indiscriminate blundering had now blinded him at the very moment he needed most to ‘see’ what his foes were up to! 
 
    “Do the 1st and 3rd Battalions know what’s going on back in Puerto Argentino?”  He asked bluntly. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Julio Paredes is spitting fire about it; Di Maria isn’t saying a word, which is probably even more worrying.” 
 
    Hugo shut his eyes as the half-track lurched forward and began to churn through the peat, heading for its next laager.  Moving in full daylight was an intrinsically bad thing, given the enemy had total local air superiority but there was no choice.  Sitting overlong in one location was ten times worse than risking shifting position and besides, presently, it was not as if the British CAP or the roving helicopter gunships were short of targets to the west where fleeing Army units were hopelessly mixed-up, falling over each other trying to run away from the enemy. 
 
    While the demoralised remnants of at least three Army regiments were streaming away from the oncoming British, dragging with them a miscellany of artillery and transportation units, off road, Hugo’s Marines tramped across the stony higher ground towards the jumping off points for the long-planned spoiling battle which might, depending on how fast the enemy came on, commence as soon as that night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Governor’s Palace, 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    “Horacio is far too busy to see you now,” Francesca Ibarra de Madrid announced, smiling a little like a cat toying with a bird with a broken wing as she entered the first floor drawing room, which was still sumptuously adorned by the garishly faux objet d'art accumulated by her late, unlamented husband. 
 
    It was dark in the room, most of the windows were boarded up and several of the light fittings still had broken bulbs in them.  It was not only the windows which had proven vulnerable to the shock waves of the multiple sonic booms which had assailed the port city in the last thirty-six hours. 
 
    Elena Bonham Garcia had arranged herself in the chair her two escorting military policemen had guided her to, before they stepped back, fingering their assault rifles as if they were afraid she was going to produce a revolver from under her skirts and shoot the Governor’s mistress.  She had hated leaving her girls alone in that dreadful, cold cell.  Not that she had been given any choice in the matter. 
 
    Rosa had hugged Lucia to her, smiling bravely as the door was locked behind her.  Elena did not think she would ever forget the look in her daughter’s eyes. 
 
    Notwithstanding it was not yet noon, Donna Francesca was clearly a little drunk. 
 
    Elena half-turned and threw a glance at the two burly policemen: “Am I really that terrifying, Francesca?” 
 
    “This was not supposed to happen,” the other woman said. 
 
    Elena could not make up her mind if she was slurring vowels or consonants.  She decided it was unimportant. 
 
    “How many of us have you locked up so far?”  She demanded quietly. 
 
    “Probably not enough of you…” 
 
    “Why lock up any of us, for goodness’ sake?” 
 
    This baffled the other woman. 
 
    “Hard decisions had to be made.”  Francesca Ibarra de Madrid shrugged, looked away.  “When all this is over the Republic will welcome a strong man into the Casa Rosada with open arms…” 
 
    “Horacio?” 
 
    “Who else?” 
 
    ‘The trouble with the cavalry,’ Hugo had once quipped, ‘is that it is usually the horses that have the monopoly on the common sense.’  Elena shared her husband’s opinion that the last thing her country needed was another self-important, intellectually challenged cavalryman – who had obviously had one too many falls on his head – wearing the presidential sash.  The idea of a man who relied, almost exclusively on the loyalty of the notoriously politically fickle Cordoba Garrison, getting his hands on that precious sash of office, was a nightmare! 
 
    Why not invite the Mafia into the Casa Rosada? 
 
    All this Elena tried, very hard, to push to the back of her mind. 
 
    “You are holding wives and children, some very young children, I would remind you, in intolerable conditions.  The sanitary arrangements are non-existent and the food is disgusting.  As for the dismissive and disrespectful conduct of the guards,” she paused to flash her disapprobation at the two bully boys behind her, “well, that’s an insult to the uniforms they wear.” 
 
    On previous visits to the compound, Elena had wondered why the place was perennially draughty; now it occurred to her that the reason was that it had been built by a bunch of cowboys, chancers skimming every peso they could from the contract by using the cheapest materials thrown together as shoddily as they could get away with in the boom times, before she and her bambinos had ever come to the archipelago.  Subsequently, she had learned that the Marines had had to rebuild most of the facilities at Moody Brook and discovered that many of the existing field emplacements, bunkers and command posts were so badly constructed they would fall down if anything larger than a firework exploded in the vicinity. 
 
    Francesca had said something to her. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t catch that?” 
 
    “Why aren’t you afraid,” the other woman repeated, “like everybody else?” 
 
    Elena met Francesca Ibarra de Madrid’s gaze. 
 
    “Would that help?”  She retorted softly. 
 
    The other woman scowled at her. 
 
    “Besides,” Elena added, meeting the Governor’s mistress’s stare, “Why on earth would I be scared, Francesca?”  She waited a couple of heartbeats.  “You’ve met my husband.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    9 Miles SW of Seal Point, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Peter Christopher sheltered in the lee of Number Three main battery turret as the second Wessex III approached from astern.  The cruiser’s commanding officer had been taken by surprise by CINCSATF’s sudden decision to take advantage of an easing of sea conditions to transfer his flag to the Victorious; although, nowhere near as surprised as his hard-pressed flag staff.  Henry Leach was a man in a screaming hurry.  After Liverpool had completed her bombardment mission that evening she was to make best speed around the northern shores of East Falkland to rendezvous with the assault ships Fearless and Intrepid. 
 
    OPERATION EXMOUTH was already in full train, advanced by forty-eight hours, and would go ahead tomorrow night regardless of the ‘tactical situation’ west of Stanley’s mountainous defence lines. 
 
    CINCSATF had not mixed his words: ‘We’ll hit the blighters with a body punch he’ll never forget in the west, and then give him the mother and father of all left hooks to the chin in the east!’ 
 
    Peter had come directly from a conference with his senior department heads to see off the Task Force commander.  Nearby, a petty officer carried Bantu’s travelling box.  There was no telling what the cat thought about this latest removal, he had seemed perfectly at ease roaming flag country on board the old Baltimore class cruiser but like all of his kind, he was utterly sphinx-like most of the time. 
 
    The Liverpool had turned to steam slowly into the fluky wind, riding comfortably through the three to four feet offshore swells. 
 
    Henry Leach stuck out his hand. 
 
    “If I stay on board I’ll only cramp your style, Peter.  Oh, and I’d be a constant irritant to David Penberthy, he’d be looking over his shoulder all the time worrying about when I was going to stick my oar into his business.  That won’t do.  OPERATION EXMOUTH is his show now.”  He paused.  “I won’t wish you luck.  You’re a chap who has an uncanny knack of making his own luck, what!” 
 
    Peter shook the older man’s hand. 
 
    “The Liverpool won’t let you down, sir.” 
 
    He watched Leach board the Wessex, Bantu’s box handed up and the last members of CINCSATF’s personal flag staff clamber into the cabin, the doors slid shut and the helicopter juddered into the air, steadied, climbed to about a hundred feet and wheeled away to the south where, some five miles away, Victorious was recovering and launching her Kestrels. 
 
    One of the Victorious’s Kestrels had gone down over No Man’s Land in the heart of the Camp earlier that day, its pilot had reported an engine failure and ejected.  A Sea King had been despatched to search for him but no word had been received as to the success, or otherwise, of that rescue mission. 
 
    As Peter made his way forward to the bridge his thoughts turned away from the big picture, the seemingly relentless, unopposed march of 42 Commando and 3 Para past Mount Kent onward to Murrell Bridge and the mountains west of Stanley, focusing exclusively on his ship’s role in OPERATION EXMOUTH. 
 
    David Penberthy would be in overall command, on board the Bulwark.  Dermot O’Reilly would command the amphibious landing mission with Fearless and Intrepid in hand, with 46 Commando loaded on the former, and the Vindrey Brigade on the latter.  As many as six to eight screening frigates and destroyers would be in company with the big assault ships.  Peter would command the separate ‘Narrows Squadron’ – comprising the Liverpool with two of the former Allen M. Sumner class fleet destroyers; having advised CINCSATF that in his opinion involving any more ‘little friends’ and in the fighting in the enclosed waters of the Narrows and Stanley Harbour would build in far too much scope for confusion, with ships inevitably getting in the way of each other. 
 
    Alan Hannay’s Naiad – which had been busy overnight off the entrance to San Salvador Water as two destroyers had steamed as far south as Teal Inlet without encountering resistance - had been assigned to Intrepid’s screen so, one way or another, the old Mediterranean band of brothers was to be united, for one last hurrah. 
 
    One last hurrah… 
 
    Or the disaster that had been stalking them all like a frustrated grim reaper these last six years and more.  They had escaped the cataclysm, then the random insanity of the war with Spain and what turned out to be with Red Dawn, a malevolent proxy of the grievously wounded Russian bear; all to be reunited in this faraway, desolate if not wholly godforsaken place at the ends of the earth, for one last battle.  If the setting had been the wine dark seas of the classical world when gods and mythological creatures, Hector, Achilles and Menelaus had walked the battlefields either side of the ancient Hellespont, it might have been truly Homeric but…that world was gone, lost to history.  War alone linked that age to this cruel, brave new epoch in which the price of atonement was ever inflated just beyond a man’s grasp. 
 
    Perhaps, Peter thought, as he ascended the last rungs of the steps to the Compass Platform and the cruiser, having despatched its passengers swung around to the south, taking the seas on her starboard bow quarter, the time had finally come to confess his sins. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Georgetown, 
 
    Washington DC 
 
      
 
    Roberta McCain had not wanted her husband to take the call from the White House.  Her husband ought, by rights, to still be in hospital, recuperating, insulated from the craziness which seemed to have taken over the Administration in recent days.  Jack was not a well man and characteristically, like every other vicissitude in his life he was behaving as if a heart attack was a thing he could just shrug off.  He might think that, his wife knew better.  It was all very well for the President to order him to take twenty-eight days leave of absence but now that he had broken out of Walter Reed, he was – albeit theoretically in internal exile at home – in fact, as good as back in charge of the Pentagon! 
 
    ‘Mister Secretary’ had been determined to be home for Christmas, a thing achieved with twenty-four hours to spare and at first, in the quiet of the residence it had almost, seemed possible to shield him from the outside world.  This illusion had not outlasted yesterday’s quiet seasonal celebration; the madness having begun to intrude late in the afternoon and barely abated since.  Officers and staffers had been queuing to call at the house that morning, or attempting to get through to him on one or other of the house’s three telephone lines and there was nothing that Roberta, or bless her, Lucy could do to fend off, let alone turn away or block all the ‘briefers’ and the ‘place seekers’ looking to cover ‘their arses’ or to obtain the Secretary of Defense’s blessing, as the crisis worsened. 
 
    Regardless that it was still Christmas week; the DC carousel was spinning faster and faster as the fallout from the brutal reignition of the war in the South Atlantic, and what State Department analysts were starting to refer to as an ‘insipient escalating civil war’ in the Argentine – a thing which might have incalculable consequences throughout Latin America – gathered pace. 
 
    Finally, Roberta had put a call through to the White House and spoken to the First Lady.  While this had resulted in an abrupt diminution of in person calls at the house the telephone calls had continued to come.  Her husband had spent much of the day talking to Congressional Leaders and receiving ‘situation reports’ from the Pentagon.  She could see he was tired, and denied the cigars he usually chomped throughout the day, that he was struggling.  No matter how he tried to put on a brave face, particularly for Lucy who was no more fooled than she was, Roberta felt helpless and actually, increasingly angry. 
 
    So, when there was a new caller she very nearly bit his head off when Lucy ushered him into the residence’s ground floor reception room. 
 
    Colonel Karl Devowski was out of uniform, insofar as a career Marine was ever out of uniform, regardless of his garb.  He was the sort of man who could dress like a circus clown and still not conceal the lion-hearted Marine within. 
 
    “I have been asked to communicate a message directly to the Secretary, Ma’am,” the President’s Personal Military Aide explained, unfazed by Roberta McCain’s wholly atypical tetchiness.  He had smiled tight-lipped at Lucy, whom he had met on several occasions, both official and social latterly in the company of his fiancée, Miranda Sullivan.  Lucy’s own intended, John, and the veteran marine had got on like a house on fire from first acquaintance, as had Lucy with Miranda who had done her the immense courtesy of not attempting to treat her like her little sister, like so many of the DC society wives tended to do.  “The First Lady has had words with the President,” he added, straight-faced. 
 
    Jack McCain cut short his latest telephone call when the two women who pretty much ruled his life, his wife and his remarkable ward and in a year or so, his daughter-in-law, escorted Karl Devowski into his book-lined study and refused, unspoken, to leave until they had heard what the emissary from 1600, Pennsylvania Avenue had to say for himself. 
 
    Karl saluted, and shook hands with the older man. 
 
    He half-turned, glancing at the two women. 
 
    “Trust me,” Jack McCain grimaced, “they aren’t going anywhere any time soon, son.” 
 
    Karl had been despatched to remind the old admiral that he was supposed to be on sick leave.  This was not normal duty for a bird colonel in the Marine Corps addressing a four-star admiral, and he was clearly ill at ease.  However, the President had asked him to remind the Secretary of Defense of his incapacity; sweetening the pill with a promise that his deputy at Defense, Charles ‘Chuck’ Baird, the Secretary of the Navy, ‘will send officers to brief you on the latest situation at regular intervals’.  The deal was that Jack McCain took no more calls and all visitors were to be turned away at the door.  That was an Executive Order!  In the meantime, Walter Brenckmann had ordered that he ‘rest and get better!’ 
 
    This Karl explained with a no-nonsense wryness. 
 
    If necessary, the Secret Servicemen guarding the residence would be instructed to bar anybody who was not a member of the family, or a physician, entrance. 
 
    This communicated, he came to attention. 
 
    “May I use your telephone, sir?” 
 
    Karl went to Jack McCain’s desk, and still standing, practically at attention rang through to the White House switchboard, identified himself, gave a security password, and asked to speak to the President.  There was a delay of over three minutes, then the Marine straightened still further, as if on parade. 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    He held out the handset to Jack McCain, who had also risen to his feet. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not so bad, Walter…” 
 
    The protest fell on deaf ears. 
 
    Clearly, the President was having none of that! 
 
    The Secretary of Defense listened. 
 
    “Heck, yes,” he muttered, early in the conversation.  Then, resuming his seat at his desk he listened, his brow furrowing for about a minute. 
 
    “Yes, somebody should talk to Santiago,” he agreed. 
 
    After that it was relaxed, two old warriors chewing the cud for some while before after another ten or so minutes, the friends arrived at a natural conclusion, pleasantries were exchanged and Jack McCain gave the handset back to Karl. 
 
    Who held it to his head: “This is Karl, sir.”  And shortly thereafter: “Yes, sir!” 
 
    Lucy showed the Marine out, bursting to know what the President had said to the man she regarded, with great fondness, as her ‘Washington Father’. 
 
    “Things are kind of wild at the White House,” Karl explained. 
 
    Like many of the people who had encountered the daughter of Jack McCain’s late British counterpart, and a former ward of Sir Peter and Lady Marija Christopher in Australia, he struggled to think of her as a sixteen-year-old high school girl – she would not be seventeen until February - and it never occurred to him to cut her out of the McCain family loop. 
 
    “That’s why the President hasn’t spoken to the Secretary until now,” he explained.  “In fact, I think he would have come over himself if that wouldn’t have spooked the DC press corps.  The Brits,” he hesitated, grinned apologetically, Lucy was about as British as anybody could possibly be, “have kicked over the apple cart, big time in the South Atlantic and so far as we can tell things are going to Hell in Argentina.  We, well, the President has asked Mrs Thatcher to go easy down there but,” the merest hint of a shrug, “that’s not going to happen.  Anyways, nobody is going to be getting much sleep at the White House tonight.” 
 
    Lucy went back inside, lingering only momentarily in the door to avoid her face being plastered across the front pages of tomorrow’s newspapers.  Roberta had permitted her husband a single cigar by the time she went back into the Secretary of Defense’s study.  The couple were together, chatting, and Lucy left them alone. 
 
    Roberta McCain knocked at her bedroom door twenty minutes later. 
 
    In Australia, Lucy had become a confirmed reader and a ‘radio person’ like both Peter and Marija.  She had gone upstairs for a little personal time alone with a book, mostly to settle her nerves which were jangling somewhat with worry.  It was hard not to think of her own father’s recent death; to regret how little she had seen of him, and how poorly she had known him, ever really.  Worse, she felt the bite of separation from John, to whom she was betrothed and ached to marry, ever more keenly it seemed, with every passing day.  If he was here everything would be…better. 
 
    Roberta sat at the foot of Lucy’s bed. 
 
    “I miss John,” the younger woman said, simply. 
 
    “I know, my dear.”  The older woman looked away; afraid she was going to cry.  “I think it would be good if John could get to DC for the New Year,” she suggested, as if she was just making polite conversation. 
 
    Lucy nodded, understanding perfectly. 
 
    “I could put a call through to Pasadena tonight, it’s still only late afternoon out there on the West Coast?”  She suggested, distractedly. 
 
    “Yes, it would be much better coming from you, I think,” Roberta McCain agreed, forcing a smile. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Murrell Bridge 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    It was chaos.  Demolishing the bridge over the Murrell River had backed up the fleeing Ejército Argentino rabble – men of many units were hopelessly jumbled together and anybody who could not march, or walk or run had been left behind – now milling aimlessly along the western bank of the river ignoring the ineffectual efforts of officers to restore any kind of order. 
 
    It happened that at this time of year the ‘river’ was a shallow, two to three feet deep peaty brook no more than a few metres wide in places, barely calf-deep for stretches farther south, upstream.  But few of the Army men gathering at the water’s edge knew that.  Somebody had driven a half-track into it, partly re-bridging the flow about fifty metres south of the former crossing point, which, in turn, was backing up the water making most of the ground behind it a swamp.  Elsewhere, men who had foolishly jumped into the stream carrying weapons and equipment had sunk, in places, up to their waists in muddy, sucking peat and exhausted, a number of them had drowned, their bodies now bobbing, pressed against the grassy banks in the near distance. 
 
    Pablo Finocchiaro took in the scene with an old soldier’s disgust as his over-large platoon, mostly Marines like him that he had found marching and driving towards the sounds of the guns – literally, west of the Dos Hermanas Line the rumble of explosions beyond Mount Kent was carried on the wind – rather than scampering away in a blind panic like the hapless conscripts and their panicked officers piling up on the other side of the river.  He waited patiently while his scouts looked for the nearest best place to ford, what he regarded as a minor water obstacle, between his force and the bulk of the fighting MLFG on the other bank. 
 
    Pablo had lingered in Puerto Argentino long enough to establish where the families of MLFG officers were being ‘sheltered’, above ground inside the Governor’s Palace Compound.  After a brief, ‘debate’ with Eddie Davies – essentially a conversation about who needed to be shot first – the two NCOs had agreed to split their resources, by then about thirty heavily armed fellow Marines.  In the end Pablo had pulled rank, making for Murrell Bridge to link up with the rest of the Headquarters Company, and Eddie Davies had remained behind in the town keeping eyes on the Governor’s Palace, the two men having agreed that a shoot first and ask questions later attempt should be made to rescue the hostage wives and children that night. 
 
    Eddie Davies had freely admitted that he had no idea how he was going to do that; but Pablo had reckoned that if anybody could do it, he was probably the man for the job, and with that thought, the two men had parted, neither expecting to ever see the other again in this world. 
 
    That was what they had come to; a likely suicide pact. 
 
    However, they were Marines; so, Pablo had issued his younger friend a direct order: ‘If you get a chance to get our ladies and the kids out of there and somewhere safe, take it.  If anybody gets in your way kill them.  Whatever happens, the Boss,” he had added, “and me, will want to know where Mendoza, his whore and that shithead Rey are, when we come looking for them!’ 
 
    Pablo had abandoned his commandeered Jeep on the road north of Two Sisters, disabled it and ordered his men to push it and the other vehicles in their convoy into the roadside drainage ditches to keep the road clear.  Painfully aware that the clock was ticking and that things were going to start happening even faster in the next few hours, he had completed the march to the river less than half-an-hour ago. 
 
    A call alerted Pablo that an easily fordable, stony crossing had been found nearby and within minutes he and his group, now over forty strong, bolstered at the river by Navy engineers and to Pablo’s surprise, by about fifty EA men desperate to get into the fight, had waded back across the stream to stand with his Marines on the western side of the valley.  The Army men included a pair of junior officers, who had approached Pablo, saluted respectfully and chorused: “You’re in charge, Chief!  Our boys just want to fight!” 
 
    That was good enough for the veteran Marine, whose mood improved further when his column, soon well over a hundred-strong as more men detached themselves from the rabble to join it, moved onto relatively dry, firm ground and picking up weapons and ammunition dropped by the horde flowing down towards the now demolished bridges, moved to rendezvous with MLFG Headquarters Company.  Soon weighed down by sacks of grenades, spare magazines for their M-16s and rucksacks full of ration packs, and clanking under the weight of water canteens confiscated from men whose only thought was to flee towards the illusory safety of the mountains beyond the river, Pablo led his motley crew of cutthroats to the north to where he confidently expected to find Hugo Bonham Garcia. 
 
    A man did not need a crystal ball to find the Headquarters Company; it was simply a case of following the ruts the Mobile Command Post’s M3 half-tracks had ploughed in the peat and through the tussock meadows.  It was an easy trail to follow, so easy that Pablo and his men could not stop eyeing the grey, Kestrel and helicopter gunship-infested skies, half-suspecting a jet to swoop down through the gathering overcast, or a Wessex to lift over a nearby ridgeline with its 50-calibre machine guns sawing…  But that did not happen as he trudged through the mud, following the rising ground north west of the eastward bend of the Murrell River, and as the going underfoot became firmer, stonier, the M3 tracks became less evident. 
 
    Soon after they passed onto rocky, sloping terrain, leaving the yielding, spongy footing of the tussock-grassed valley they were challenged by pickets. 
 
    “SENORITA LUCIA!”  Pablo bawled, hoping the day challenge had not changed since he was last in direct communication with the HQ Company. 
 
    Everybody sighed heartfelt relief when grinning Marines emerged from cover, their faces blacked and camouflage combat smocks and ponchos muddy, all the better to merge into the landscape. 
 
    That was when Pablo knew he had come home.  The veteran Marine tried to ignore the ache, then the pain and by evening the spasms of agony lancing through his reconstructed leg.  Fuck it, he had never liked jumping out of fucking aeroplanes in the first place!  He guessed that the Boss would be feeling his old wounds too, by now… 
 
    He kept marching, stumbling over the uneven, rocky ground, his face a frozen mask of grim resolution.  Whatever happened, this was one fight he was not going to miss and besides, the Boss needed him by his shoulder. 
 
    Pablo practically collapsed with relief when, through the gathering gloom he very nearly walked straight into the side of a camouflaged M3, parked on the southern edge of the circle of half-tracks. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Chief Petty Officer Finocchiaro,” Hugo Bonham Garcia said grimly, swapping crisp salutes and with a broad smile, patting his shoulder and shaking his hand. 
 
    Pablo had to pause to collect his breath. 
 
    “Not a moment too soon, it seems,” his chief added, as if he did not have a care in the world. 
 
    In a moment Pedro Morales emerged from the gloom. 
 
    Pablo explained that Puerto Argentino had been a ghost town when he left.  Everybody was hunkering down, there were MPs on the street, and deserters too although the ‘Governor’s people’ had all the foods stores and depots locked down, even if ‘everything else was going to shit!’ 
 
    He explained about leaving Eddie Davies behind as their eyes and ears in the town with sufficient men to ‘look after himself’ and if the opportunity presented itself, to raid the Governor’s Palace. 
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia shook his head at this; otherwise, he was impassive.  Pablo understood what he must be going through but knew also, that he was not about to let it get in the way of what he construed to be his duty.  Real soldiers always dealt with what is in front of them and worried about everything else later; right now, at least two crack battalion-strength enemy combat groups belonging to the best, man-for-man fighting Army in Christendom were chasing what was left of three EA regiments – plus miscellaneous artillery, transportation and communications units – who had been manning the Cerro Montevideo-Tercer Corral Front, the Teal Inlet garrison and guarding the North Camp Road east of Mount Kent. 
 
    The only thing slowing the British advance was the snarl up along the road to the west, where Army men were surrendering in droves, and most likely, generally getting in the way of the oncoming Royal Marine commandos and paratroopers, who themselves, were only the spearhead of an assaulting force of perhaps four or five battalions, each of them vying to be the first into Puerto Argentino. 
 
    Around thirty-six hours after the initial blow had struck, the British spearheads, 42 Commando and 3rd Battalion, Parachute Regiment had, almost entirely on foot, covered nearly fifty kilometres, much of it on the uncontested North Camp Road as Kestrels and helicopter gunships had mercilessly pursued the fleeing defenders, driving them before them like sheep, in a desperate stampede. 
 
    The British were moving so fast they were ordering surrendering Argentine troops to march, disarmed with only minimal escort, west along the road to hand themselves over to rear echelon units, which apparently, hundreds of EA men had already done or were obediently in the process of doing. 
 
    Rifle teams and three small Marine Special Forces squads had attempted to mount hit and run, and sniping attacks on the flanks of the advancing Royal Marines and paratroopers, with minimal impact.  There were Gurkhas sweeping the country north of the road and probably, British Special Forces units operating in the mountains to the south, constantly flanking stay behind forces. 
 
    Nothing seemed to slow down the enemy. 
 
    All this Hugo Bonham Garcia was assimilating at the time Pablo Finocchiaro and his weary band of reinforcements had collapsed in the sangars around the HQ Company’s Command Post as the light began to fade. 
 
    Other than the speed of the enemy advance; nothing that had happened west of Murrell Bridge had surprised Hugo.  True, he had hoped the positions at the head of the San Carlos River Valley would delay the British a little longer than they had, and of course, he had not anticipated the enemy would achieve complete – stunning, in fact - aerial superiority so early in the campaign west of the mountains but in the big scheme of things, those were only a couple of additional woes.  He had always expected his forces to be battered back to the Murrell River Valley within days – albeit four to five days rather than two – and that was why he had kept his Marines mobile and allowed the Army to invest so much in the two mountain defence lines east of the river. 
 
    The guns on Dos Hermanas began to fire. 
 
    That was bad news; it signified that his western pickets had identified targets only a few kilometres to the west for the guns to shoot at. 
 
    The British were here, already upon him. 
 
    “Everything is supposition, Pablo,” he said, wanly.  “We don’t even know, for sure, which enemy formations are coming down that road,” he gestured to the west.  “They may call a brief halt after darkness, and allow fresh battalion fighting groups to pass through their lines.” 
 
    Pablo had regained his wind. 
 
    The MLFG Operations Staff had huddled around a creased and much-pencilled map spread across a rickety trestle beside one of the M3s. 
 
    “Another day to get into place would have been nice,” Hugo continued, chuckling softly, “but no plan survives contact with the enemy.” 
 
    Studying the map, Pablo saw immediately that 1st and 3rd Battalion were still deployed in laager, dispersed around their assembly points and that neither would be able to bring its full fighting power to the coming encounter engagement north and east of Estancia and Mount Kent on the approaches to the Murrell River Valley for several hours.  It was a classic military chicken and egg situation; had the battalions been deployed, ready and waiting at their jumping off points the enemy would have to have been deaf, blind and incredibly stupid not to have seen some hours in advance what was going on.  The British were not deaf, blind or stupid and they had absolute aerial superiority over the night’s battlefield.  Hence, the 1st and 3rd Battalions were spread out, under cover over many square kilometres of territory; and even Marines could not instantaneously form up in battalion strength and manoeuvre over those kind of distances across the sort of ground hereabouts, at the click of their commanding officer’s fingers. 
 
    No, it would be after midnight before the first companies were in position… 
 
    However, it was an ill wind that blew no good at all. 
 
    If the British kept on coming after full darkness, their spearheads would be bottle-necking either side of the North Camp Road, moving through ground dominated by rises to either side as it deployed towards the more open terrain of the western side of the valley above Murrell Bridge.  It was just possible that their leading company battle groups might be isolated, cut off before the forces coming up behind could come to their aid.  If that happened, all the fast jets and helicopter gunships in the world could not save them… 
 
    Hugo Bonham Garcia talked through the plan, reminding his officers what was required of them and the roles they were going to play that night.  Afterwards, he invited Pablo to join him under an awning, to sit beside him drinking coffee from steaming mess tins.  Around them other men choked down cold tinned rations.  The wind was rising from the south west, carrying spits of rain that threatened to turn into a steady drizzle later. 
 
    “If all goes well,” Hugo Bonham Garcia mused, “1st Battalion will conduct a fighting withdrawal to the east tomorrow, moving south of the Saddleback, looking to invest the western slopes of Wireless Ridge and to hold the ground north of Mount Longdon, covering the northern flank of the second mountain line. Meanwhile, 3rd Battalion will withdraw south with its left flank on the western bank of the Murrell River, hopefully, remaining substantially ‘in being’ to prevent the British opening a second line of advance south of Mount Kent.  I have given Colonel di Maria licence to move as he sees fit if he is not in contact with the enemy this time tomorrow night.  For example, to cover the South Camp Road in the Mount Challenger and Mount Wall sectors.” 
 
    Pablo knew his chief was thinking aloud. 
 
    If things went badly, 1st Battalion would be lucky to retreat in any kind of good order to the Saddleback, the partially pre-prepared redoubt overlooking the northern reaches of the Murrell River Valley.  Whatever happened, it was likely that 3rd Battalion would be unable to join up with 1st Battalion’s southern flank and therefore, would have no alternative but to draw away as best it could to the south, worrying at the right flank of the oncoming British spearhead. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    “The Headquarters Company will move with 1st Battalion with a view to falling back on Puerto Argentino,” Hugo added.  “Julio Paredes will command the 1st on the right of our line, Pedro Morales the HQ Company and the troops you brought with you on the left.  I will co-ordinate affairs if necessary.” 
 
    In the distance the rumbling thunder of an artillery barrage blew down the valley from the west. 
 
    Vienen los británicos… 
 
    The British are coming… 
 
    “It’s an honour to serve with you, Chief,” the Commander of the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición said quietly as the two men rose to their feet. 
 
    For a horrible moment, Pablo thought he was going to cry.  Like a baby.  Thankfully, that moment passed. 
 
    “The honour has been mine, sir.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Communications Room, HMS Fearless 
 
    San Carlos Water, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The big assault ship was making ready to go to sea.  The stern dock had been secured and pumped out and around Staff Sergeant Anatoly Saratov men were coming and going with the serious intent of warriors about to go into battle. 
 
    Anatoly had been disappointed when he heard that the Vindrey Brigade was to be embarked on the Intrepid.  Notwithstanding, he was talking all the time to his hand-picked team of Moskva Speakers, so he was hardly out of touch with people from the Brigade.  He still missed his other friends, and even, as odd as it seemed, the daily challenge of keeping up with the force of nature that was Major General Sergey Akhromeyev.  That said, he was undoubtedly at the very beating heart of things; and the irony of that was not lost on him.  That a former Red Army man should be the man at the epicentre of the war in the South Atlantic was well, bizarre, a true testament to how messed up the world still was over seven years after the October War.  But here he was, the man who was telling Major General Ian Gourlay, the calmly masterful commander of the ongoing ground war what was going on! 
 
    Everybody had thought 43 Commando’s march along the Darwin Road was going to be a sideshow but in the last day-and-a-half the Royal Marines had walked unopposed into what was left of Camp Prado de Ganso, ‘bagging’ over a hundred and seventy prisoners of war – albeit most of them sick - and then, courtesy of a pair of 848 Naval Air Squadron’s Wessex Vs, captured nearly three hundred more Argentines seven miles west of Fitzroy, all without a shot being fired.  Now, it seemed that the CO of 43 Commando was griping about how his march to Wall Mountain had been delayed by all these ‘bloody Argies’. 
 
    He was probably right to be frustrated; all the action seemed to be in the north. 
 
    42 Commando and 3 Para, flanked and closely pursued by Scots Guards and Gurkhas, were eating up the ground.  Neither spearhead battalion had suffered more than a handful of casualties in the break out operation and each had been leap-frogging their three fighting companies through the other – allowing men two hours rest in every six – at a frenetic pace, with the lead combat groups of each pressing forward with such determination that they had covered over forty miles in as many hours.  By dawn the men of the assault spearheads would be looking down into the shallow valley of the Murrell River. 
 
    In fact, the Commandos and the Paras could have moved faster, and farther but General Gourlay had, from the outset, been very wary of either unit getting ‘strung out’ in what was, they all agreed, ‘bad country’ and risking losing contact with the supporting Gurkhas and Scots Guards, whose pickets had fanned out across the land for many miles each side of the North Camp Road securing it as a supply artery – the boys were already calling it ‘Gunship Alley’ – all the way back to the depots around San Carlos Water, and from later that day, the new forward supply hub at Teal Inlet which a naval landing force had seized without a shot being fired earlier that day. 
 
    Anatoly was about to take a sip of his now, cooling hot chocolate – which had arrived at the moment three of his Moskva Speakers were trying to get his attention some fifteen minutes ago – when there was a fresh incoming broadcast. 
 
    42 Commando’s call sign. 
 
    He acknowledged, wondering why Uri - Lance Corporal Uri Zinichev - like him another survivor of the disastrous attempt to seize Malta in April 1964, was calling in nearly an hour before his next routine handshake and status report was scheduled. 
 
    Anatoly frowned. 
 
    What was that row in the background? 
 
    He could hardly hear his comrade speaking. 
 
    Or rather, shouting… 
 
    Uri was yelling a map reference… 
 
    Anatoly waved for somebody else to pick up a headset while he scratched the numbers he was hearing and his nominal ‘boss’, Lieutenant Pavel Lebedev, wordlessly obliged. 
 
    FIRE PLAN ZULU! 
 
    Anatoly thought that sounded a little bit drastic! 
 
    FPZ was basically: THROW THE KITCHEN SINK AND THE TABLE AT THESE CO-ORDINATES!  AND FUCKING DO IT NOW! 
 
    Moreover, it would take a few minutes to get organised… 
 
    “Slow down, Uri.  I can’t hear most of that!” 
 
    “WE’VE FOUND THE FUCKING ARGIES!”  He was informed, in a momentary slackening of the cacophony.  “ALL OF THE BASTARDS! AND THEY’RE ALL AROUND US AND THEY’RE SHOOTING AT US WITH EVERYTHING THEY’VE GOT!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Bravo Company, 42 Commando 
 
    North Camp Road 
 
      
 
    It had taken the company’s commanding officer, Captain Kenneth Spring ten minutes to squirm, roll and eventually to sprint, crouched and doubled over, through the tracer and plummeting mortar rounds to dive headlong into the ditch where Lance Corporal Uri Zinichev was yelling into the mouthpiece of his Clansman radio. 
 
    Spring was mightily relieved to discover that his pet Moskva Speaker had not waited for him to arrive and was already reporting everything he could see, and as a former paratrooper – albeit in the wrong army – relaying what he could deduce from his worm’s eye view of the situation, to base. 
 
    “Bravo Company is pinned down, surrounded on three sides and taking casualties!” 
 
    There was so much noise that Spring had to repeat himself.  Belatedly, he realised the Russian would already have told HQ that! 
 
    So, he added: “The Paras were caught in better ground and have started laying down covering fire to the north.  Where’s that bombardment support we asked for?” 
 
    In a typically busy, eventful fifteen-year career in the Royal Marines, Spring who had been commissioned in 1955, had been shot at in Borneo, Aden, Oman, Cyprus – Northern Ireland, of course – and in France, leading a somewhat charmed existence.  He had once broken an arm on an exercise in the Highlands, and he had almost drowned a couple of times but never actually been wounded in action, not so much as a scratch. 
 
    He was beginning to think his luck might run out tonight. 
 
    The trouble with the northern line of advance had always been that most of it was well out of range of effective naval gunfire support.  This was a problem because the speed of the advance had left most of the Commando Brigade’s 17- and 25-pounders, guns which had wrought such havoc in the initial breakout from the San Carlos River front, far in the rear, leaving just mortar teams and the short-range grenade launchers carried by a small number of marines and paratroopers to do the job.  And, right now, it was not enough.  Travel light, move fast, hit hard had been the mantra with the assumption that once they had Murrell Bridge in their sights there would be a twenty-four hour pause for the guns to be brought up.  Mount Kent and the valley to the east were staging points, no more; it had not occurred to anybody that the Argentines would be so foolish as to fight a major battle in front of their strongest defensive line on the other side of that valley. 
 
    For God’s sake, that was as stupid as Hitler throwing every last tank into the Ardennes Forest instead of integrating them into the fixed-defences of the still, at that stage in December 1944, more or less intact western borders of pre-1939 Germany!  A sure fire way of burning one’s boats and shortening the war! 
 
    No, that was being harsh, he decided a moment later. 
 
    Actually, thinking about it, the enemy had broken all those cardinal rules precisely because he had recognised that this was the only place, and as certainly, that this was the last time he would have a fifty-fifty chance of decapitating the column quick-marching down the road to Stanley.  It was a reckless gambit, not a stupid one and a gamble likely to have been taken under near impossible pressure, the last throw of the dice, a bet everything on Red Thirteen kind of play because frankly, somebody on the other side had had the native wit and the gumption to understand that this was the last place on East Falkland where he was going to be in a position to call at least some of the terms of the engagement. 
 
    Ken Spring did not like that thought. 
 
    If the Argentines had enough staying power Bravo Company might just be in a lot of trouble… 
 
    Royal Marines are pragmatic men; so, Ken Spring opted to give the historical analogies, and the tactical ‘deep thinking’ a miss for the moment.  Right now, 42 Commando was taking casualties and there was an awful lot of very fast moving hot metal whizzing around within inches of his head. 
 
    Which means I ought to be putting on my tin hat about now! 
 
    He was still wearing his green beret; oddly, he always felt invulnerable whenever he had that on his head… 
 
    He took the radio receiver. 
 
    He began to bawl Battalion HQ’s call sign. 
 
    He needed artillery support five minutes ago and he did not give a damn if the enemy heard him calling it down.  Every second’s delay in translation was costing Charlie Company more casualties. 
 
    Uri Zinichev did not have a problem with that. 
 
    42 Commando’s commanding officer, who was perhaps a mile back down the road needed to know that Bravo Company was cut off, as were at least a couple of 3 Paras’ lead platoons, and that all that stood between those men being surrounded were a few obdurate fire teams. 
 
    Spring took a modicum of comfort when he heard a light machine gun, then another ripping the air from about a quarter of a mile to the west.  His MGs sounded different to the enemy’s, a lot less…industrial, he thought, idly as bullets threw up clods of peat only feet away. 
 
    Lieutenant Colonel Harold Balshaw, DSO, 42 Commando’s commanding officer, came on the line. 
 
    “This is a thing, isn’t it, Ken!”  He complained jocularly.  Harry Balshaw had played rugby for the Navy at Twickenham so he knew exactly what it was like to be beaten and trampled on, to an inch of one’s life in a good cause. 
 
    Spring gave his CO an abbreviated SITREP. 
 
    At the end of it, Balshaw acknowledged: “Right.  Sit tight, we’ll see what we can do to distract the Argies!” 
 
    Mortars soon began cascading across the nearby hills. 
 
    The battle was being fought in a broad fold in the ground; there was higher ground but it was hardly commanding and the enemy’s artillery, after an initial spasm, was now a little sporadic and not hugely well-directed, mostly falling short as if the battle had commenced before 42 Commando’s spearhead was in the right position.  The wind was blowing away the smoke and now, the rain was adding another, grim frisson to the nightmarish game of blind man’s bluff.  Flares caught on the wind and drifted, most likely back over the enemy’s own lines, leastways in the north.  There was less incoming fire, and all of it small arms, from the south.  There was a whole bloody mountain at Ken Spring’s back and unless the opposition had climbed it – which he doubted, they would have been seen from miles away and handled harshly by the Kestrels and Wessexes if they had tried it – he was having to move around the eastern flank of the lower slopes to come to grips with Bravo Company. 
 
    This thing had all the signs of a pincer attack going off at half-cock, he decided but that was not to say casualties were not being taken, inevitably quite a few, on both sides of the firefight. 
 
    One lesson of Ken Spring’s military career was that one should never underestimate how adroitly a fellow could find, if he set his mind to it, cover in even the most unpromising landscape.  Granted, if the enemy had managed to find a little bit of higher ground it would have been problematic but to their credit the occupiers had dug out handsome, relatively deep drainage ditches either side of the North Camp Road and a network of soak ways and collecting pools to stop the rains undermining and washing away the road every winter.  These features now meant that in an otherwise open position, most of Spring’s men had managed to find relatively robust fire trenches and pits. 
 
    Farther down the road he heard a ripple of sharp, ear-splitting explosions; grenades being tossed or rolled down a slope. 
 
    Nasty but predictable… 
 
    He saw the flash of an anti-tank round burn up the hill to his right, bounce and detonate. 
 
    The sawing of a 50-calibre M2 machine gun from the north, no a little to the west of north, changed everything. 
 
    Fuck it, the Argies were behind them as well! 
 
    There followed a quick reappraisal of the ground. 
 
    What had once been a track meandering up towards a settlement called Port St Louis had been utilised by the Argentines in building the North Camp Road but whereas the old track had headed around Mount Kent and then proceeded to the south the new road spurred directly towards Murrell Bridge, while a second spur, uncompleted according to aerial reconnaissance carved north and then west avoiding the river and swung to the east before it encountered the foothills of a five hundred foot high hill call the Saddleback.  It was likely that the enemy had M2s on both Mount Vernet – perhaps half way up it, it was over a thousand feet high - to his north-north-east, and the Saddleback.  Neither were a problem for him at present, they were too far away.  Unfortunately, their existence was going to make it difficult for the following companies to move freely along the flanks of the North Camp Road to come to his assistance. 
 
    He took it as read that the enemy had spotters hidden closer to the road directing fire. 
 
    He ducked reflexively as he heard more mortars falling. 
 
    He felt a little foolish when he realised the bombs were coming down at least a half-a-mile to his rear; but his motto was better a red face than being inadvertently transformed into a bag full of blood and viscera just because one was too proud to duck! 
 
    For the present, they were on their own. 
 
    Okay, in that case it was time to get to work! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Sunday 28th December 
 
    Communications Room, HMS Fearless 
 
    San Carlos Water, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    “We walked into a trap,” Ian Gourlay said to the officers gathered in the Operations Room.  Anatoly Saratov had been summoned from his listening post as he had heard the latest radio chatter from the companies most fiercely engaged, as the Ground Forces Commander updated his Staff. 
 
    Personally, Anatoly thought the Royal Marine was being a bit hard on himself. 
 
    It was a war; shit happens. 
 
    Even now, the best part of five-and-three-quarter years after his last day as a Red Army soldier, it still astonished him how freely British officers confessed to their mistakes.  That sort of thing was career death, or worse, in the Red Army. 
 
    Ian Gourlay went on, speaking with a candour that still deeply shocked some small part of Anatoly Saratov’s former self. 
 
    “Most of 42 Commando is embroiled in a defensive engagement and is, for the time being, pinned down.  Whereas, more by luck than design, 3 Para’s head was only half in the noose when the curtain went up.  But they’ve since come under fire from mortars, medium artillery and heavy machine gun fire from north and east of the road.  We have no casualty count yet.  However, I fear the accounting for this will be high.  Okay, that’s the bad news.  What I propose to do about it is to point the Gurkhas at the enemy around Mount Vernet, and I’ve already tasked 1st Battalion Scots Guards to leave one company in contact with the enemy, disengage the rest of the battalion and march around the southern side of Mount Kent to engage whoever and whatever they find on the other side.”  He checked his watch.  “Daylight is still over five hours away.  The Navy is amenable to the idea of throwing everything we’ve got at any enemy target identified west of the Murrell River at dawn.  They’ll send a couple of destroyers into Berkeley Sound if necessary; that should put them well within range.” 
 
    He looked around the circle of faces. 
 
    “Okay.  Let’s recap.  3 Para is presently less committed, and certainly less pinned down than 42 Commando, which essentially, has its back to Mount Kent and has assumed a defensive posture at this time.  3 Para was in the process of allowing 42 Commando to pass through its lines when the excitement started.  I’ve spoken to Mike Walsh, 3 Para’s CO, and he’s as keen as mustard to mount a counter attack.  I’m loathe to tie his hands given the ground north of Mount Kent, nevertheless, I have conditionally authorised him to press the enemy to the north of the road, with the caveat that I don’t want him to get so embroiled that 3 Para cannot disengage if a threat materialises from another quarter at daylight.” 
 
    The men around him understood exactly how that would be interpreted by the CO of a parachute battalion.  By all means get stuck in but don’t get yourself so deeply stuck in that you need to be rescued tomorrow morning! 
 
    Ian Gourlay did not think he was taking any kind of risk, other than one of a most calculated type.  There were few sounder field commanders in the British Army than Mike Walsh. 
 
    The Fearless was moving, turning slowly within the inlet. 
 
    The clock was ticking. 
 
    Ian Gourlay moved on. 
 
    Although he had not anticipated a major engagement – other than a chance or accidental contact action, or one in which retreating enemy formations got so bottlenecked that they turned and fought simply because they believed they had no other alternative - before either 42 Commando or 3 Para passed east of the Murrell River, actually, he was neither surprised or overly alarmed by the Argentine counter attack.  The enemy had had over five years to lay his plans, to prepare the ground and to train his best units; something unexpected was bound to happen sooner or later and much though he begrudged the losses the forces under his command were inevitably sustaining north and east of Mount Kent – the nearest significant landmark or town always determined the label of the battle once historians got their hands on the events – he was confident that the men and commanders on the spot, if not alone then in concert with the reinforcing battalions coming up behind them, would prevail.  And besides, at the end of the day it really did not matter which battle, or battles pinned the main strength of the Argentine garrison against, or within the western mountains protecting Stanley, just so long as most of the enemy troops and assets, artillery and war stores in those defensive works stayed exactly where they were when the other hammer, OPERATION EXMOUTH fell on the occupiers, effectively closing the jaws of a fiery vice around the surviving Argentine garrison. 
 
    The brutal truth was that the faster, and the dirtier this war got in the near future the quicker the whole dreadful business would be over.  War was inherently nasty and in the next couple of days this one was going to become positively brutish but better that than a long, attritional slogging match necessitated by the sort of pussy-footing around and squeamishness of certain politicians eight thousand miles away in England who right now, were safely, in the warmth of their own homes, still digesting their Christmas dinners! 
 
    Ian Gourlay knew how the war was going to be won.  
 
    Firstly, one way or another the estimated four thousand Argentine soldiers manning the mountain lines, the eastern-most designated as TWO SISTERS and the second as TUMBLEDOWN – the key objectives in the respective lines - by the locally reconstituted South Atlantic Planning Staff, which had gone into overdrive soon after the commencement of the ceasefire, had to be held in place, ‘pinned’ where they were, denying the enemy their numerical and materiel combat ‘heft’ in the end game land battles. 
 
    Secondly, commencing at 00:01 hours (local) on the morning of Monday 29th December – which would be 03:01 hours (GMT), ‘South Atlantic Task Force Time’ – Intrepid was tasked to start landing the Vindrey Brigade, over four hundred and fifty men, at Eliza Cove, less than two miles south of Stanley.  At the discretion of the Assault Force Commander – Dermot O’Reilly - this operation would be preceded by and would, for as long as their magazines permitted be accompanied by a relentless bombardment by at least two destroyers, generating, it was hoped, ‘sufficient sound and fury to attract the attention of the entire Stanley garrison’. 
 
    Thirdly, at 00:59 hours (local) tomorrow morning, Fearless would begin to land four-hundred-and-eighty men of Alpha, Bravo and Charlie Companies of 46 Commando at Yorke Bay on the Pembroke Peninsula.  Its objective would be to secure that ground and to enable the re-opening of the air base, facilitating the helicopter landing of 46 Commando’s Delta Company and elements of Steuart Pringle’s Combat Headquarters Group, another one-hundred-and-fifty fighting men by the Bulwark.  While this was going on the first companies ashore would probe, and ‘with urgent and aggressive intent’ secure the eastern coastline of the Narrows, and push on into the eastern sprawl of Stanley, with platoon-sized battle groups attempting a ‘home run’ on the Governor’s Palace Compound in the middle of the town.  It went without saying that if commanders on the ground identified opportunities to move faster, or to seize the whole of Stanley ‘on the run’, they were to do so. 
 
    Fourthly, at the same time the first commandos stormed ashore at Yorke Bay, 00:59 hours (local), HMS Liverpool was to ‘force’ the Narrows with the objective of entering the eastern reach of Stanley Harbour.  After ‘dealing’ with the guns defending the channel, the cruiser was to be ready to assist the landing forces, or by default, to commence bombarding the rearward flanks of the TUMBLEDOWN line some three-and-a-half to four miles to the east and east-south-east.  If the ship was fired on by the defenders of Stanley her captain was authorised to ‘return fire as he sees fit until the threat to his ship and to the landings on Cape Pembroke have been eliminated’.  The Liverpool would be accompanied by two destroyers, the Bromyard and the Tamworth, both armed with six 5-inch 38-calibre rifles.  These vessels, both drawing six to seven feet less in the water than the Liverpool, would be free to manoeuvre deeper into the western part of the long inlet that constituted Stanley Harbour, as circumstances required. 
 
    While all this was going on both Hermes and Victorious would have every available Kestrel in the air over the mountains and Stanley itself.  Remarkably, given the relatively short endurance of the revolutionary fighter-bombers, the Navy had promised that at any one time there would be at least eight and as many as ten of them in the air at any one time, with the others either back on their mother ships refuelling and rearming, or in transit shuttling backwards and forwards.  This was only possible because by around the time the Liverpool forced the Narrows, both carriers would have moved to within twenty nautical miles of Stanley, reducing the Kestrels’ flight time to the ‘operational area’ around the port to an absolute minimum. 
 
    “Gentlemen, the object of the exercise is to hit the enemy with everything we’ve got from as many directions as possible.  Hopefully, the Argentine garrison will capitulate as soon as they see the writing on the wall.” 
 
    Ian Gourlay let this thought hang in the air. 
 
    “But make no mistake, gentlemen,” he concluded, grimly, “if they don’t get the message we will continue to hit them as hard as we can with everything we’ve got until they do!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Saddleback 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Major General Hugo Bonham Garcia had learned more about the realities of combat in the last few hours than he had in the previous twenty-nine years of his – by Argentine lights – distinguished military career.  He had watched, experiencing the battle with an oddly detached professional fascination, his calm that of a man in a semi-trance as if he was on some kind of savagely evolving drug-induced psychic journey of self-discovery.  There was, he had realised, a terrible ebb and flow to the fighting; and that quietness was deadly, nerve-jangling almost beyond bearing.  And that banally, it was easiest to be at peace within oneself when all about one was madness. 
 
    He had picked up a dead Marine’s M3 submachine gun when the Headquarters Company’s forward trench – a shallow scrape in the rocks – had almost been over-run; thrown it away when the thirty-round clip was empty and blazed away with his trusty 1912 Colt.  Pablo had eventually pulled him away and together they had hobbled, stumbled, fallen, rolled and staggered back into the Emergency Command Post as the enemy attack had stopped, with the self-same suddenness it had begun. 
 
    Hugo had not been aware of the blood trickling from a bullet nick to the left side of his neck, or the two slivers of black metal – probably from a grenade – that a corpsman unceremoniously removed from his right calf.  He had thought he had water in his boot; it had been blood. 
 
    The enemy, British paratroopers, were as blind in the darkness as Hugo’s Marines but they seemed to move with a fleet-footed assurance even over the worst ground.  Moving, firing, disappearing behind cover, then firing, moving again, flanking, always seeking a flank to turn, operating in frighteningly well-choreographed fire teams.  Now and then flares popped, drifted down, illuminating the nightmare shadows; with each flare prompting a new firefight. 
 
    At the outset of the battle the British had been pinned down for perhaps, thirty minutes; then, remorselessly, without waiting for reinforcements, they had risen out of their ditches, holes in the ground and from behind, it seemed, every rock, and from that moment the battle had disintegrated into an ever-expanding deadly, moving melee with friend and foe hopelessly juxta-positioned.  Nobody knew where the front line was, with men from both sides suddenly finding themselves cut off or roaming in the enemy’s rear areas as firefights flared all around them. 
 
    Hugo’s Marines had fought like lions but as soon as the British paratroopers counter-attacked, he had known that within minutes, that his boys were going to be driven, slowly but surely, off the battlefield.  An ambush was about to turn into a fighting retreat because the best troops of the MLFG were simply outmatched, confronted by men to whom war was not a profession but a way of life, who fought together as an unbreakable brotherhood.  It was a miracle that the 1st Battalion, supported by the overlarge fighting HQ Company had retained, broadly, remarkable unit cohesion for so long as if fell – or rather, was steadily driven –to the north east. 
 
    Hugo had not realised that the British had fixed bayonets until he tripped over a dead paratrooper.  The bayonet affixed to his SLR was painted black so as not to gleam in the flash of grenades or the glare of a flare. 
 
    Some of the survivors had thrown away their M16s, picking up British SLRs because their modern American assault rifles had stopped working when they over-heated or got wet. 
 
    It was all like a drug-induced dream… 
 
    Pedro Morales’s face was in Hugo’s. 
 
    “We thought they’d got you!”  He rasped hoarsely.  The MLFG’s second-in-command’s voice was temporarily ruined from bellowing orders but there was no mistaking its accusatory tone. 
 
    Hugo chuckled, shook his head. 
 
    “So, did I, Pedro!” 
 
    Both men were deafened, their ears ringing. 
 
    Hugo looked around, thinking he detected the first greying of the sky. He blinked, knowing there was a hole in his memory. 
 
    He had been blazing away with his Colt… 
 
    Then what? 
 
    That had to be hours ago and yet, here he was… 
 
    Where? 
 
    “Pablo and the guys went back and found you just before we had to bug out from the final fallback line,” he was informed.  “They got you into the last M3 to get out of there, sir!” 
 
    No, Hugo recollected none of that. 
 
    “I was being treated by a corpsman,” he remembered, thinking out aloud. 
 
    “That was hours ago,” Pedro Morales grinned. 
 
    Hugo swore under his breath. 
 
    “SITREP, please?”  He demanded wearily. 
 
    “We stopped the British dead in their tracks,” the MLFG’s Adjutant reported before cracking a rueful grimace.  “Well, for about an hour or two, maybe.  Then it got serious.  First we lost our fire support from the Vernet Sector, then we were flanked to the west and had to start pulling back.  They were right on us up until about an hour ago, they wouldn’t let go.”  He gestured around them.  “We’re back on our redoubt lines.  I’ve got the boys dispersing and digging in as best we can.  We’ve collected a lot of stragglers from 1st Battalion.  Julio Paredes took what’s left of Able, Bravo and Charlie companies east.  He left disengaging late, I don’t know if he’ll reach the blocking position before full daylight. 
 
    Hugo could hear the circling Kestrels. 
 
    And was that the thrumming of helicopter rotors in the middle distance? 
 
    “What happened to the 3rd Battalion?” 
 
    Pedro Morales hesitated. 
 
    “We don’t know.  There was a Hell of a firefight going on south east of Mount Kent until a couple of hours ago.  The British have been jamming our field radios like crazy.” 
 
    Hugo only had one more question. 
 
    “Casualties?  How bad is it?” 
 
    Morales hesitated. 
 
    “Hard to say, sir.  I’d guess forty percent…” 
 
    It was definitely lighter now. 
 
    “There’s mist in the valley bottom,” the younger man offered.  “The trouble is the wind is getting up, that’ll clear it in no time as soon as it gets light.” 
 
    Another man had joined the two officers. 
 
    Pablo Finocchiaro held a canteen out to Hugo, who raised it to his lips.  He could smell the brandy in the water. 
 
    “We ran out of purifying tabs, sir.” The veteran NCO explained gruffly, looking as bad as Hugo felt. 
 
    Hugo drank deep, coughed. 
 
    He was sitting with his back against the side of a trench. 
 
    “Help me stand up,” he commanded. 
 
    Back on his feet, albeit feeling very old and bruised with his head spinning for some seconds, he peered south over the sandbagged parapet of the trench. 
 
    Once upon the time the idea had been to honeycomb the Saddleback, a five hundred-feet high hill overlooking the valley to the south in front of Two Sisters and Mount Harriet, with Mount Kent and the ridgelines leading down to Mount Challenger and Wall Mount in the south west, basically turning it into an impregnable redoubt protecting the approaches to Mount Longdon at the northern end of the second layer of Puerto Argentino’s western defences.  However, the artillery needed to make the Saddleback a serious fortress had been controlled by the Army and this time last year, nobody had actually thought there was going to be a war… 
 
    In the event, Hugo’s sappers had had their fun but the big guns had never materialised, leaving the expertly constructed emplacements with an uninterrupted view – and therefore, had there been guns emplaced, unobstructed fields of fire for several miles - to the south and the west empty. 
 
    Hugo turned to his companions. 
 
    “I need to be in Puerto Argentino, gentlemen.” 
 
    However, neither Pedro Morales or Pablo Finocchiaro was looking at him.  Later, Hugo swore that he saw the roiling flash of the explosion of the distant Napalm cannisters reflected in the two men’s eyes in the split second before he spun around and saw the all-enveloping evil, orange-blue blooms of roiling fire walking down the eastern flank of Mount Kent and spilling into the valley below. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    17 Miles NE of Cape Bougainville 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The Chart Room seemed a little crowded even though there were only the four of them hunched over the unfurled charts that detailed the approaches to, and the narrow entrance to Stanley Harbour.  The bulkhead door was dogged open, the watch went about its business on the Compass Platform, quietly with calm deliberation and the old cruiser rode easily despite the slowly gathering south westerly gale developing in the waters off far away Tierra del Fuego. 
 
    The Liverpool’s second-in-command, Adam Canning sucked his teeth and exchanged a look with his captain who pushed himself upright and folded his arms.  They had been watching Lieutenant Commander Callum McNish redrawing the latest track line into and across Bahia Blanco, the outlet of the Murrell River, which only in on a few places was significantly deeper than thirty feet at low tide and less than three-quarters-of-a-mile wide between Yorke Point in the south and Arrow Point in the north.  Less than a mile farther into the inlet, passing Yorke Bay to the south it narrowed again between Tussac Point and Doctor Point where, within a cable’s length of the shore – as near as damn it the length of the old Baltimore class heavy cruiser – in waters that shoaled from forty to fifteen feet in a lot less than that distance, the ship was going to have to perform at a very slow speed, barely idling any faster than she needed to simply maintain minimal steerage, a ninety degree turn to the south onto a heading of one-hundred-and-eighty-six degrees, aiming at the centre of the Narrows between Navy Point at the eastern extremity of the Wireless Ridge-Camber Ridge Peninsula, and Engineers Point at the western end of Cape Pembroke, a few hundred yards south west of Yorke Bay. 
 
    According to the charts, based on hydrographic soundings obtained in some cases, as long ago as the 1940s or 1950s, the ‘deep water’ channel the cruiser needed to follow was nowhere wider that about one-hundred-and-fifty-feet, that is, approximately twice her own girth.  One small mercy was that it seemed the channel through the Narrows was at least thirty-feet deep, one less thing to worry about given that currently the Liverpool was drawing roughly twenty-five feet at the bow, and a few inches more at the stern. 
 
    That was, however, a very small mercy. 
 
    Elsewhere, there were several places where, if the cruiser strayed more than a score of yards off the severely constricted but only realistic course Callum McNish had plotted, she might immediately go aground or in passing so badly disturb the muddy bottom sediments as to clog her fire room condenser intakes. 
 
    The cruiser’s Navigation officer smiled a rueful smile as he stood back from the table. 
 
    “Now, if we were doing this in daylight with ten miles of visibility all around,” he remarked ruefully, “this would be,” he paused, “a challenge, certainly…” 
 
    But this particular evolution was not going to happen in daylight and the latest weather forecast was for squally weather.  Moreover, the latest intelligence reports ‘indicated’ that the Argentines had installed ‘medium-calibre’ artillery batteries not just on Navy and Engineers Points, but just north of the latter, at Tussac Point also; therefore, the Liverpool would be steaming past the batteries guarding the Narrows at a crawling one to two knots at ranges of between two to three hundred yards. 
 
    “Well,” McNish went on, struggling for reasons to be cheerful, “back in 1914 the Invincible and the Inflexible put into Stanley harbour to coal before the first Battle of the Falklands.  They were pretty big lumps of heavy metal, about the size of the Liverpool, if I recollect or perhaps, a tad bigger.” 
 
    “I don’t think they tried to navigate the Narrows in the middle of the night against the wishes of the natives, Pilot,” Adam Canning observed dryly. 
 
    “This is true, of course,” the other man acknowledged, with a grim smile. 
 
    Peter Christopher dragged his eyes off the charts. 
 
    “The old coaling pier is now an oiling pier,” he noted, half lost in his thoughts, “but according to these charts there’s nowhere near enough water for anything bigger than a frigate to come alongside.” 
 
    He looked to the fourth man in the compartment, Captain James Watkins, USN.  The South Atlantic Task Force’s US Navy Senior Operations Liaison Officer raised an eyebrow in reply. 
 
    Peter had already had a conversation about Watkins ongoing presence on the old cruiser.  His American friend was perfectly at liberty to instal himself on any ship in the South Atlantic Task Force; this was consistent with the letter and the spirit of the Operations Liaison Officer Protocols in force in both the US and the Royal Navies, but… 
 
    Peter had asked James Watkins to transfer to another berth in the fleet.  He had asked him not as the commanding officer of the Liverpool but as a friend, a friend who like himself had a wife and bambinos back home. 
 
    When his request had been politely, emphatically declined he had played the ‘this is not your war’ card. 
 
    Again, to no effect. 
 
    ‘Dammit, Jim.  If this turns nasty a lot of people are going to get killed!  I will not be the first captain to have an OLO killed on his watch!’ 
 
    Watkins, the older of the two men by nearly a decade had smiled ruefully. 
 
    ‘Two things, Captain Christopher,’ he had observed, raising his cup to his lips because the interview had been going on in Peter’s stateroom with Carmelo Boffa, as always, attentively fussing over his charges.  ‘For the record, I do think that this is my war.  Admittedly, a pretty stupid war but you and I have been fighting it now for the last few months and frankly, unless you make me walk the plank, I have no intention of bugging out now just because tonight’s operation might, in fact, probably will turn into a real bitch.  Second,’ he had declared, deadly serious, ‘this is one of those times when the only place to be is with one’s friends.’ 
 
    Peter had given in. 
 
    ‘Then,’ he had pleaded, ‘one friend to another, for operational reasons I must ask you to observe OPERATION EXMOUTH from the CIC, Jim.’ 
 
    The cruisers Combat Information centre was located beneath the bridge, deep within the bowels of the ship protected by the thickest hull and deck armour.  Insofar as anywhere on the old cruiser was going to be ‘safe’ in the coming operation, the CIC was safer than practically anywhere else. 
 
    ‘I will take that under advisement, Captain Christopher,” James Watkins had promised, a lot more sanguinely than he had any right to take it. 
 
    Thereafter, the friends had agreed to differ on the matter. 
 
    The whirring of the ventilation fans was unnaturally loud as the four men stood around the chart table, finalising the details of the forthcoming operation. 
 
    Peter scratched his chin: “You were here with the Lynde McCormick last year, what did you make of the ARA’s attempts to dredge parts of the harbour, Jim?” 
 
    The American pondered this. 
 
    “I don’t think it helps us, Peter,” he apologised.  “We established, anecdotally at least, that the stories around the Santissima Trinidad grounding in mid-harbour were accurate.  The Argentine authorities were very specific about visiting ships not attempting to anchor anywhere south of that oiling pier you mentioned just now.” 
 
    Peter nodded, and carried on thinking his thoughts. 
 
    He hoped that after their earlier ‘chat’ Watkins was not still adamant he wanted to witness the forcing of the Narrows from his bridge. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “The odds are that the Argentines will see us coming literally miles away and therefore,” again there was a rueful meeting of eyes around the table, “there ought to be plenty of light to steer by the time we arrive in the Narrows.” 
 
    This prompted nervous, muted guffaws. 
 
    Whereas, it was possible that there was going to be a thirty-minute long pre-landing barrage preceding the landings at Eliza Cove on the south coast, the warships supporting the Fearless and the Liverpool would not open fire unless first fired on. 
 
    Personally, Peter considered all this to be academic, the defenders would see the approaching armada and blaze away as if their lives depended upon it; because they did! 
 
    “So, Pilot,” he prompted, “how far into the eastern harbour can I stick the Liverpool’s nose without grounding her?” 
 
    Callum McNish stabbed a sounding which indicated twenty-six feet of water at low tide situated approximately three hundred yards directly south of Navy Point. 
 
    “There and not one inch farther, sir.” 
 
    Peter surveyed the surrounding soundings. 
 
    “Okay…  I want to moor her aligned as close to north-south as possible. That means we’ll drop the stern anchors as we clear the Narrows and run out the bow chains as we pass over your sounding.  Hopefully, by then the stern chains will be under tension.  In any event, that way we’ll have the option of going astern to catch our bow anchors.”  He was thinking aloud. 
 
    The bottom was showing as mud, if the wind was gusting too hard out of the west and she dragged her anchors… 
 
    No, don’t think about that. 
 
    Not now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Libertador Building 
 
    Buenos Aires 
 
      
 
    There had once been an era when Sunday was sacrosanct, the one day of the week incontrovertibly owned by the Church.  In those half-remembered halcyon times, weekends in the capital had been blissful periods of truce; on Saturday the people would exercise their tribal rites, be it walking on the corniche, frequenting the bars and restaurants, or losing themselves in the febrile, pagan passions on the terraces of the stadia of the city’s football teams. 
 
    In an unjust, corrupt world Football had been the opiate of the people and it was unlikely that any city in the world still possessed so many first rank teams, with every single district boasting its own champions.  The two giants of the national game, River Plate based in the Núñez-Belgrano area and La Boca’s gladiators, Boca Juniors had dominated soccer for as long as football had been played as an organised sport in the Republic.  Nonetheless, the Buenos Aires municipalities of Liniers, La Paternal, Boedo, Parque Patricios and Vila Soldati were represented by Vélez Sarsfield, Argentinos Juniors, San Lorenzo, Huracán and Atlanta, and elsewhere in the city were the fortresses and territories of Deportivo Riestro, Nueva Chicago, All Boys and an ever-changing, churning undercast of teams each with their own swarming clan of fanatical supporters.  Whenever River Plate and Boca Juniors clashed parts of the city became, in a very real sense, battlefield no-go areas for ordinary, or uncommitted citizens.  But sadly, it seemed that all the old feudal existential angst customarily expended in worship of the gods of soccer, were now combining with the populace’s seemingly inexhaustible and increasingly violently expressed, rage against the Junta. 
 
    It was as if somebody had unleashed untold regiments of demons from some carelessly forgotten, neglected dark vault in the Republic’s history.  Nightmarishly, for the older members of the Junta the worsening crisis had all the hallmarks of the irresistible, tsunami-like rise of Juan Peron nearly a quarter-of-a-century ago. 
 
    The stench of fear in the room was almost palpable while Antonio Facchetti waited for the last dregs of the gang of Ejército Argentino flunkies to reluctantly leave the top floor conference room which, since the Casa Rosada had been besieged by the mob choking the streets around the Government District, had been the Junta’s high-rise…bunker. 
 
    The Air Force man had nothing but contempt for the fools who had let loose the hounds of Hell.  It very nearly defeated credulity that it was only now that they were starting to ask themselves what they had done! 
 
    Or rather, desperately searching for somebody else to blame for what they had done... 
 
    He snapped out of his brooding premonitions, having briefly tuned out Il Presidente Roberto Marcelo Levingston Laborda’s ever more strident rantings.  Despite everything, the man was full of himself, having finally got his hands on the blue sash – or at least, a blue sash - of office. 
 
    Facchetti suspected the clown probably wore it in bed. 
 
    A frown of irritation had formed across the Acting Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force’s handsome, still vaguely boyish face now that Laborda had started shouting so loudly it was impossible to ignore him. 
 
    “ALL WE KNOW IS THAT THE BRITISH HAVE LAUNCHED A MASSIVE ASSAULT ON OUR DEFENCES ALONG THE NORTH CAMP ROAD AND THAT OUR FORCES HAVE BEEN DRIVEN BACK IN DISARRAY!” 
 
    What was it about that blue sash that so often turned a man’s mind to jelly? 
 
    Facchetti leaned forward and placed his arms on the table. 
 
    He met Paulo Guerrero de Cordoba’s eye. 
 
    The other man was Horacio Mendoza’s stalking horse on the Junta.  His problem was that not only was the situation on the Malvinas clearly out of control but that his master and puppeteer was distinctly out of contact; for all anybody knew Mendoza could be dead.  Now Paulo Guerrero had fallen silent which meant that the Cordoba garrison was wavering, its colonels hunkered down in their inland citadel over six hundred kilometres away having quietly adopted a cautious wait and see mode.  That was not to say that those same colonels would not still swing in behind Horacio Mendoza, if and when he made his triumphant return from exile across the seas but without their prince in waiting, they had become straw men. 
 
    Facchetti got the distinct impression that the ARA’s man on the Junta, Comodoro Adolfo Suárez – only recruited into the conspiracy by dint of his family relationship to Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, to whom he was a second cousin - was struggling to conceal his satisfaction that the Cordoba Faction’s schemes were falling apart before his eyes. 
 
    Facchetti was also aware that the one man at the table who had retained his composure during the fractious exchanges of the last few minutes, was Lucio Alberto Saturnino García del Solar, the Minister of Foreign Affairs who had ignored Laborda’s angry exhortation for the room to be cleared. 
 
    Garcia del Solar coughed. 
 
    “The war for the Malvinas is lost, gentlemen,” he observed.  “Now, perhaps,” he went on, “the time has come for us to have a grown-up conversation about what happens next.”  He smiled a distinctly unhappy smile: “Before the mob storms the building and we all find ourselves being strung up from the lamp posts around the Plaza de Mayo?” 
 
    “The war is not lost!”  Paulo Guerrero objected; albeit without great conviction. 
 
    “Forgive me,” the urbane Foreign Minister countered, “the last we heard was that Hugo Bonham Garcia’s Marines, undoubtedly the best – possibly the only real fighting force at our disposal on the Malvinas capable of standing up to the British man-to-man – had been driven aside and that the Dos Hermanas line was crumbling,” the Foreign Minister reminded the Junta, his tone deliberately matter-of-fact, neutral.  “It is my understanding that the British command the air above the Malvinas and the seas around it.  Moreover, in his last, somewhat hysterical, communique General Mendoza reported disorder within Puerto Argentino of such proportions that he was forced to arrest a large number of civilian agitators and then, we lost contact with his command post.  Mendoza might have been right when he asserted that the world will condemn the British for breaking the ceasefire; that may yet happen but it does not help us now.  In any event, as I warned this Junta, what is much more likely to happen in the short-term is that our supposed territorial friends and neighbours on our borders, will take this opportunity to settle old scores and to tidy up generations-old territorial disputes.  Thank goodness that our people down in Ushuaia came to their senses and sent out those two destroyers to parley with the Chileans in time to stop them walking in and settling, once and for all the question of the Beagle Channel!” 
 
    Of course, not all was by any means rosy down in Tierra del Fuego; where according to the fragmentary reports which had reached del Solar’s office, Jorge Videla, Laborda’s man had been arrested and the people of Ushuaia, and ARA mutineers had declared a junior officer the provisional governor. 
 
    It was this man, whose identity was still unknown, who had brokered a stand-off with the Chileans and apparently, made all manner of ludicrous undertakings vis-à-vis freedom of navigation to his Armada de Chile counterparts… 
 
    That would be just one more thing for his ministry to sort out when the present crisis was resolved; thankfully, one that he would have no part in resolving because unlike the majority of his comrades in government, he knew that there would be consequences for what had been done in its name in the coming days, weeks and months and that none of those consequences boded well for anybody around this table. 
 
    Garcia del Solar paused; he was getting angry and unforgivably, letting it show.  That was a mistake; when one travels with wolves one cannot afford to show weakness. 
 
    “Those people,” Adolfo Suárez crowed, “thought they could just sail in and take over until my boys barred their way!” 
 
    The public story would be that the destroyers Espora and Rosales, whose crews had previously mutinied had, apparently under the command of one of their own officers, intercepted a vastly superior Chilean squadron in mid-channel and after a tense stand-off, the interlopers had withdrawn to Puerto Williams, on the southern, Chilean side of the disputed waters of the Channel.  News that an ARA officer, a very junior one, had negotiated – as if he was a member of the government – to defuse the situation, would never, if de Garcia had anything to do with it be made known. 
 
    Antonio Facchetti vented an audible sigh of exasperation. 
 
    “With things going so well for them in the Malvinas the British had no reason to ask their Chilean friends to embarrass us further in those waters,” he remarked, stating what ought to be patently obvious to everybody in the room.  “Thank God that somebody on one of those destroyers had the wit to work that out.  If a numskull like Jorge Anaya had still been in charge we’d probably be at war with the Chileans now!  Surely, the real question down in Tierra del Fuego is how the locals fucked up so badly that the bloody ARA mutinied in the first place!” 
 
    Adolfo Suárez’s cheeks coloured with offence. 
 
    “The Army treated my boys like lepers after the Battle for the Malvinas,” he protested.  He glared at Laborda and Paulo Guerrero.  “And as for the way that murderous bastard Videla behaved; I hope they hang him from a bloody lamp post!” 
 
    Clearly, for the acting Chief of Staff of the ARA, there had only been the one battle – the one at sea – and everything that followed was not, actually, the Navy’s fault or their business. 
 
    Facchetti groaned.  His recollection was that the Junta had ignored his objections, and decreed that all the survivors of the ‘catastrophic failure’ of the ARA to halt the invasion of the Malvinas should be temporarily quarantined in remote southern ports lest they infect the rest of the Republic’s military with their defeatism! 
 
    “As you keep reminding us!”  Roberto Laborda complained wearily.  “Endlessly rehashing the mistakes of our predecessors will get us nowhere.” 
 
    Facchetti thought he had heard something sensible; wisely, he did not get over-excited about it because all memory of it was extinguished a second later. 
 
    “Dammit,” Laborda continued, trying very hard to sound Presidential, “we outnumbered the British two-to-one down there!  Why are we even in this situation?” 
 
    For the acting Chief of Staff of what remained of the Argentine Air Force it was as if in that moment a switch clicked in his head; the moment he knew he had to act to end the Republic’s accelerating death spiral. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Command Post 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Notwithstanding the bombs and the gasoline all around her, Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had felt relatively safe at the Governor’s Palace.  The British had been informed – time and again – that the compound was being used as an emergency field hospital, and as a refuge for the women and children of Puerto Argentino there was huge reassurance in the fact that no bomb or rocket had landed within hundreds of metres of its walls in the last two days.  However, Horacio had insisted that she join him in the fetid Hospital Bunker and sent a detachment of military policemen to escort her through the streets of the town. 
 
    Shots and volleys of shots, automatic gunfire rang out sporadically. 
 
    “Those are just idiots shooting into the air,” she was told. 
 
    It had not been lost on her that there were now a lot of people wandering, aimlessly, looking ragged and hungry, or drunk and many of them were carrying guns, in those through which she was driven.  Even in her worst nightmares it had never occurred to her that things could fall apart this quickly. 
 
    “Deserters,” she had been told by her minders.  “The MLFG got smashed by the British last night.  The British have been bombing and shelling Dos Hermanas all morning.” 
 
    Francesca had not troubled herself keeping up to date with the military plans; that was Horacio’s side of things.  Her speciality was politics, and how you induced, or if it came to it, forced people to unwillingly do things they otherwise would never have done in a hundred years.  It was extraordinarily vexing to discover that the man to whose mast she had irrevocably affixed her flag in recent years was such a dummkopf! 
 
    Although she had never regarded Horacio as any kind of master strategist he had always seemed to know what he was talking about when it came to martial matters, and he undoubtedly had an uncanny knack of carrying a certain type of fellow officer with him.  Only last autumn, his power base in Cordoba had been a magnificent thing to behold; before he successfully got himself exiled to the Malvinas a second time he had practically been the King of Cordoba.  In Cordoba, even the Junta’s reptile appointees in that province had been in the palm of his hand, kow-towing to him as if he was some kind of minor deity; he had been the great castellan of all he surveyed and yes, she had been doubly re-seduced by the heady illusion of power. 
 
    Right now, she could feel that power draining away.  Much of it was already gone, lost forever.  The ceasefire and the supposedly inevitable gradual diminution of the political will of the British to resume hostilities had become Horacio’s great plan.  He would wear them down, they would give up and go home, and he would return to Buenos Aires like Caesar from Gaul in triumph!  The one thing Horacio’s master plan had not factored in was that the English might not give up.  Or that one day soon they might be at the gates of Puerto Argentino, and anybody who had eyes in their head could now see that everything around them was falling apart. 
 
    While she had remained safely cloistered inside her shrinking oasis of calm – her rooms at the Governor’s Palace – it was still possible, just, to pretend that not all was lost.  However, out on the streets of Puerto Argentino the last veil could not but help to fall. 
 
    All was lost… 
 
    It was over. 
 
    And any fool could see that it was over. 
 
    Which was why the streets were full of deserters and decent people had locked and barricaded their doors, not against the British invaders but to protect themselves from their own defeated soldiers. 
 
    By the time she arrived at the camouflaged southern entrance ramp to the underground complex – the one which ran along the eastern side of the Children’s Ward of the hospital – Francesca was spitting with ire.  So much so that she only nodded passing acknowledgement to Carlos Rey as the Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force was escorted out of the bunker by two stern-faced military policemen. 
 
    Idly, she wondered where he was being taken. 
 
    Surely, it was safer in the bunker? 
 
    She had to wait at the foot of the ramp as the air was cycled out of the reception air lock.  It was no wonder that the bunker was so humid and airless, every molecule of oxygen had to be sucked through filters designed to exclude biological and chemical agents, and presumably, radioactive fallout!  This level of ‘security’ spoke to her of runaway paranoia.  Just because the British had used atomic weapons against the Russians – and then only to disrupt radio communications, insofar as she understood these things – if they used huge bombs like those against the Malvinas there would be nothing left afterwards! 
 
    As the outer doors clunked shut she thought she heard a volley of shots.  The short, sharp crack of what sounded like rifles in the middle distance had echoed around the enclosed concrete channel of the entrance ramp, oddly focused as it enfiladed through the closing blast doors. 
 
    She thought she might have imagined it. 
 
    Neither of her minders had so much as blinked. 
 
    The air hissed, and the inner bulkhead swung open. 
 
    There were less people in the bunker than the last time she had visited it, and remarked upon this. 
 
    “Yes, we’ve done a little housekeeping since you were last here, my dear,” Horacio Mendoza announced, inordinately pleased with himself, greeting her with a bristling peck on her cheek in the corridor outside the Situation Room. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    The atmosphere in the bunker was eerie, as if everybody was in shock, every eye downcast. 
 
    “Why will nobody look at me?”  She asked irritably. 
 
    She did not have a problem with people avoiding eye contact; but in the town on the way to the bunker nobody was even looking at her.  It was even worse in the bunker! 
 
    The man guided her into his personal room, a cell no larger than any of those in the accommodation wing – more an alcove – off the concrete rabbit warren. 
 
    “There is only room down here for men whose loyalty is,” Mendoza explained cheerfully, “to be relied upon.  Sadly, we must be cruel to be kind sometimes.” 
 
    Francesca let this pass. 
 
    “What on earth is going on in the west?”  She demanded peremptorily, in a tone that would not have been inappropriate addressing a naughty child. 
 
    “Hugo and his much-vaunted elite Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición praetorians have let us down, my dear,” Mendoza explained with a melodramatic flourish of his arms, his expression oozing theatrical disappointment.  “We know very little of what occurred but our brave Marines were vanquished and their esteemed commander seems to have gone missing…” 
 
    “The deserters in the streets outside are Army men, not Marines, Horacio!”  Francesca snarled angrily. 
 
    Right now, she had no need of the sweet-talking seducer who had been in and out of her bed for two decades; she needed the cold-hearted ruthless monster with whom she had plotted treason for the last five years! 
 
    “You know as well as I do that Hugo Bonham Garcia’s Marines were the only thing standing between us and a fucking disaster!  Not one of your old Army buddies you brought over here from Cordoba is half the soldier Hugo is,” she corrected herself, “was, and not one of those bastards will even think of trying to make a last stand to defend you, me or this town if the MLFG has really been smashed!  And you bloody well know it!” 
 
    That was the moment it began to dawn on her that perhaps, her long-time lover did not.  Know it, that was.  He had always been a dreamer, carried away with romantic ‘officerly’ notions of honour and preoccupied with adolescent illusions of chivalric badinage. 
 
    “The British will never take Puerto Argentino, my dear.”  This he assured her with utterly implausible certitude. 
 
    She heard him say it and yet, still she did not believe he had actually said it. 
 
    “They know,” Mendoza continued complacently, “that if they step foot into the town the whole world will condemn perfidious Albion for the death and maiming of so many women and children; ever after they will be for all time, evil colonial aggressors who callously slaughtered the innocents…” 
 
    “Are you drunk?”  Francesca asked, stunned. 
 
    The man smiled, a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    “What’s so funny?”  His mistress snarled. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing my little pit viper,” Horacio Mendoza laughed, shaking his head. 
 
    Somewhere, there was no way of knowing if it was far or near bombs or shells fell, their concussion transmitted through the earth and rocks like a small earthquake, reaching the bunker as a tiny, unmistakable perturbation, a tremor barely felt yet impossible to ignore. 
 
    “What do you mean, nothing?” 
 
    “It was just that that was what Carlos Rey said to me just before you arrived at the Command Post,” the Governor of the Malvinas explained, still amused as if he was still ruminating over some kind of private joke, “when I told him I was about to have him taken outside and shot.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Victorious 
 
    16 Niles SSE of Seal Point 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Henry Leach felt completely at home on the old aircraft carrier.  Denuded of most of her post-Second War modernity, with what 1960s technical wizardry she possessed having been hurriedly re-installed during her stay at South Georgia. 
 
    He had toyed with the idea of flying his flag on the fleet’s most sophisticated, and to his way of thinking, rather frightening ship, the radically modified County class guided missile destroyer Norfolk.  However, in the end he had decided that he and his Staff would camp on Victorious, where there was plenty of ‘elbow room’ and the available communication systems were – just about, give or take - adequate to allow him to direct but not to meddle with the fleet’s operations. 
 
    He, Ian Gourlay, David Penberthy and Dermot O’Reilly had done the heavy lifting developing the framework within which OPERATION YARNER and then OPERATION EXMOUTH would proceed; now that the great enterprise was fully in motion, the less tinkering around the edges the better. 
 
    CINCSATF knew he could not have asked for a better man than Ian Gourlay to command the land battle, or for men with cooler and more level-heads than either David Penberthy or the piratical-looking Canadian, Dermot O’Reilly.  The latter was on the Intrepid and planned to go ashore that night with the men of the Vindrey Brigade at Eliza Cove.  As for David Penberthy, he would be on the Bulwark, pulling the strings, metaphorically brandishing his baton like a conductor at the very fulcrum of the coming battle, and if necessary choreographing, or calling off the Liverpool’s sledgehammer denouement of the war for the Falklands. 
 
    It was David Penberthy who had struck out several lines of the provisional draft of OPERATION EXMOUTH. 
 
    ‘Peter will not fire into Stanley unless Liverpool comes under heavy fire from the port,’ he had remarked, with such finality that Henry Leach had blinked at him for some moments before it sank in.  ‘There’s no point putting it in his orders,” David Penberthy had said, “he just won’t do it, Henry.’ 
 
    Leach had got to know his fellow admiral very well in the run-up to OPERATION SOMERVILLE, and had had no compunction whatsoever entrusting the South Georgia part of the operation into his capable hands.  Within the Service Penberthy was the man credited with being Peter Christopher’s mentor, a thing he always shrugged off with characteristic modesty.  Once historians got their teeth into the campaign in the South Atlantic, perhaps, belatedly everybody would appreciate that their Lords of Admiralty had known exactly what they were doing when they made him Leach’s second-in-command at sea. 
 
    Up on deck the thunder of a Kestrel’s Pegasus engine transmitted itself through the fabric of the carrier as it powered into the air.  Most of the Kestrels the Victorious had brought down to the South Atlantic were fitted with six-month old variants of the ever-developing General Electric up-rated Pegasus 11E, a remarkably reliable power plant generating over thirty percent more thrust than the original production engine.  It was the GE-Pegasus’s inherent reliability which probably accounted for the fact Victorious had still lost only one of her birds since the commencement of OPERATION YARNER. 
 
    More Kestrels were launching. 
 
    Eight aircraft were slated to take part in the day’s last strike before they lost the light; tasked to target anti-aircraft and artillery positions south of Stanley ahead of tonight’s landings at Eliza Cove, an otherwise exposed inlet situated approximately two miles south of the site of the near-derelict Anglican Christ Church Cathedral on the opposite, northern littoral of the rocky isthmus upon which Stanley sat, or these days, straggled as every available space was filled with new housing, offices and warehouses. 
 
    A similar fire suppression strike by the Hermes against targets in and around the Narrows and on Cape Pembroke had been scrubbed.  There was no point signposting OPERATION EXMOUTH, and in any event, all the targets in the vicinity of the Narrows had already been attacked at least once in the last thirty-six hours, or in during air operations prior to the loss of the Ark Royal in November. 
 
    Morale was buoyant on board the Victorious. 
 
    Her officers and men were daring to think that they would be going home soon and broadly speaking, anybody who had previously believed that their adversaries knew their ‘elbow from their arses’ when it came to real, war-fighting, had been robustly disabused of that idea in recent hours. 
 
    Leach had been tempted to ignore David Penberthy’s advice and go ahead with the strikes on the gun batteries of the Narrows.  Unusually for him, he had worried at the problem.  He tried to convince himself that it was unlikely that a single raid would disable well-founded guns which had survived previous attacks.  The batteries defending the entrance to Stanley Harbour were located in ferro-concrete bastions with warrens of deep blast shelters for the gunners to shelter in and nothing short of direct hits with 500-pounder, or larger armour-piercing munitions was likely to completely disable a given gun, or firing position. 
 
    Likewise, he had been tempted to bring forward the landings in Yorke Bay; tasking 46 Commando with spiking the guns on the eastern, Engineer and Tussac Points ahead of the Liverpool’s arrival on the scene. 
 
    In the end although a little voice in his head told him he ought to leave things as they were; and that as noon came and went it was less than ideal to be monkeying around with the fine-tuning of OPERATION EXMOUTH, he asked to speak to David Penberthy over a scrambled TBS link. 
 
    Oddly, even as the two men exchanged terse civilities, CINCSATF knew he was making a mistake. 
 
    “David, I’ve decided that the strike on the Narrows is back on again.” 
 
    The other man took this in his stride, as if he had been half-expecting as much. 
 
    “I see.  I copy that, sir.  Do you want me to re-task Hermes or will Victorious take the strain?” 
 
    Leach knew his second-in-command was unhappy but he moved on past that; even friends never agreed one hundred percent about everything.  Despite his doubting inner voice, he regarded the re-scheduling of the bombing of the defences of the Narrows as an aggressive act and, when in doubt, always be aggressive! 
 
    “Re-task Hermes’s Kestrels please, David.  Victorious will conduct strikes as planned south of Stanley,” he confirmed.  Then, in an attempt to soften any residual angst on David Penberthy’s part he added: “Per coelum et aequorem victrix.” 
 
    It was the old carrier’s motto. 
 
    Through air and sea victorious. 
 
    As Leach had anticipated this prompted a whisper of wry amusement at the other end of the link. 
 
    “Quite so,” agreed his fellow admiral. 
 
    At that moment, twenty miles east-north-east of Cap San Felipe, the Bulwark had turned her bow into the prevailing force four south westerly wind to recover two of her Wessex Vs ahead of tonight’s troop lift.  “Confusion to Her Majesty’s foes, sir,” he concluded cheerfully. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Stanley 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    When the first wave of Kestrels swooped down through the overcast – late that afternoon the cloud base was a little over fifteen hundred feet above sea level - falling like impossibly fast-moving birds of prey upon their targets, the anti-aircraft guns and communication trenches of the 229th and the 234th Artillery Regiments just as the air raid sirens began to wail across the harbour, only a pair of 20-millimetre cannons attempted, ineffectually to track the jets as they screamed down.  Two big bombs exploded in the Narrows, hurling giant, ragged plumes of water into the air, more bombs struck unyielding rock and concrete, within moments utterly obscuring Navy Point in smoke and pulverised dust as thousands of jagged, splintered shards of stone and masonry rained into the surrounding sea, and scattered across the sand and rock of the shoreline.  Almost immediately, certainly within seconds, the gathering dusk and the roiling smoke had also obscured Engineers Point on the eastern shore of the Narrows.  More Kestrels bombed through the murk, reporting the flashes of huge explosions through the thickening fog of war and then, their bombs unloaded, they swung around to begin long, low strafing runs across the wrecked site of the archipelago’s former air base.  Rocket trails scorched fierily across Cape Pembroke and the fighters’ Aden 30-millimetre cannons roared as all across Puerto Argentino everybody caught in the open at the beginning of the raid scrambled to find shelter wherever they could. 
 
    To those in the town the gunfire and the sickening thud of bombs going off seemed to come from all around them; it was as if they were trapped in some murderous earthly circle of Hell.  Nowhere was safe, there was nowhere to run, and nowhere from which one could safely glimpse of what was going on across the other side of the harbour. 
 
    The Victorious’s Kestrels had arrived over the still relatively clear skies above Eliza Cove as the last bombs were falling on the Narrows, unlike the Hermes’s aircraft they had initially been tasked to carry mixed payloads of 50- and 100-pound fragmentation bombs, a rocket pod, and a Napalm ‘egg’ but this latter had been struck from the operations order when there was a delay in re-arming four of the aircraft returning from an earlier sortie. 
 
    Loading Napalm was always a fraught job, time-consuming and rather than delay the ‘off’ and risk arriving late over the target, it had been the obvious payload element to scratch from the operations order. 
 
    It was not the first time that the order to load Napalm had been countermanded by the Victorious’s captain, Jock Slater, at the request of the ship’s CAG – in the odd circumstances of the war in the South Atlantic, an RAF man who outranked him! – despite the strident objection of the SATF Operations Staff whose chief had come to Henry Leach to complain about the payload alteration, only to be sent away with a very large, very noisy flea in his ear. 
 
    CINCSATF did not – well, hardly ever – ‘muck about’ with a decision made by a ‘man on the spot’.  For all that Jock Slater was substantively, still only a Lieutenant Commander temporarily brevetted two ranks, Victorious was his ship and if his Air Group Commander recommended something to him that did not materially compromise a given mission, he was perfectly at liberty to use his best judgement.  Admirals commanded fleets, captains their ships and were, rightly, held responsible for the same, and that was an end to it! 
 
    In any event, it happened that none of the fifteen Kestrels from the Hermes and the Victorious detailed to attack the batteries guarding the Narrows, or to suppress the 76-millimetre and 20-millimetre batteries thought to be guarding the potential landing beaches south of Stanley were carrying Napalm eggs that afternoon. 
 
    This was a fact that was to assume no little importance in the days to come; but at the time nobody had given it a thought as the two carriers had despatched their Kestrels that late afternoon at the end of 1969. 
 
    The Victorious’s eight Kestrels attacked in four twosomes, leader and wingman striking independently of the other pairs, first diving on their primaries, then freelancing, ‘tidying up the battlefield’, or rather, laying waste to anything that looked remotely military or threatening until their munitions hardpoints were empty, their rockets fired and their cannons silent. 
 
    At first streams of tracer had risen to greet the Kestrels and pursued them across the sky as they pulled out of their bombing runs.  Then the billowing smoke had blunted the attack with both sides shooting at shadows in the ever-darkening haze.  The red-orange flashes of explosions blinked dully through the darkness. 
 
    The topography of the east-west isthmus, upon whose northern littoral the modern port town of Puerto Argentino now extend over two-and-a-half, close-packed miles, sloped downward towards the east from its high point, Sapper Hill, some three to four hundred feet above the built-up area to the north.  Above Eliza Cove the ground slowly rose to a ridge, itself descending to the east, where the low, rocky peninsula of Cape Pembroke stretched out into the cold waters of the South Atlantic.  That ridge, now less than two hundred feet high and falling towards the marshy ground a little over a mile away, connected it to Cape Pembroke, and hid the roofs of the new town from anybody standing on the southern shore of the Stanley-Puerto Argentino isthmus.  In theory, the ground above Eliza Cove was a gunner’s dream; hence, the intensity of the air strike.  From the crest of the high ground separating the town from the empty slopes down to the sea to the south, there was virtually nothing to obstruct a well-sited gun’s fire along much of the nearshore; a thing which had been much in the planning staff’s mind when it specified the use of Napalm against the small number of suspected gun emplacements provisionally identified by earlier aerial reconnaissance. 
 
    Unlike the Kestrels attacking the Narrows, the aircraft attacking targets on the reverse, southern side of the higher ground sheltering Stanley from the south west winds, were targeted not just by the anti-aircraft guns overlooking Eliza Cove but by practically every gun that could be brought to bear in the whole Puerto Argentino air defence zone.  Well, when the men manning the guns could be cajoled from below ground to bring their weapons into action. 
 
    As the Kestrels returned to make their final strafing runs the sky was seemingly full of tracer and exploding shells.  Pilots landing back on the Victorious twenty minutes later spoke of a ‘wall of AA fire’, of shrapnel ‘positively raining off the canopy’ and described the experience as being like flying through the worst weather they had ever flown in.  One pilot recounted how he had found himself flying inverted at ‘zero feet’ after ‘something had blown the kite sideways!’ 
 
    Miraculously, fourteen of the fifteen Kestrels despatched on the dual strike, made it back to their host carriers, although three of the Victorious’s aircraft were sent straight down to the hangar deck for major repairs and the patching of damaged control services, one of which, with a damaged Pegasus power plant that would never again be safe to turn over. 
 
    However, one aircraft had not returned from the storm of shot and shell. 
 
    Nobody had seen the missing aircraft – Kestrel Mk II, Serial P-8809 – hit; but when debriefed two pilots had reported seeing a big explosion ‘pretty much in the middle of the town.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Governor’s Palace 
 
    Puerto Argentino 
 
      
 
    Every time Elena Bonham Garcia heard the anti-aircraft guns firing, the air raid sirens wailing or twice, just when she had heard jets approaching, she had ordered the girls under the steel-framed bed, gathered the two threadbare blankets which had been the only positive outcome of her confrontation with Francesca Ibarra de Madrid, and joined the youngsters under the bed, desperately trying to ensure that every inch of their exposed skin was protected as best as possible from the flash of any nearby explosion.  Her husband had been most insistent about that in the event of being caught in the open, or in the residence in the middle of an air raid. 
 
    ‘Get under the bed, or behind something substantial and cover up with your hands over your face and your mouth open.’ 
 
    Today, Elena was hugging the girls to her, with Lucia squeezed protectively between herself and Rosa. 
 
    ‘Get away from windows, lying down low is always best and shut your eyes,’ had been among Hugo’s other exhortations.  ‘Things will be flying through the air, explosions tend to blow things up, sometimes sideways but not often down.  Making sure something is between you and the detonation will usually protect you from flash burns, that and avoiding exposing any part of your body unclothed…’ 
 
    Well, given the climate of the archipelago neither she or her girls were likely to be parading around scantily clad…but she understood what her husband had been telling her, and why. 
 
    So, she had acted accordingly. 
 
    Lucia was shivering. 
 
    Somewhere nearby, possibly in the central courtyard, there was an anti-aircraft cannon firing continuously, sawing at the air, slashing through the whistling thunder of the engines of the jet fighters scorching across the rooftops.  The floor was trembling, once it felt as if the cold stone kicked at her hip and shoulder where they met the unyielding floor; and the now familiar sound of shattered glass tinkling down was a constant accompaniment to the shooting and the sound and fury of the low-flying bombers. 
 
    When it happened it happened so fast it was impossible to disentangle the deafening impact from the rending of steel, the multiple explosions and the bloom of the igniting AVGAS from the rumbling, crashing downfall of rubble and the animal screams which in its aftermath seemed to drown out all else. 
 
    Elena’s ears were ringing. 
 
    She coughed, the air was full of dust and when she attempted to open her eyes they were clogged with grit. Not that there was anything to see for several moments until the smoke momentarily blew away revealing a gaping hole where previously the white-washed ceiling of the cell had been. 
 
    Dazedly, she rolled onto her back, jarring her right shoulder against something solid with a splintered edge which after recoiling she guessed was part of the door, blown in, or out, possibly both at the same time and shattered by blast.  Several large lumps of concrete lay on top of it. 
 
    The metal frame of the bed and the door had saved them. 
 
    Saved them for now, at least… 
 
    There was a fire burning fiercely on the other side of the wall and from farther down the corridor of their self-evidently badly damaged prison wing of the Governor’s Palace, women were shouting for help and children were crying. 
 
    Elena’s first thought was that the Governor’s Palace had been bombed or shelled; then she remembered hearing what she thought was a very low-flying jet. 
 
    Had it crashed nearby? 
 
    There was no time to worry about that now… 
 
    She squirmed until her back hit the wall of the cell, hoping she had made enough room for the girls to get out from under the bed.  She heard their gasping, felt their presence as the billowing smoke again turned the world into a grey, choking, eye-stinging miasma. 
 
    She tried to speak but no words emerged, instead she retched and gagged, finally spitting what felt like gritty cotton wool out of her mouth.  She tried to speak again, could not hear herself.  Both the girls were coughing, retching as she had as they attempted to raise themselves to their hands and knees. 
 
    Elena made a grab at her daughter and began to crawl to where the door had been.  She discovered the door had not been blown in so much as it, and a whole section of wall had collapsed and smoke was being sucked in one side of the building and sucked out of the other in a warm, burning rush. 
 
    Suddenly, hands reached through the murk and started pulling her and the girls to their feet. 
 
    Elena glimpsed a bloodied, wild-eyed man in an oddly ragged military policeman’s uniform, before she was passed to another man she frantically mouthed: “MY GIRLS!” 
 
    Suddenly, she was gulping down lungfuls of almost clean air, out in the open with what she assumed was soft rain falling on her face.  Lucia was clinging to her, and in a moment, Rosa, too. 
 
    “We can’t stay here!”  A man bellowed. 
 
    Elena could still hardly see a thing, her eyes were on fire, filled with grit and now that she could actually breathe, her lungs seemed to rattle.  
 
    She and the girls were coughing helplessly. 
 
    More strong hands took their arms. 
 
    Elena realised their saviours were exactly the same men who had treated them with such callous indifference yesterday; men who had given every impression of enjoying every minute of her, and the other senior military wives’ spectacular humbling.  Now they – some of them obviously seriously injured – were desperately bullying and pleading with shocked women and children to move along, several were carrying little ones, one big man had a woman, broken and unrecognisable in his arms like a rag doll. 
 
    “THERE IS AMMUNITION AND PETROL STORED IN THE PALACE COMPOUND!” 
 
    Elena registered this as if the shouted words were coming from the other end of a very long tunnel; it was as if she had a cushion over her ears. 
 
    “WHEN THE FIRE GETS TO THE ARSENAL THE WHOLE PLACE WILL GO UP LIKE A ROMAN CANDLE!” 
 
    “Donna Elena!” 
 
    Elena thought she recognised the voice. 
 
    She almost fell, the man caught her. 
 
    “This way, this way!”  He insisted. 
 
    Now there were other men around her, each one shepherding another one of the wives, and holding the hands of, or sweeping children into their arms or over their shoulders like sacks of turnips. 
 
    Marines… 
 
    Marines with their assault rifles slung over their shoulders. 
 
    “Petty Officer Davies at your service, Ma’am,” Elena’s escort announced in English, possibly deciding that if he shouted in English it might help to snap her out of her concussed, shocked state long enough to speed her escape. 
 
    It had more or less exactly that effect. 
 
    Pablo Finocchiaro’s friend… 
 
    Pablo had sent somebody to save her and her girls… 
 
    Elena began to weep, knowing that she and her girls were safe. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Command Post 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The ground heaved, pulsing underfoot, and as the shock waves from the initial drumroll of explosions hit the unyielding structure of the bunker, the lights flickered once, twice and a third time, and then went out.  For several moments the only sound was of the air conditioning blowers beginning to cycle down to a halt.  Suddenly, it was blacker than the darkest pit of Hades, men cursed and then after the rumbling of the last of the detonations faded into the impenetrable gloom, there was a horrible, sickening silence. 
 
    In the Situation Room, at the very moment the lights had gone out Donna Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had been in full flow, in the middle of giving Horacio Mendoza a substantial, and scornful piece of her mind in front of the Governor of the shrinking Malvinas empire’s shocked lackeys.  Incandescent, she had not been holding back and around her, strong men had been shrinking backward as she harangued and mercilessly berated the man who had, she had learned, just ordered the summary execution of the officer who was still, rightfully, the Chief of Staff of the Argentine Air Force. 
 
    Her voice trailed away into the blackness. 
 
    But only briefly. 
 
    “What the fuck has just happened,” Francesca demanded, her voice jarringly shrill like a cat clawing glass. 
 
    It was not Horacio Mendoza who replied. 
 
    At the moment the lights went out he had been about to physically attack his troublesome long-time mistress; his face had turned beetroot red by then and the veins at his brow were standing out, pumping blood to cool his fevered brain to no avail.  Even in the darkness he was tempted to take a swing at her. 
 
    “Oh shit!”  One man muttered. 
 
    Another man spoke from somewhere behind Francesca’s left shoulder: “The British must have bombed the Palace,” he said, his voice oddly disembodied in the Stygian night enveloping everybody in the room. 
 
    “What with?  Francesca asked acidly.  “A nuclear fucking bomb?” 
 
    “No,” yet another man ventured, finding courage in anonymity because there was no indication the emergency generators had yet, or were likely to kick back in, in the near future, “just a stray cannon shell or a small bomb could have set off a chain reaction.  We transferred a substantial quantity of munitions into its unoccupied apartments and cellars from the central depot in the last few weeks.  And then there are those four emergency fuel bowsers camouflaged inside the compound...” 
 
    “Fuel bowsers?”  She spat into the blackness, as if she did not know what the man was talking about, although she recollected Horacio talking about having ‘water tankers’ near at hand if there was ever a fire inside the compound… 
 
    “Yes.  A couple of them would have had our last stocks of 100-Octane petroleum and AVGAS in them…” 
 
    The man who had spoken first now chimed in: “There were about thirty tons of 105-millimetre and 6-inch howitzer reloads, mostly common, the HE rounds were on palates in the former barracks of the Palace’s Security Detail, Donna Francesca.” 
 
    The British had not needed to bomb Puerto Argentino; the clowns in this bunker had done it for them. 
 
    “Don’t forget the demolition charges and the consignment of anti-personnel mines earmarked for Yorke Bay, Eliza Cove and the beaches around Fitzroy and Bluff Cove, there was a room full of them…” 
 
    The speaker shut his mouth and retreated into anonymity as the lights flickered back on, very dimly, lit only by emergency batteries which, it seemed, nobody had troubled to charge to maximum capacity any time lately. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza was glowering at Francesca. 
 
    His anger bounced off her. 
 
    “What kind of fucking idiot stores explosives and gasoline above ground in the middle of a town?”  Francesca shouted contemptuously, spitting mad and unlike the majority of the ‘clowns’ in the bunker around her, fully aware that it – the war - was over.  The British were coming and there was absolutely nothing any of them could do about it. 
 
    “The British were informed that the Governor’s Palace Compound was being used as a hospital, Donna Francesca,” another voice ventured, timidly. 
 
    “But it wasn’t a fucking hospital, was it?”  She snarled, not taking her eyes off Horacio Mendoza for a moment.  “Pretending it was,” she went on, truly a woman scorned, “is a fucking war crime, Your Excellency!” This she hurled in her former lover and conspirator’s face. 
 
    Distantly, diesel generators coughed and roared; the lights and fans came back on in stages over a period of about ten seconds.  There was dust in the atmosphere, paint had flaked off the low ceiling and in the stark illumination it was eerily hazy because of the fine mist of detritus in the atmosphere as yet uncleared by the still spooling up fans. 
 
    The phones started to ring again. 
 
    Francesca shook her head and strode out of the room. 
 
    For the first time in her life she knew, with utter clarity, that she had said too much at precisely the wrong time and that there would be consequences.  One little voice in her head told her she needed to get out of the bunker before she too, was shot; a much louder voice drove her to get above ground and use whatever of her personal authority remained to try and help the injured, the dying and the helpless in Puerto Argentino because she knew, she just knew, that from this moment onward, if they had not already been preoccupied with it, Horacio Mendoza and his cronies would only be thinking about saving themselves. 
 
    Pausing, breathlessly at the top of the ramp she spared a glance at Carlos Rey’s bullet-riddled body lying at the foot of the wall against which he had been gunned down, then looked to the west where a huge pall of grey-black smoke was roiling upwards and outwards into the still light skies.  In moments the wind had blown the funeral pyre of the new post-reconquest port over the hospital, mercifully obscuring sight of the wrecked town beyond. 
 
    The vile stench of burning fell upon Francesca and the others standing in the hospital grounds.  Almost in passing she had noticed that all the windows were blown in, even the ones heavily taped against blast damage.  Children were crying inconsolably and around her filthy, bloodied people, reduced to little more than ragged scarecrows, were stumbling out of the nearby wards. 
 
    Somewhere in the middle of the town there was another big explosion, followed by one, a second and then a third flash of angry crimson so bright as to be clearly visible through the murk. 
 
    Francesca felt the fall of something like snow on her face. 
 
    It was not snow, of course, it was ash and pulverized debris thrown a thousand feet in the air and now drifting, aerial flotsam carried on the Austral wind now falling slowly back down to earth. 
 
    Involuntarily, her tongue touched her dry lips. 
 
    And she tasted death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Puerto Argentino 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Eddie Davies had heard without ever glimpsing the stricken, burning Kestrel careening down across the town like a meteor trailing a tail of flames and oily smoke that seemed to settle on the ridgeline above the port.  One of his men claimed to have seen its pilot eject at literally roof-top height as the aircraft, a fireball by then, had clipped the small mausoleum at the northern, town end of the ARA Cemetery below Sapper Hill and cartwheel into the streets where it had carved an explosively fiery trench of destruction through the close-packed, wooden post-reconquest houses flanking the southern wall of the Governor’s Palace Compound. 
 
    One did not have to have second sight, or extraordinary powers of deduction to work out that the downed fighter-bomber must have finally come to rest somewhere inside the Governor’s Palace, most likely within metres of or actually inside, one of the heaps of munitions stacked in the cloisters around the main courtyard, or simply sitting in the open beneath camouflage netting. 
 
    As to ‘hiding away’ four gas tankers inside the grounds of the compound well, that had never been a good idea.  Moreover, leaving the whole disastrous accident waiting to happen in the hands of a gang of numbskull MPs with little or no ordnance handling experience, let alone training in the safe stowage and maintenance of live, ready-use munitions had been just the icing on the incendiary cake, so far as Eddie and his veteran Marines were concerned. 
 
    Now, thinking about it as he and his men did what they could to shelter the women and children they had helped the surviving MPs rescue from the half-demolished accommodation block, all they could do for the moment was to lie on top of their charges in the slit trench they had dived into when the first of the chain of massive explosions had lit off.  Eddie, shrugging aside his astonishment, thanked God that it had taken at least three to four minutes for the blue touch paper to burn down and the whole place to blow up, enabling him to get most of the women and children another fifty metres from the nearest explosion. 
 
    The Marines had been kitted out in full combat gear – or to be pedantic, they had been in the process of shrugging into flak jackets and helmets – when the air raid sirens had spooled up.  Now Eddie groaned and winced as shrapnel, shattered masonry and all manner of other detritus rained down on him as he desperately tried to shield the wife of the Commandant of the MLFG and the two teenage girls with her.  In any other circumstance he would have been terrified that he might have been suffocating or crushing them but judging by the pummelling he was taking and the amount of shrapnel falling out of the sky, had his and his men’s part-armoured torsos not been between them and the rain of rubble, they would already be dead, or at best, even more seriously injured than they were by now. 
 
    Getting into the Governor’s Palace had not been the problem he had feared it would be, about twenty metres of the north wall had been demolished by the first detonations; so, he and his men had simply clambered over the piles of fallen masonry.  The surviving MPs had already been trying to rescue the women and children by then.  If they had not, he would have had no compunction shooting them all.  Eddie had no idea if anybody was still alive farther into the complex, or if the hospital wards below ground on the southern side of the compound had been destroyed, or if there were any survivors elsewhere.  He had only one job; that was to do what he could for the women and children.  Oddly, that had been the way the MPs had looked at it too, possibly because none of their officers were to be found.  Now, the surviving MPs were, like his Marines, doing what they could to shield the women and children they had held hostage until only a few minutes ago. 
 
    The ground jolted as each successive, ear-splitting detonation seemed to punch Eddie in the guts.  There had been an air-sucking WHUMF when the first 100-Octane bowser ignited, instantly followed by an explosion so large that the whole world was suddenly iridescently, blindingly dazzling. 
 
    Eddie guessed everybody around him thought that was it; the end.  And were as surprised as he was when life went on in its aftermath. 
 
    One by one the tankers had exploded. 
 
    Then in the awful quietness there was just the crackling roar of the conflagration consuming the gutted shell of the Palace Compound and the surrounding buildings.  Puerto Argentino was predominantly a wooden sprawl where houses had filled in the spaces around brick and concrete-built governmental, military and business blocks and compounds, which tended to dominate parts of the waterfront, and to jut into residential areas from the east and west.  The Governor’s Palace had been built centrally for no other reason than that during the invasion, fires had levelled a large number of houses across its eventual footprint. 
 
    The explosions inside the Governor’s Palace compound had been so violent that tons of burning debris had been scattered hundreds of metres away from it, starting countless new fires. 
 
    After a few seconds in which nothing substantial had crashed down on his back and legs, Eddie tried to raise himself a few inches to peer cautiously over the lip of the trench. 
 
    He hurt everywhere and as he moved weight seemed to shift on his back.  He tried again, blinking through the dust.  Around him, other men were also picking themselves up. 
 
    Time slowed down and speeded up, there were blanks in his memory, as people emerged or were lifted, pulled up and out of the trench, their hair crazily blasted, ash and pulverised concrete fragments and dust falling off them, all filthy, many bloody, most with thousand-yard stares as Eddie unconsciously discarded his helmet, and started wondering if the blood all over his combat smock was his, or somebody else’s… 
 
    Some of it was his. 
 
    His face, hands, arms dripped blood. 
 
    In a daze, somebody, perhaps him, had pulled Elena Bonham Garcia, her daughter and the former Governor’s niece out of the trench, where several other bodies still lay, inert, broken, unmoving, a couple of his boys, women…and kids. 
 
    That was what snapped him back to the here and the now. 
 
    He did not have time to be shocked, traumatised, or concussed; he was a Marine and he had to get a grip! 
 
    He focused on the living and the hurt, laying on the ground beside the trench. 
 
    Donna Elena and her daughter looked…terrible; but they were on their feet, they were going to live.  They were crouched over a third, filthy, bloodied girl… 
 
    “I need to get you to safety, Ma’am,” Eddie blurted, squatting down beside Elena, belatedly realising he could not hear his own voice above the ringing in his ears and the nearby raging of the flames.  “I have to organise things here,” he shouted at Elena, gesturing at his men triaging the survivors.  “But you and the others who can walk need to be somewhere safe?” 
 
    He had no idea where ‘safe’ was in Puerto Argentino. 
 
    Communication was virtually by lip reading. 
 
    “I must help!”  Elena protested. 
 
    “No, you must look after the other women and their children, Ma’am.” 
 
    It took several attempts; but presently, Elena gave in. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Saddleback 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    The enemy had made no attempt to pursue 1st Marines and the survivors of the MLFG’s Headquarters Company to the northeast; it was evident that the one thing the night battle had achieved was to force the British to briefly re-group west of Murrell Bridge. 
 
    This gave Hugo Bonham Garcia little cause for satisfaction as he, Pedro Morales and Julio Paredes put the hasty final touches to the movement orders for that night’s retreat – Marines tended not to mince words over these things – to the Mount Longdon Sector where, the way things were looking, what was left of the MLFG would make its final stand. 
 
    Contact had been lost for several hours that morning and then only intermittently resumed with 3rd Battalion and the units left in Puerto Argentino, supposedly supporting the joint MLFG-Ejército Argentino communications and logistics operation – a clumsy but functioning framework which had been cast aside without consultation by the Governor of the Malvinas at the worst possible moment – which had since gone silent. 
 
    The force directly under Hugo’s command had suffered nearly forty percent casualties in the fighting and now comprised around six hundred combat effectives, many wounded.  Last night 1st Marines alone had suffered over two hundred killed and missing in action, and leaving around fifty badly wounded men on the battlefield had retreated with nearly a hundred walking wounded, the majority of whom would have to be left, with around fifty men to care for them and if it came to it, defend them, when the rest of the force moved out. 
 
    Hugo himself was among the walking wounded who had reluctantly conceded that he was in no condition to accompany 1st Battalion when it moved off that evening. 
 
    His left arm was in a sling, his forearm possibly broken, clipped by a through and through round, heavily splinted, and had at least a dozen, possibly more – he had not counted – hurriedly stitched and dressed shrapnel gashes to the right side of his neck, torso and left leg.  Up to now he had refused morphine to deaden the pain but sooner or later Pablo Finocchiaro was going to do something about that and then he would be out of it. 
 
    Both Julio Paredes and the Pedro Morales looked like they had been on the wrong end of a street brawl, as did Pablo Finocchiaro, who, with another man had carried Hugo away from Kent Mountain after a blow to his helmet had knocked him senseless for the best part of half-an-hour. 
 
    Remarkably, a splitting headache aside, somewhat quietened by the pills the corpsmen had pressed on him while they were stitching him back together, Hugo was surprisingly compos mentis after snatching an hour’s nap – or had he just passed out for a while? - that afternoon. 
 
    Unfortunately, compos mentis or not, he knew his war was over.  He could hardly stand unaided and even he accepted that he was marching precisely nowhere in the near future; moreover, even those limbs not weeping blood between their stitches were horribly stiff, weary and hurtful.  Only genuinely fit men would be moving off with 1st Battalion; anybody who was going to struggle to keep up was being left behind.  Notwithstanding that what was planned was a march that 1st Battalion would have completed many times in training, including night crossings of the Murrell River north west of Mount Longdon, even fit men would struggle tonight, exhausted as they were from last night’s desperate battle. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he sighed, “I will command the rearguard.”  He looked the commander of 1st Battalion in the eye: “Julio you will lead 1st Battalion across the Murrell River, thereafter you will command the defence of the northern flank of the Tumbledown Line.”  He paused, formalising the gist of their previous conversations.  “Once in position in the Mount Longdon Sector, you may, at your discretion should the tactical situation justify it, withdraw towards Puerto Argentino if the enemy threatens to turn your left flank, so as to maintain the combat integrity of your command.” 
 
    In other words, he did not want, and he certainly was not, under any circumstances prepared to order Julio Paredes to fight to the death for every inch of ground.  They both knew that one or two regiments apart, few of the Army units ensconced in the defences of Dos Hermanas or the Tumbledown Fronts could be relied upon not to break and run as soon as the going got tough and it was not 1st Marines’ responsibility to sacrifice itself futilely attempting to fill yawning holes in either line. 
 
    “I request permission to remain by your side, sir,” Pedro Morales asserted quietly. 
 
    “Denied, Pedro.” 
 
    Julio Paredes had lost two of his four company commanders the previous night, one killed and the other, his second-in-command, incapacitated by leg wounds. 
 
    Hugo smiled. 
 
    “Julio needs you more than I do, my friend.” 
 
    Pablo, of course, would remain at the Saddleback.  Like Hugo, notwithstanding his wounds were in the main, bloodily superficial, the veteran NCO had well and truly ‘crocked himself’ in the battle of Mount Kent and was in no condition to make the forced night march across what every man in the MLFG knew to be ‘diabolical terrain’. 
 
    The darkness was descending fast. 
 
    “That is all, gentlemen.  It remains only for me to state, personally, and for the record, that it has been my honour to serve with you.” 
 
    Minutes later, the 1st Battalion and every available combat effective from the Headquarters Company began to move out.  Hugo watched them go, swallowed by the night like the dreams of so many of the Malvinists whose vainglorious hubris had brought the MLFG and the Republic to this sad pass. 
 
    The rumbling of distant big explosions had whispered against the prevailing breeze around dusk; on the Saddleback a few men reported having seen the flashes of explosions in the direction of Puerto Argentino but as there was no unobstructed line of sight to the town roughly nine kilometres distant as a bird might fly, it was only as the night deepened that the glow of fires, huge fires became clearly visible to the naked eye.  Conflagrations that could only be consuming the heart of the town were licking skyward and the men standing on the summit of the Marines’ last redoubt on the archipelago could only watch with sinking hearts. 
 
    Hugo gave up trying to climb to the highest vantage point; he could see enough from two thirds the way up the eastern slope, standing in the entrance of one of the communications tunnels. 
 
    He was aware of Pablo Finocchiaro at his shoulder. 
 
    Both men stared in sick horror. 
 
    “That fucker Mendoza really did it,” Pablo muttered.  “He saw the way things were going and he set the whole fucking town on fire…” 
 
    Other men were within earshot so Hugo said nothing. 
 
    He had once thought, hoped, and before that wrongly believed, been convinced in fact, that Horacio Mendoza was his friend, a man who understood the inherent indefensibility of the Malvinas and that when he returned to the mainland that was the message he would carry back to the Junta.  He could not have been more wrong; he could not have misread a man’s character more profoundly and now his men, and the people of the archipelago and…his own family was paying the ultimate price for his naivety. 
 
    Elena and Lucia, Francesca Ibarra de Madrid’s teenage niece, and God alone knew how many of the other wives and children of his officers and men were somewhere over there…in that inferno.  A voice in his head told him it was Horacio Mendoza’s doing, an act born of a psychosis so mendaciously evil he could hardly begin to understand it; and yet, pragmatically, how on earth would the man have set fire to the whole settlement? 
 
    Had this been his plan all along? 
 
    Surely, not even the monster’s lickspittle Army cronies would have gone along with a crime like this… 
 
    Or if they had then there was no hope. 
 
    For any of them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Bulwark 
 
    6 Miles East of Cape Pembroke 
 
      
 
    Rear Admiral David Penberthy could not see the seat of the great fires raging eight to nine miles away but ominously, the clouds over Stanley pulsed like mile upon mile of blood-soaked cotton wool. 
 
    Two of the commando carrier’s Wessexes were in the air; they were quartering Bahia Blanco to the north of Wireless Ridge and the Stanley isthmus east of Eliza Cove providing a running commentary on the extent of the firestorm which was swirling through the port. 
 
    The old and new cathedrals were burning like monumental beacons. 
 
    “Victorious is on the command net, sir,” he was informed. 
 
    Penberthy walked into the carrier’s chart room where there was a scrambler TBS box and handset.  Although he made light of it, trooping up and down to the CIC to have ‘chinwags’ with CINCSATF was something of a trial to him.  He had spent a lot of time on his ‘stump’ in the last few weeks, and like many men who had considered themselves to have been in the prime of their life – in their mid-forties at the time of the October War – he felt his age more than somewhat of late.  So, increasingly, he treated the carrier’s chart room as his own private telephone booth. 
 
    “Penberthy speaking, over,” he said, raising the proffered handset to his head and indicating for the other men in the compartment to carry on doing whatever they were doing.  There was ‘need to know’ and there was secrecy for secrecy’s sake and he had no time for the latter; outmoded security protocols be damned. 
 
    “I’m listening in to the reports from your whirly birds, David,” Henry Leach said briskly.  “It sounds rather like the Argentines are destroying the evidence!” 
 
    While Penberthy thought that was one possibility, he could think of other explanations if he tried hard enough.  However, he was not in the habit of gainsaying superior officers, especially when the officer in question happened to be a fine officer and a man he had come to regard as a personal friend in the last year. 
 
    “Half the port seems to be on fire,” he agreed. 
 
    “In my view it changes nothing, David.” 
 
    “I think you are right,” Penberthy concurred. 
 
    Just because the enemy’s situation was ever-more dire it was no reason to let up; to the contrary, now was the time to press home the advantage with all the might at their disposal.  Nothing mattered but to finish the whole filthy business as fast as possible. 
 
    “My advice remains to execute OPERATION EXMOUTH as planned, sir,” he added with atypically crisp formality. 
 
    “Yes,” Henry Leach concurred briskly.  “Let’s get this thing over and done with!” 
 
    Penberthy went back to the Compass Platform and informed the Bulwark’s captain that landing operations at Yorke Bay and the forcing of the Narrows would proceed. 
 
    Around him he could almost touch the renewed mood of grim determination. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Off Cape Pembroke 
 
      
 
    “This is the Captain,” Peter Christopher prefaced, having settled on his final choice of words.  Around him the bridge was red-lit to preserve the watch’s night vision, “shortly, the ship will beat to quarters,” this was an old-fashioned turn of phrase which raised grins around him, and his officers knew would go down well with the old Baltimore class cruiser’s crew of over thirteen hundred men.  “Shortly thereafter, we will enter Bahia Blanco and commence to navigate the deep water channel which, in due course will carry us through the Narrows into Stanley Harbour.” 
 
    There, that was it. 
 
    OPERATION EXMOUTH, the end game of a war nobody on board the Liverpool had asked for. 
 
    “There are reports of large fires in Stanley,” he went on.  “Other reports from the western mountain front indicate that our ground forces are poised to storm the enemy defences.  As we force the Narrows, the Fearless will be landing 46 Commando at Yorke Bay to seize Stanley Airport and to secure the Pembroke Peninsula as a base for moving on to Stanley itself.  Two miles south of Stanley, the Intrepid will be landing the Vindrey Brigade at Eliza Cove.  If the enemy has any sense he will throw down his arms and surrender; if the enemy fires on our landing forces or on the Liverpool, we will shoot back with everything we have got!” 
 
    He paused for a moment. 
 
    “I hope and pray that sanity prevails and that the Argentine defenders will lay down their arms.  However, as fighting men, we must hope for the best and plan for the worst.  I know that many of you are tired, that you ache to be going home, to be reunited with your loved ones.”  He smiled wanly into the darkness and this infected his next words: “And that you have every right to be royally fed up with me and the Navy for bringing you down to the ends of the world; all being well, we will soon be going home.  However, first we must finish our business in these waters.  Come what may, Liverpool will force the Narrows.  I know you will do your duty.  I am proud to be your commanding officer; tonight, together we will end this war!” 
 
    Peter took a deep breath. 
 
    “That is all.” 
 
    David Penberthy was the man who had counselled him to keep ‘pep talks’ short and sweet, he recollected. 
 
    God, was that only seven or eight years ago? 
 
    His old captain was also the man who had warned him not to get ‘carried away with all the shiny new gizmos’ and that there was no substitute for the ‘Mark I Eyeball’. 
 
    Supposedly, in the future captains would command from the antiseptic, soulless surroundings of a ship’s CIC; but that was in the future, in the battles of a coming age.  Liverpool’s part in OPERATION EXMOUTH had more in common with an endeavour like Francis Drake tweaking the King of Spain’s beard by raiding Cadiz, than with the space age brave new world to come in which missilery and icily cold long-range electronic eyes would determine the outcome of battles at ranges of scores or even hundreds of miles. 
 
    Peter turned to Callum McNish. 
 
    “I have the con, Pilot,” Peter said. 
 
    The Liverpool’s Navigation Officer reported the ship’s heading, speed and the proximity of the nearest vessel, the Bromyard, a thousand yards astern. 
 
    “You have the con, sir.  I stand relieved.” 
 
    Unhurriedly, Peter re-settled in his chair. 
 
    Where a little later he was joined by Captain James Watkins, USN. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” the other man quipped wryly. 
 
    Peter looked to him: “Yes.” 
 
    His friend nodded. 
 
    “Permission to go below to report to my station in the CIC, Captain?”  Watkins requested with exaggerate formality. 
 
    “So granted, sir,” Peter grinned but Watkins knew his friend had already put on what his men proudly called his ‘war face’.  “Carry on, Jim.” 
 
    The American saluted and departed, as agreed, heading for the relative safety of the cruiser’s CIC many decks below. 
 
    Peter hardly noticed him go.  He was channelling all the lessons hammered into him since that night off Lampedusa when he had first taken command of the Talavera.  The ship had been being shot to pieces, nobody was in command of the gunline and the Lynx was within minutes of grounding and for a few, awful seconds, he had frozen, just stared in catatonic terror at the flickering muzzle flashes on shore, listening to rounds cascading off the upperworks of the old Battle class destroyer as he stood, paralysed in a puddle of David Penberthy’s blood… 
 
    When the Liverpool had steamed for the South Atlantic he had been afraid that sooner, or later, he might freeze again at a critical moment.  Back in 1963 and 1964, the fights to save the Talavera in that Atlantic gale, then the maelstrom of the fight against those big Red Dawn ships off Sliema had been like waking nightmares, unreal at the time and then, somehow disassociated ordeals for some days and weeks afterwards until the reality of it all sank in and the real fever dreams had begun.  By then he had been in America.  In Philadelphia and later, at Yarralumla he had coped, been mended to all intents but in retrospect, that was because he was with Marija and the bambinos, surrounded by their friends, fighting less brutal political and diplomatic battles.  Coming back to sea had meant a physical separation from the healing powers of family life, normality.  He had been away too long from his soul mate; alone with his conscience and the knowledge of all the good men who had died at his command, by his own hand.  Just because he could not visualise the faces of all the dead Argentine seamen, or of those hapless, doomed defenders of Grytviken it did not mean they were ever far from his waking thoughts.  People claimed there were men who could wipe away the consequences of their deeds; but he was not among their number.  Was he this way because he had had command thrust upon him too soon? 
 
    Possibly. 
 
    It was academic, he had accepted the promotions, the medals, the plaudits and gone along with the myths and legends created around him…and his beautiful Maltese princess.  So, even in that, he was culpable and actually, had his supposedly brilliant career not taken off for another ten, or twenty years, would he really have been a different man, or any better able to live with it? 
 
    Certainly not alone, without…Marija. 
 
    What people interpreted as steeliness was simply his way of shutting out the man he knew himself to be; that man was no more a warrior than his bambinos. 
 
    The man who commanded Liverpool in battle was a stranger; a cold-hearted killer.  That man had little or no fear; that man was angry.  That man hated his country’s enemies for the terrible things they made him do to destroy them.  He liked to think that his normal self could never have given the order to fire into Grytviken that day in October.  Last month, he had known that his ‘fighting self’ would never have halted the murder long enough to offer the General Belgrano the opportunity to surrender… 
 
    He shut his eyes for several seconds, slowing his breathing as he prepared for the ordeal to come.  Tonight, his ship, and his men needed the icy, calculating, ruthless Peter Christopher, not the man torn by doubts and guilty to have survived when so many had not. 
 
    He blinked into the eery, red-lit reality around him. 
 
    A glance at the radar repeaters above his head confirmed that the cruiser and her two trailing Allen M. Summer class destroyers were approximately four miles north of the flagship, the Bulwark and the rest of the Yorke Bay Assault Group. 
 
    “Yeoman,” he said quietly to the seaman at the Communications Board, “sound Battle Stations, if you please!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Command Post 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Horacio Mendoza had stared at the flames, in places twisting, licking like tornados as they roamed the inferno which had quickly isolated the western and eastern parts of Puerto Argentino.  Fascination glinted in his eyes as he stood transfixed. 
 
    He barely registered the burst of automatic gunfire behind him. 
 
    A man in the Situation Room had panicked, had to be restrained in the aftermath of the first explosions.  That could not be tolerated, particularly after Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had made such a morale-sapping public spectacle of herself.  In due course, the Governor of the Malvinas planned to do something about that, irritatingly, she had been allowed to leave the bunker and now the bloody woman had disappeared. 
 
    In the meantime, he had ordered the troublemaker who had lost his nerve to be shot.  Best to put the poor fellow down like a rabid dog before he spread the contagion of cowardice to the others.  To be the man in command was to have to make hard decisions; he was a man who understood that while it was true that everything had its price, that price was always best paid by somebody else. 
 
    “They can’t control the fires, Your Excellency!” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza scowled. 
 
    “What do you mean they can’t control the fires?” 
 
    “The whole town is likely to burn down, sir.” 
 
    “Use explosives to create firebreaks, you idiot!” 
 
    As if on cue, somewhere on the eastern edge of the fire zone there was a large detonation, and a hundred feet high flare boiled into the night. 
 
    “Like that!”  Mendoza growled. 
 
    “That was probably another fuel depot lighting-off, sir.  Nobody seems to know where the remaining caches of arms and fuel are located.  Every time we send a team in to reconnoitre a new fire break, another local ready-use munitions dump is swallowed by the fire front!” 
 
    Mendoza groaned. 
 
    He did not want to hear this, any of it. 
 
    The man reporting to him was obviously not a firefighter.  Surely, one of his Cordoba men ought to know by now not to bother him with detail yet the bloody man was talking to him again, sounding increasingly unnerved. 
 
    “We have no power for the pumps, most of our firemen, we only had a dozen to start with, are trapped on the other side of that fire and there are so many civilians milling around, that the handful of Army squads available to fight the fires on this side of the port are hopelessly mixed up in the crowd…” 
 
    “Well, send somebody to sort that out!” 
 
    “Who, sir?” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza reached for his pistol, then remembered he had probably left it in his sleeping quarters in the bunker. 
 
    “Half the command post Staff have absented themselves, sir,” he was informed.  “They’ve probably deserted.  And many of the others are refusing to come up above ground…” 
 
    Sweat glistened on both men’s faces even though the nearest fires were still several hundred metres distant.  The westerly wind was blowing snowy ash and the ghastly stench of the burning town to the east, directly into their faces.  Banks of smoke roiled, filling the harbour, every few seconds obscuring the wall of flames. 
 
    “They say that once the fires start to dry the peat, it’ll burn also,” the man was telling Mendoza.  “Then it’ll burn all the way down to the bedrock…” 
 
    “SILENCE!  ENOUGH!” 
 
    The Governor turned on his heel and stalked down the ramp back into the underground complex ordering the blast doors closed behind him. 
 
    “Your Excellency, the telephones are still down,” a man objected, “we are reliant on runners for information.  How will they make their reports if the bunker is locked?” 
 
    There were only three people left in the Situation Room and one of them was a young woman, a secretary, who was sitting in a corner sobbing. 
 
    Mendoza went to her, and placed a fatherly hand on her shoulder.  He was mortally offended when she flinched, stood up and moved away from him as if she found his proximity distasteful. 
 
    “You murdered my Jaime!”  She blurted. 
 
    The Governor of the Malvinas frowned. 
 
    Who the fuck was Jaime? 
 
    Mendoza shrugged: “Get this girl out of here!  She’s clearly hysterical!” 
 
    Two military policemen were summoned and the woman was removed, feebly attempting to shrug off the restraining arms as she cast accusative looks at the Governor who, by then, had forgotten she even existed. 
 
    “Your Excellency,” an Army major whispered, leaning close, “the man you ordered shot; the man who lost his nerve after the lights went out the second time…” 
 
    “What of it?”  Mendoza rasped imperiously. 
 
    “He was Lieutenant Santos,” the other man said blankly.  “The girl was engaged to be married to him in the spring.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sapper Hill 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Elena Bonham Garcia cradled Rosa Ibarra de Madrid’s head on her lap.  The Marines had escorted, practically carrying many of the women and children half way up the eastern slope of the hill overlooking the burning port, and leaving a couple of men to guard them, returned to rescue whoever else could be rescued from the inferno. 
 
    Unable to walk, barely conscious, Rosa had been hefted over the shoulder of a beefy MP, and when he was unable to go any further, literally on his knees, Eddie Davies had discarded his flak jacket and weapons, lifted Rosa in a fireman’s lift, and not rested until he was satisfied he could put her down again in a place of relative safety. 
 
    Afterwards, he had collapsed and needed several minutes to regain his wind and for the fire burning in every muscle in his body to abate somewhat. 
 
    There were at least a hundred survivors, the majority women and children, sheltering from the cold south westerly wind in the old trenches and sangars of the original, abandoned MLFG Emergency Command Post.  More people were arriving every minute. 
 
    It happened that the Marines had earmarked the locale as an emergency casualty clearing station, one of several in the Camp outside the port, worst case planning for a day when the town itself might come under direct attack.  All that was just routine pre-action preparation, something to keep the men busy during the ceasefire.  In any event, they had secreted away small caches not of guns or ammunition but of clothing, blankets, dried and tinned rations, water purification tablets and a limited quantity of general medical supplies.  Within minutes, about half the survivors had blankets wrapped about them, and nurses among the surviving military wives were administering what rudimentary first aid they could in the light of the fires of Puerto Argentino. 
 
    A brittle façade of calm had been restored. 
 
    Rosa blinked. 
 
    Elena stroked her hair. 
 
    “You fainted, sweetheart,” she explained.  Actually, the girl had shrapnel wounds in her left side, hip and thigh and had lost a lot of blood.  The Marines had stopped her bleeding to death before she had been carried up the hill, where, on arrival, corpsmen had set to work on her again. 
 
    Elena knew the kid needed to be in hospital; which was not about to happen any time soon. 
 
    ‘She’ll be okay.  Just keep her still, and try to keep her hydrated,’ Eddie Davies had said, rising unsteadily to his feet and donning the equipment he had discarded earlier – picked up by two of his Marines - then he had gone, disappearing like a wraith in the garish shadows cast by the leaping flames of the dying town. 
 
    Lucia was holding Rosa’s right hand. 
 
    “You’ve been hurt.  You need to keep still.” 
 
    Eddie Davies had found a blanket to spread over the girl, and stripped off his own poncho to provide another layer of warmth. 
 
    ‘Keep her warm, that’s the main thing.’ 
 
    Elena had been terrified the girl would never wake up. 
 
    “My face?”  Rose whispered. 
 
    “Your face is as beautiful as it was before all this,” Elena declared maternally, forcing a smile which, in the shadows of the fires, she was a little afraid might be positively ghoulish. 
 
    Elena tried not to think about what had happened to the MLFG west of the mountains.  Hugo might be dead, or lying wounded, helpless in the tussock grass… 
 
    No, that was as futile a train of thought as hoping, above hope, praying that her son, Juan, had somehow survived the ARA’s disastrous battle with the British fleet in November.  For all she knew this stupid war had consumed both her sons, her husband, practically everything she held dear.  And the nightmare was far from over. 
 
    As if to emphasise this, she heard the whistle of shells falling, and a moment later the booming of guns, somewhere out at sea to the south and the east. 
 
    She shut her eyes, knowing that her life, and that of her girls, was now in God’s hands. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Fearless 
 
    Bahia Blanco 
 
      
 
    Anatoly Saratov received confirmation that the Intrepid had launched its three LCU Mark 9s from her stern dock and two of her davit-mounted smaller landing craft.  The other assault ship’s escorts had conducted a short, sharp bombardment support mission, screening the assault force until it moved inshore.  The first Vindrey Brigade ‘boots’ were now on the ground, the sand of Eliza Cove, and thus far had encountered no resistance.  All this he had reported directly to Ian Gourlay.  The Land Forces Commander had acknowledged this imperturbably. 
 
    Twenty minutes ago, the Fearless had started flooding down her own stern dock; the ship was heavy in the water, her motion leaden. 
 
    Elsewhere, in the Murrell Valley Sector, the Gurkhas and the Scots Guards had moved through the lines of 42 Commando and 3 Para, notwithstanding both battalions were battered but in the words of their commanders ‘ready to go again’, as the assault on the Two Sisters commenced.  Kestrels flying off the Hermes had flown at least thirty bombing and strafing missions over the mountains that day; in the south Victorious’s air group had pummelled the defences on top of Mount Challenger and around Wall Mountain, prior to their late afternoon attack on the suspected gun emplacements above Eliza Cove.  In the meantime, every available Wessex and Sea King had been ferrying supplies forward to the Murrell River Front, or maintaining a watching brief on Puerto Argentino. 
 
    Lines of Argentine troops had been observed decanting from the enemy’s rearward Tumbledown Defence Line that afternoon, giving rise to a suspicion that General Mendoza was thinking in terms of making the final battle a nasty, street by street slogging match after all.  This seemed to Anatoly a little counter-intuitive given that the whole town was now on fire. 
 
    “Our comrades are going ashore at Eliza Cove,” Pavel Lebedev announced proudly.  He had been spelling Anatoly on the ‘listening watch’ while he reported in person to the Land Forces Commander.  “No resistance, no casualties!” 
 
    Both Russians thought it was too good to be true and it was not in their characters to accept that a bloodless victory had been won until all the things which could go wrong had been given a chance to, go wrong, and confounding their native pessimism, they had not.  Nonetheless, the news that thus far, their friends were not, at this very moment, walking stoically through a blizzard of artillery and machinegun fire was very, very good news. 
 
    All in all, it crossed Anatoly’s mind that events might already have overtaken OPERATION EXMOUTH.  If the landings at Yorke Bay went as smoothly as those at Eliza Cove, Liverpool’s proposed dramatic ‘forcing’ of the Narrows became overkill, one of those great imperial gun boat diplomacy gestures that the British were so famous for, and for which in some quarters, were derided.  Anatoly did not claim to be any kind of naval expert but sending such a big ship into the shallow waters of Stanley Harbour seemed to him to be an inherently risky proposition. 
 
    He would have worried about it had he not reminded himself that: “No, he decided, that sort of stuff is above my pay grade!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    46 Commando 
 
    Yorke Bay, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    On the cramped bridge of LCU-702, as the one-hundred-and-twenty-ton landing craft emerged from the Fearless’s flooded stern dock, Major Lionel Colvin was a little unnerved by how clearly he could see the Liverpool, cautiously navigating the deep water channel about fifteen hundred yards to the north west. 
 
    The big cruiser’s distantly fire-lit silhouette began to lengthen as she turned onto the southern track that would point her clipper bow directly at the middle of the Narrows a little over a mile to the south.  In a few minutes the Liverpool would be committed, the channel was not wide enough to allow her to turn and if she stopped the current could easily carry her onto the rocky shore of Tussac point or the mudbanks to the west. 
 
    The loom from the fires burning in Stanley was so strong the second-in-command of 46 Commando would later swear he could see the old cruiser’s forward main battery turrets swinging to deploy to port and to starboard. 
 
    Would the Argentine batteries open fire on the Liverpool? 
 
    Or had their crews already decamped? 
 
    With an effort he reminded himself that his problem was not whether the Argentines were going to shoot at the damned nearly indestructible castle of steel in the middle distance but if there were guns covering the wide flat landing beach at Yorke Bay! 
 
    Colvin looked forward to where ninety-five officers and men of Charlie Company were hunkered down.  46 Commando was going ashore ‘light’ – weapons, ammunition and emergency personal medical packs only – with none of the other kit that usually encumbered Royal Marines in the field.  Moving fast was at a premium, spilling out of the LCUs PDQ – pretty damned quick – was the order of the day.  Hit the beach, sprint to the cover of the dunes before the enemy knows what is happening; that was the desired scenario.  No man, not even a Royal Marine could sprint up a beach carrying eighty or ninety pounds of deadweight on his back! 
 
    In any event, in the unlikely circumstance of the assault force getting bogged down on the beach, there was more than enough seaborne and aerial firepower on call to put the situation to rights.  And that had been before it transpired that the whole of Stanley was on fire… 
 
    Yorke Bay had been where the Argentines had first come ashore in April 1964; now the wheel of history had turned full circle. 
 
    Colvin patted the coxswain’s arm and went down the ladder into the well of the LCU, moving forward to be at the head of his company when the ramp went down. 
 
    The landing craft rocked and bucked in the cross sea as the dark ribbon of the curving foreshore approached, the hollow anticipation, and the angst of the men crouching down, waiting for the ramp to fall and the desperate race to the dunes to commence, rose and rose until they were, in some cases, nearly as taut as overdrawn bow strings. 
 
    Still, no fire came from the dunes, or the machine gun posts the intelligence digests had suggested were ‘probably’ sited at the western and eastern headlands of the bay. 
 
    The LCU ran up the beach. 
 
    There was a crunch, the vessel juddered and with a loud splash the loading ramp went down. 
 
    “GO!  GO!  GO!” 
 
    The mantra was uncomplicated. 
 
    STOP FOR NOTHING! 
 
    IF A MAN GOES DOWN LEAVE HIM! 
 
    FIND COVER! 
 
    FIND TARGETS! 
 
    START FIGHTING! 
 
    KEEP FIGHTING UNTIL IT IS OVER! 
 
    Royal Marines liked to keep their soldiering simple. 
 
    The beach was filled with running men as, in less than a minute all three LCUs were hauling off into deeper water, bow ramps rising.  One of the smaller, davit-launched landing craft had run too far up onto the sand, beaching itself like an unwary whale. 
 
    That was par for the course and besides, nobody had surveyed this beach to Royal Navy modern hydrographic standards for decades. 
 
    Over four hundred Royal Marines hurled themselves down in the dunes and for several breathless seconds, seconds that stretched into one, then another minute they waited for something, anything, to happen in front of them. 
 
    However, when something happened, nobody was actually shooting at the invaders of Charlie Company because the guns on Tussac Point, barely a hundred yards from the nearest commandos, and at Engineers Point a quarter of a mile further south, and at Navy Point on the western side of the Narrows were not shooting at them; but at HMS Liverpool, lit up by the flames of the burning town, idling at a painfully slow walking pace in the water making barely two knots against the tide, which was just beginning to ebb, out through the Narrows. 
 
    Initially firing over open sights at ranges of between two hundred and five hundred yards, the gunners, manning 20-, 76- and 105-millimetres anti-aircraft cannons, anti-tank guns and field artillery rifles, with the heavier guns firing a mixture of armour piercing and common – high explosive – rounds, the range was so short that it was a lot harder to miss than it was to hit the old Baltimore class heavy cruiser. 
 
    Within moments, all Hell had broken loose and the Liverpool was reeling through a maelstrom of tracer, exploding shells and a fury of water churned and raining down all around her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
    Monday 29th December 
 
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    The Narrows, Stanley Harbour 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The cruiser was passing opposite Hadassa Bay to port, just south of Tussac Point, a low rocky spit jutting out a few tens of yards into the water of Blanco Bay, when two 20-millimetre cannons and a single 105-millimetre field gun opened fire.  Within seconds, the gunners on Engineers Point and Navy Point had joined in the cannonade, meaning that the Liverpool was under fire at point blank range from three sides. 
 
    It began with a blizzard of cannon rounds clattering and sparking up the Liverpool’s aft port flank, spraying, exploding, splintering wooden deck strakes, ricocheting harmlessly off the 8-inch thick face armour of the aft, Number 3 main battery turret and the 6-inch rounded armour of its barbette before scattering into the ship’s port after superstructure. 
 
    It was the single, isolated ex-US Army 105 mm M101A1 howitzer at Tussac Point which claimed the first blood.  Its ranging round, leaving the muzzle of its 22-calibre barrel at a velocity of over one-thousand-five-hundred-and-fifty feet per second, passed harmlessly over the Liverpool’s taffrail; the second, a 13-pound round with a bursting charge of just under 6-pounds of high explosive, still travelling at a velocity scarcely diminished from that at which it had begun its short journey, struck the unarmoured stern plating just above the waterline, penetrated some fifteen feet into the ship, entering the port steering gear compartment where it detonated on impact with the casing of the drive motor directly above the port rudder post. 
 
    In the first twenty-one seconds of the action two men were killed and four wounded in the exposed 20- and 40-millimetre posts above the weather deck; below decks in the stern compartments – the steering room and the adjacent boat-hangar and stores spaces - another three men died and five more were injured, the majority when an electrical explosion which shorted out most of the wiring aft of the barbette of Number 3 turret, caused a series of small flash fires which rapidly caused several compartments to fill with noxious fumes. 
 
    Within seconds, the incoming fire from Tussac Point ceased abruptly, the guns and their gunners obliterated by a storm of concentrated 40- and 20-millimetre return fire which swept across the low promontory.  Unlike the batteries guarding Navy and Engineers Points, the men at Tussac Point had been manning a hastily constructed temporary revetment protected only by low peat berms sited barely feet above the high tide mark.  They were sitting ducks when, by opening fire, they revealed their position. 
 
    No warship, not even a fifteen thousand-ton cruiser built as ruggedly as the Liverpool can possibly be so heavily armoured that she is invulnerable, even to relatively small calibre gunfire, especially at very short range.  Moreover, those areas most heavily protected by the thickest armour, in this case a 6- to 4-inch tapering belt along each flank above and below the waterline, were those vital to shield the ship’s propulsion and armament: that is, her fire rooms and engine rooms, magazines and shell-handling compartments, all located within the middle fifty to sixty percent of the Liverpool’s six-hundred-and-seventy-three-feet length.  In this protection scheme the heavily armoured central part of the vessel became an armoured, hopefully unsinkable ‘raft’ closed off at each end, by reinforced bulkheads shielded by another 5- to 6-inches of cemented armour plate.  Yet even inside that protected armoured cocoon, beneath 2.5-inches of deck armour at the main deck level, armour thicknesses reduced fore and aft to only three inches, tapering to nothing well short of the bow and the stern.  In other words, most of the ship’s hull above the water – she had over twenty-five feet of freeboard forward, even when fully loaded – and her superstructure was almost wholly unprotected, apart from areas shielded by nothing more substantial than ‘splinter plating’, usually just a quarter-of-an-inch of steel.  Her designers had paid passing attention to other areas above the weather deck; for example, areas of the bridge had slightly thicker plating, and shatter-proof, sometimes called ‘bullet proof’ glass had been installed, and high in the ship metal ‘blast flaps’ could be shut to prevent windows being blown in, or out by a nearby hit but otherwise, anything larger than a 20-millimetre cannon round was almost guaranteed to penetrate and wreak havoc in the cruiser’s upperworks. 
 
    The plain fact of the matter was that any given hull could only accommodate a certain tonnage of excess steel – that was what armour was, useless deadweight most of the time – and one, remain viable as a fighting unit; and two, retain its stability and not sink under the weight of the superfluous extra metal.  And of course, for all that the Liverpool possessed many of the attributes of a battleship of yore, and shared several of the characteristics of slightly less well-armoured battlecruisers, the Liverpool, the USS Fall River in her former life, was a heavy ‘cruiser’, designed to fight and defeat her own kind, not old-fashioned battlewagons. 
 
    Therefore, the one-thousand-eight hundred tons of armour incorporated in her hull represented some thirteen percent of her so-called ‘standard’ displacement - that is her displacement before she was fully loaded with fuel and munitions when she topped the scales at over seventeen thousand tons – which was, for a cruiser, a very significant percentage of her tonnage.  The relevant comparison might be that for a full-blown, old-fashioned Second War battleship that percentage would have been significantly upwards of thirty percent, the number for the Bismarck, for example, was nearly forty percent, and for the US Navy’s Iowas forty-one percent; but they were monsters in comparison to the Liverpool. 
 
    Again, the designers of the Baltimore class had gone to much trouble to maximise the effectiveness of the weight available for armour within the hulls of the ships of the class.  In some areas of the Liverpool and her sisters’ hulls, ‘cemented’ hull plating as opposed to normal high-tensile steel formed a substantial part of their structural fabric, specifically in an attempt to provide greater protection for areas that were otherwise ‘unarmoured’, and this allied to their generally over-robust construction, particularly their large number of heavily armoured bulkheads, made them as tough, or tougher nuts to crack than any other contemporary – Second War era – heavy cruiser.  Of heavy cruisers which actually saw service in the Second War, only the German Hipper class could claim to rival the Baltimores for ‘toughness’ but actually, the Nazi ships were, if anything, over-designed and much of their cutting-edge equipment was relatively fragile; and realistically, had one of them ever duelled with a Baltimore that would have probably not gone well for it. 
 
    In other words, despite appearances, like any warship the Liverpool – impressive as she was - had numerous vulnerabilities, soft spots and completely ‘naked’ areas, in addition to the Achilles heel that no designer had ever figured a method of protecting from catastrophic battle damage. 
 
    Specifically, her four propeller shafts and her twin rudders, each of necessity located for much of their length outside the stern section of her hull, and although critical to her ability to steam, and ultimately to fight were completely unprotected, and unprotectable.  Juggernauts like the Bismarck had been doomed by a single torpedo hit that had jammed her rudders, the fate of the British battleship Prince of Wales had likewise been settled the moment a Japanese torpedo smashed into her stern and her port outer shaft, turning at near maximum revolutions at the time, had run wild and torn the guts out of the great ship. 
 
    As for the Liverpool, her twin rudders gave her remarkable nimbleness for such a large ship…but not if one of them was suddenly jammed five degrees off centre, and all electrical power to the steering flat beneath the cruiser’s boat hangar was cut off and both motor rooms suddenly filled with choking, impenetrable smoke. 
 
    On the bridge the quartermaster at the wheel swung around to find his Captain. 
 
    “The helm is not responding, sir!”  He reported calmly; the ship shuddered as shells roared inboard, recoiling as if in pain as each round smashed into her. 
 
    The noise was instantly hellish, near deafening. 
 
    Peter Christopher glanced at Calum McNish. 
 
    The Navigator pursed his lips, and stepped over to the binnacle, thinking to check if the ship was already drifting off the bearing required to navigate the fast approaching Narrows. 
 
    “Stop One and Four, if you please!”  Peter Christopher ordered, his tone on the laconic side of unflustered. 
 
    Ever since the Liverpool had entered Blanco Bay she had been steaming on her port and starboard outer shafts; at very low revolutions there was barely sufficient water passing over the rudders for them to bite; a situation which had altered as the ship encountered a brief, two-knot current draining out of Stanley Harbour.  That ebbing tide would have stilled in the coming minutes although, not yet and Peter knew, with feral instinctive near despair that this was going to be a big problem.  He glanced at the compass set in the overhead bulkhead. 
 
    Shells were punching into the sides of the cruiser, some careening through compartments just below the weather deck.  Each impact sent a juddering, ringing concussion through the fabric of the old cruiser.  Nearer to the bridge, hits high in the superstructure seemed to set the deck ringing.  Cannon shells were playing across the bridge plating, suddenly the air was full of spalling paint and tiny flecks of metal, and shattering glass … 
 
    187 degrees… 
 
    188 degrees… 
 
    Already the bow was drifting right. 
 
    “Two-zero revolutions on Number Four!”  Peter called, the moment the shafts had stopped turning. 
 
    He was so focused on the needle of the compass that he was hardly aware of the utter pandemonium around him. 
 
    189 degrees… 
 
    190 degrees… 
 
    Up so high in the ship he could not feel the starboard outer shaft turning, or its great propellor churning the cold waters of the Narrows. 
 
    Peter ignored the gun table reports. 
 
    Had no ear for the damage reports either, they would have to wait! 
 
    Number 1 main battery turret was tracking the presumed location of the main Argentine battery half-way up the side of Navy Point, some forty feet above sea level. 
 
    Number 2 turret was holding the round curve of Engineers Point in its sights, as was Number 3, trained as far forward as possible ready for, if necessary, an extreme over the shoulder shot at the guns thought to be emplaced on the lower flank of the headland to port. 
 
    Peter wondered why the main battery had not opened fire? 
 
    191 degrees… 
 
    The ship was moving through the water so slowly it was almost impossible, second by second, to know if she was making way or just holding her position. 
 
    Through the two open, forward windows whose blast shutters were partially raised, the flickering glare of the fires consuming what seemed like the entire waterfront of Stanley lit the bridge crews’ faces. 
 
    192 degrees… 
 
    “Shoaling water beneath us now!” 
 
    The whole ship trembled, seemed to lurch, flinch as several rounds hammered her in quick succession.  Then, a moment later, it was as if she had come to a momentary halt as her main battery rifles discharged in thunderous unison. 
 
    In the artificial red light and the loom of the fires of the burning port every man’s strained face seemed like it was a bloody mask amidst the impenetrable shadows. 
 
    193 degrees…and 193, 192 degrees… 
 
    Peter did not dare to breathe a sigh of relief. 
 
    Which was prescient because the next moment the cruiser juddered as her bulbous streamlined bow gouged into the rocks on the right hand side of the Narrows and the guns of Navy and Engineers Points poured fire into her as her stern began to swing towards the rocks on the eastern side of the entrance to Stanley Harbour. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eliza Cove 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The Vindrey Brigade had spilled onto the narrow beach unopposed and without pausing climbed the slowly rising ground in front of it to the ridgeline silhouetted by the unearthly fires beyond.  To the men slogging up the hill it looked like the entire northern horizon was burning; and almost as soon as they disembarked they could hear the faint whistling roar of the inferno, drowning out the thrumming of the rotors of the circling gunship Wessex Vs. 
 
    Almost immediately, men began to emerge from foxholes, arms raised aloft; soon there were scores of Argentines crouching down on their haunches with their hands over their heads guarded by slightly bemused but very relieved former Russian Red Army men. 
 
    Dermot O’Reilly had gone ashore with Sergey Akhromeyev. 
 
    ‘If you insist on coming with us you will hang onto me like a bad smell,’ the former Soviet Spetsnaz man had stipulated gruffly.  ‘I’ll never live it down if you got your head blown off!’ 
 
    For his part the man who had spent practically the entire campaign to date planning and discussing exactly how to get this close to Stanley, he would have agreed to whatever terms were on offer to finally get into the action. 
 
    And, incidentally, to set foot in Stanley again… 
 
    Although, that was clearly not going to happen soon, and when it did it was highly unlikely anything at all of the port he had last visited over nine years ago was likely to survive the night. 
 
    “I think we’ve won the war, Sergey,” he observed grimly as the two men crested the ridge some one hundred-and-fifty feet above Eliza Cove. 
 
    A glance over their shoulders found the slab-sided Intrepid clearly visible offshore in the glare of the burning town to the north, with her escorting frigates and destroyers slowly cruising, protectively around her. 
 
    Akhromeyev gazed down into the conflagration that now licked all along the shoreline and was eating into each, thus far, still dark extremity of the dying town. 
 
    “Do you think they did this to stop us winning?”  He asked.  He might not be the sort of man who dwelt overmuch upon his enemies’ grief but, nonetheless, he still felt a little sick at heart. 
 
    The two men stared. 
 
    “There are women and children on the next hill!”  A breathless runner gasped, skidding to a halt in front of Akhromeyev and Dermot O’Reilly.  “And coming up the hill, trying to get out of the city.  Hundreds of them!”  And, as an afterthought: “There’s an enemy Marine, he seems to be in command, he wants to talk to you, sir!” 
 
    Eddie Davies did not know whether to salute Dermot O’Reilly or the hard-eyed soldier at his shoulder, so, like any sensible marine, he saluted each in turn. 
 
    “Petty Officer Davies, Headquarters Staff of the MLFG, sirs!”  He reported crisply, in only marginally Spanish-accented English.  “Thank you for not shooting me or any of my men!” 
 
    O’Reilly and the Russian exchanged looks. 
 
    Dermot introduced himself to the Argentine Marine. 
 
    “Major General Akhromeyev commands in this sector, Petty Officer Davies,” the Navy man said sternly.  “Please address your remarks to him.” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” 
 
    The Russian waited, grim-faced, wordless. 
 
    “I beg to report that there are over two hundred women and children sheltering on Sapper Hill,” Eddie Davies gestured with a thumb over his shoulder.  “Many of them are injured, several seriously, and need urgent medical attention.  When you arrived, I was attempting to co-ordinate rescue operations on the southern side of the town.  A large number of people, including disarmed military personnel are sheltering on the reverse slope of the ridge above Puerto Argentino.  Again, there are children, and women, many of them among the survivors.  Will you help them, sir?” 
 
    Akhromeyev’s stared bored into the Argentine’s face. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Your men are familiar with the terrain?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Detail off your men to act as guides.”  Akhromeyev decided gruffly, then called into the night and two officers came loping out of the shadows.  “Meet Petty Officer Davies, he and his men will assist you in collecting survivors and guiding them to safety on this side of the hill.  Unless you are fired upon this is a search and rescue mission.  Is that clear?” 
 
    The other Vindrey Brigade men acknowledged, shouting to be heard over a series of small detonations somewhere in the burning town. 
 
    “Take Petty officer Davies with you.  Carry on!” 
 
    Alone again, the Russian and the Canadian walked west, down into a peaty, muddy hollow and then began to ascend the slope of what they knew to be Sapper Hill, soon coming upon the first civilians. 
 
    By then they had organised what they were going to do. 
 
    The most badly injured would be transferred to the nearest sick bay; initially, that would be on board the Intrepid, via the clearing station set up on the beach by the second wave of troops coming ashore.  Dermot was going to have to return to the Intrepid to start sorting things out but that could wait another few minutes. 
 
    Vindrey Brigade men were already establishing emergency aid posts on the ridge, having rooted the handful of disconsolate remaining Argentine infantrymen out of their trenches without further bloodshed. 
 
    “Put any POW with first aid training to work!”  Akhromeyev ordered.  “Is anybody in charge?”  He demanded.  “Of the civilians, I mean?”  He clarified a moment later. 
 
    A baby was crying somewhere in the gloom. 
 
    Around them frightened eyes blinked. 
 
    In the middle distance guns were blasting away; the soldiers on the hill recognised the pumping of heavy anti-aircraft cannons and the barking of artillery pieces. 
 
    The gunfire was continuous, unrelenting. 
 
    Dermot O’Reilly scrambled to a vantage point where he could see over the harbour towards the Narrows, arriving just as the Liverpool’s 5-inch secondaries, and then her 8-inchers erupted in a furious, devastating fusillade and the headlands to either side of her disappeared in a storm of explosions and roiling smoke. 
 
    He was frozen to the spot. 
 
    He was struck by the tragedy and the…terrible banality of what he was witnessing.  Two decades into the second half of the twentieth century, a little over seven years after the worst catastrophe the human race had ever inflicted upon itself, a Second World War-vintage gunship was forcing the Narrows, under fire from shore batteries and returning shot and shell from ranges of a lot less than a quarter-of-a-mile, men were dying, and a proud ship was being horribly handled in the sickening red glow of a burning port town that, only hours ago, had been the home of ten thousand men, women and children, and all he could think was: this cannot be happening! 
 
    Surely, we are better than this? 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    The Narrows, Stanley Harbour 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The whole ship was trembling, jarring, ringing like a cracked bell as 76-millimetre and 105-millimetre rounds and a constant barrage of cannon and heavy machinegun fire slammed into her hull and superstructure.  The noise was deafening.  The continuous shooting of the cruiser’s 40- and 20-millimetre cannons, the metronomic thumping ‘crack’ of her 5-inch quick-firing dual purpose secondaries – two twin gun houses on each beam – and every eight or nine seconds, like clockwork, the whole ship would buck as her 8-inch 55-calibre main battery rifles discharged 256-pound common HE rounds which, fired with a muzzle velocity of two-thousand-five hundred feet per second slammed, almost instantly into their targets. 
 
    Peter Christopher ignored the pandemonium. 
 
    He ignored the smoke half-choking the men still on their feet around him on the wrecked Compass Platform, or the 76-millimetre rounds, possibly anti-tank shells – solid shot – crashing into and through the rear of the bridge.  In the heat of the moment, he even shut out the screams and the moans of the wounded and the dying on the deck around him. 
 
    “HALF-ASTERN ON SHAFTS ONE AND FOUR FOR FIFTEEN, ONE-FIVE SECONDS!” 
 
    He had to shout at the top of his voice because otherwise, nobody would have heard him above the bedlam. 
 
    Those 3- and 4-inch guns could not sink Liverpool. 
 
    She was built to fight it out with ships of her own kind and class, and even at this point blank range her belt armour would keep out anything smaller than 6-inch shells; but that did not mean those shore batteries could not shoot the old cruiser to pieces above her armoured deck and he was only too well aware of his command’s vulnerabilities, critical weak spots. 
 
    Moreover, there was always fate, or as some people called it…luck.  He had always been a lucky captain; until now. 
 
    Guns, Fred Dickens would look after the fight. 
 
    Presently, his job was to get Liverpool’s bow off those bloody rocks beneath Navy Point! 
 
    In any other circumstance he might attempt to ease the ship free.  That was not an option.  Either he got her off the rocks quickly, dirtily without worrying about how much of her bow he left behind on the beach or the enemy was going to continue to shoot his ship to perdition. 
 
    The screws began to turn. 
 
    The ship did not move. 
 
    Fifteen seconds was an eternity. 
 
    The ship lurched a little to port as the salvo bell rang and a moment later the 8-inchers fired. 
 
    Something grated horribly, the deck seemed to cant a little to the left under his feet. 
 
    Everything happens very slowly on a big ship; nothing was done by, or felt through the seat of a man’s pants.  A captain could have a meaningful ‘feel’ for the way a ship the size of a frigate or a destroyer was handling in a tideway; but seventy feet above the waterline in a six-hundred-and-seventy-three feet long fifteen thousand ton steel log, a captain’s ‘feel’ for his ship was non-existent. This meant that a man commanded with broad brushstrokes, not pinpoint precision or a slide rule.  Hence, his order for as many revolutions as could be immediately summoned on the outer screws, a silent prayer and a seemingly interminable wait to find out if anything happened. 
 
    The grinding ceased and the ship lurched back onto an even keel in between shivering from new hits. 
 
    Or at least, Peter thought it had… 
 
    It was hard to tell with the ship reverberating and ringing as impact after impact peppered and tore into her upperworks and her slab sides from both sides. 
 
    “WE’RE FREE, SIR!” 
 
    “STOP BOTH!”  Peter yelled.  Then: “SLOW AHEAD ON NUMBER FOUR!” 
 
    Damage reports were pouring in. 
 
    The forward main battery turrets fired. 
 
    Somebody was playing a fire-extinguisher nozzle on a fire behind him. 
 
    A voice in his head was quietly muttering: this cannot go on for long, it must be Hellish on land also…but it did not help. 
 
    He looked around for Calum McNish. 
 
    Belatedly, he remembered the Navigator had been cut down in a blizzard of shrapnel by the enemy’s second or third salvo; something had hit the side of the bridge, gone through it like an express train through tracing paper, exited the other side and in passing killed or seriously wounded everybody standing in front of him. 
 
    Peter had grabbed the Bridge Talker’s bloody headset. 
 
    ‘This is the…Captain,’ he had announced dazedly, knowing the comms link went straight to the cruiser’s CIC.  ‘Helmsman and telegraphs are down up here.  Relay my orders please…’ 
 
    In a combat situation at sea command would have passed down to the CIC Officer, or to Adam Canning, who as Executive Officer was stationed in the aft, auxiliary control post…but there was no time for that and despite the mayhem around him, Peter knew he was still the man in the best place to con the cruiser into the relatively safe waters of Stanley Harbour. 
 
    “Oh…  Fucking Hell!”  Snarled a very familiar voice behind Peter. 
 
    Strong hand grabbed his shoulders and for a horrible moment he thought, despairingly, that he was about to faint. 
 
    The starboard outer shaft was turning, the ship’s sternward drift was slowing.  It was impossible to know if having torn herself off one shore she would now go aground astern. 
 
    Chief Petty Officer Jack Griffin’s damage control team was shining torches around the charnel house that had previously been the immaculate Compass Platform. 
 
    It seemed to Peter’s bruised consciousness that the storm of incoming fire was slackening. 
 
    It was hard to tell, like everybody else he was half-deafened. 
 
    As if to confound this notion, something clanged off the plating somewhere overhead and with a crash, several overhead conduits and their bundled cables thumped onto the deck only feet away. 
 
    Jack Griffin stared at the Liverpool’s Captain. 
 
    And almost whimpered in his horror. 
 
    His friend was covered in blood, glistening, dripping into the puddles evilly glinting in the firelight of the burning port.. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cape Pembroke Peninsula 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Once the battle for the Narrows began there was nothing that Lionel Colvin and his men could do but try their hardest to bury themselves in the dunes south of Yorke Bay. 
 
    For some minutes – not many, less than two or three, in fact but which seemed endless at the time - cannon shells, 5- and 8-inch rounds were whistling overhead, so low many Royal Marines who were with 46 Commando that night would swear blind that bullets had ‘parted their hair’ or that if they had raised their green berets six inches above ground it would have been ‘blown’ away. 
 
    Hyperbole aside, Lionel knew that what had always been a speculative, and to his mind reckless operation to end the war in a hurry, had gone disastrously wrong. 
 
    If Charlie Company was in a bad place, pinned down by friendly fire from the Liverpool and having already taken several casualties from what could only be that friendly fire; it hardly bore thinking about what might be happening to Bulwark’s Wessexes as they attempted to land a second assault force on the wrecked Argentine air base a quarter-of-a-mile to his south east.  He hoped above hope that this part of OPERATION EXMOUTH had been cancelled because right now, attempting to shoot at land targets located barely higher above water than any of her guns, the Liverpool was scattering a truly humungous weight of fire down the length of the peninsula! 
 
    And presumably, achieving much the same thing on the opposite side of the entrance to Stanley Harbour, making life extremely uncomfortable for anybody trying to have a quiet cigarette anywhere on the Wireless Ridge-Camber Peninsula west of Navy Point.  
 
    Over the Battalion radio net Colvin had overheard his CO, Steuart Pringle telling Bulwark in plain, very undiplomatic language to scratch the airlift of 46 Commando’s Delta Company; but not heard the reply. 
 
    Nearby, Charlie Company’s Moskva Talker was chatting animatedly with one of his chums. 
 
    “Vindrey Brigade ashore with no opposition.  Many prisoners, sir,” the man informed him.  The Russian was behaving as if he was completely oblivious to the missiles singing overhead.  “A lot of women and children, many hurt.  Whole fucking town on fire.” 
 
    Lionel resisted the temptation to observe that he could see that for himself, thank you! 
 
    “Enemy withdrawing to the east towards airfield, or maybe, digging in around the hospital.  They not sure, it all go to shit,” the Russian observed phlegmatically. 
 
    The regular crash of the Liverpool’s big guns was making them all duck even deeper into the sandy peat. 
 
    Lionel shut his eyes. 
 
    In retrospect, the drill ought to have been for 46 Commando to go in and take out those fucking guns, certainly the ones on the eastern side of the Narrows.  Surely a couple of SBS or SAS teams could have done the business over on Navy Point.  Okay, that would have taken another day or two to choreograph… 
 
    The air was filthy with cordite smoke now, it was drifting in a sickly miasma across the dunes. 
 
    Suddenly there was a whiplash explosion in the distance, followed within moments by a series of detonations lighting off like firecrackers. 
 
    Lionel froze, he knew that sound. 
 
    It was ready use ammunition, medium calibre rounds cooking off in an unstoppable chain reaction that seemed to go on for minutes but actually, began and finished in only three or four catastrophic seconds. 
 
    Momentarily, the shooting paused. 
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    The Narrows, Stanley Harbour 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Commander Adam Canning guessed what had happened almost in the moment the ship kicked under his feet, lurched and then steadied.  The aft main battery turret’s three 8-inch guns fired in unison seconds later, giving the stern of the cruiser a similar – perceived not real - kick to the right.  In that second or so while his brain parsed the possibilities, HMS Liverpool’s Executive Officer’s guess became less intuitive, pragmatically focused as he assimilated what had just happened. 
 
    One of the port 5-inch gun houses had just vented. 
 
    Most likely, an artillery round – on balance, a 4-incher – must have penetrated the gun house itself, or possibly its relatively thinly armoured barbette, exploded and the flashover had spontaneously ignited the rounds in the shell handling room beneath it. 
 
    Theoretically, since the rounds in the handling room were ‘fixed’, that is, the firing charge was incorporated into the 5-inch rounds, not stacked in separate cordite bags or brass cases, this ought not to have occurred.  So, maybe there had been two hits simultaneously, not just one hit in the wrong place. 
 
    Whatever, there had been a big explosion within the barbette… 
 
    The lightly-protected gun house – in the nit-picking jargon of these things it was too flimsy and lacking its own director equipment it could not be, strictly speaking, described as a ‘turret’ these days – was not designed to keep out direct hits by anything bigger than a 40-millimetre anti-aircraft cannon shell but it was designed to ‘vent’ an explosion within it, or inside the handling room below it skywards, minimising the damage to the ship’s structure in the immediate vicinity.  This, of course, was another one of those theories which worked better on a draughtsman’s design drawing board than it did in the real world, a thing borne out by the combat experience of US cruisers in the Pacific in the Second War. 
 
    Canning resisted the urge to rush outside onto the deck to get a better look.  Even though number one and six twin 5-inch gun houses had been removed in the ship’s Brooklyn modernisation, the other mounts had retained their original numbers, two and four on the port beam, three and five on the starboard.  He already knew that there was no point looking for survivors from Number Two, its crew and anybody in the handling room would be dead; as many as twenty-three men.  Blast doors would have contained the explosion, at least in the sense that the flashovers would not have penetrated the magazine low in the hull but parts of the wall of the barbette would inevitably have failed, and super-heated gases would almost certainly have vented through passageways and compartments adjacent to the gun house abreast the forward stack so, there would be more casualties, more dead in that area of the ship scattered across two, and possibly three deck levels. 
 
    He could be confident that the magazine had not blown up because the ship was still on a relatively even keel; so, in this at least, he was thankful for small mercies. 
 
    The cruiser’s Executive Officer had agonised – albeit for a handful of seconds – about sending Jack Griffin and his gang of trouble-shooters to the bridge as soon as the first reports of the hit in the steering room flat had come in. 
 
    However, once the shooting began it was inevitable that the enemy gunners would target the bridge; and unsurprisingly, the Compass Platform had gone off line shortly after the shooting had started, just seconds later. 
 
    Canning wasted no time bemoaning how badly he needed the Chief of the Deck Division here beside him right now.  There were no good choices to make in a crisis. 
 
    He spoke directly into the CIC link. 
 
    And that was when he discovered the bridge had been wrecked and that there were an unspecified, presumably large, number of casualties.  Almost as an aside, he was informed that due to damage to director systems that all guns were now operating in local control. 
 
    Canning felt the deck moving, the faintest of motions under his feet, and belatedly registered the distant reverberations of shafts turning; possibly, this was only because the hammering of the cruiser’s smaller guns and the racket of rounds coming inboard momentarily slackened before after a moment, intensifying. 
 
    He had to get up on deck and see what was happening. 
 
    There was smoke in the passageway. 
 
    The bitter tang of burnt cordite hung heavily, as did other foul taints; burning oil, wood, cable insulation and with the bile rising in his throat, he smelled seared flesh. 
 
    He stepped over a badly burned man being ministered to by two ratings wearing blue sick bay jackets. 
 
    It sounded like some of the incoming fire was bouncing off the hull as the ship went astern, presenting a slightly shorter profile to the gunners on shore.  The crash of shells disintegrating against the belt armour was now interspersed with screeching ‘pings’ that denoted a deflection.  Just before he stuck his head outside of the armoured bulkhead door fifteen feet forward of the aft main battery turret, which was shooting only slightly aft of the beam now, he thought – he might have imagined it – a hiatus in the incoming cannon fire. 
 
    He waited for Number Three main battery turret to shoot and then leaned out of the hatch, a little shocked by the brightness of the night.  Flares popped above the Narrows, the burning town lit the entire harbour forward of the ship and fires were well established all around the dark mound of Engineers Point. 
 
    Above him and forward, between the cruiser’s two shrapnel-riddled raked funnels fires were burning, raging more like.  He stared stupidly at the flames before a hail of machine gun fire rattled across the deck ten yards to his right. 
 
    Half the length of the ship away, Number One turret belched fire, and instantly the night was rent asunder to the east by more great explosions. 
 
    He ducked back inside as the aft turret fired again. 
 
    He had seen enough. 
 
    There were the fires amidships, grey smoke was pouring from the blasted pit that had been Number Two 5-inch barbette only minutes ago.  Above his head he had seen the flapping tentacles of countless severed communications cables trailing from the mainmast, seen more than enough to confirm that the ship was being shot to pieces practically everywhere above the weather deck, much as he and Peter Christopher had feared. 
 
    Under his feet he had sensed the cruiser moving forward again, her stern swinging towards the eastern rocks of the Narrows. 
 
    And he had known that there was nothing whatsoever that he, or anybody else could do to stop her going aground again.  Well, apart from pleading for divine intervention. 
 
    Either she would ground, or she would float on into the harbour. 
 
    Distantly, he heard the unmistakable clanking roar of the stern anchor chains running out. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The Saddleback 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    They stood on the hill listening to the distant battle, glimpsing now and then the bloody clouds over Puerto Argentino, each man despairing in his own personal way.  At regular intervals, every five minutes the British fired star shell over Murrell Bridge, and now the enemy skirmishing line advancing on the Saddleback was putting up green flares each time a round burst into brilliant, iridescent light over the valley to the south. 
 
    This told Hugo Bonham Garcia that they knew it was over, confirming that the British had decided that there had been enough killing. 
 
    So, he had sent patrols to the south and the west to make contact with the enemy in an attempt to avoid further bloodshed, and assumed that by now they would have made contact with the invaders.  Last night there had been a brief period, perhaps less than an hour, when he had honestly hoped to hold back the tide.  Now he saw how stupid he had been to think that a few well-trained and well-led Marines might have changed the course of the war, and likely, the history of the Republic. 
 
    The Navy, the Air Force, the Army and now his Marines, had each fought their own war against the British; their enemies had only been fighting the one war.  To think that even his incomparable Marines could stand, man-to-man against the British had been the height of folly, idiotic hubris which had decimated the MLFG, whose defeat – they had had to surrender the battlefield to the enemy – had fatally undermined what remained of the crumbling morale of the Army men manning the Dos Hermanas and Tumbledown lines. 
 
    Hugo turned when he heard men approaching from lower down the Saddleback.  He did his best to hide his surprise that the British had arrived so soon. 
 
    An officer in his mid-twenties, his battledress mud spattered, wearing a red Parachute Regiment beret stepped forward and saluted crisply. 
 
    “Captain Michael Jackson, sir.  I am to present my battalion commander’s compliments to you and to inquire as to your intentions, sir!” 
 
    The Englishman spoke in Spanish, his manner respectfully direct. 
 
    Hugo had risen, painfully from the ammunition box on which he had been resting hoping that he would not fall flat on his face, swayed a moment and then returned the salute. 
 
    “I am Major General Bonham Garcia of the Infantería de Marina de la Armada de la República Argentina.  I am in radio contact with my people in the Mount Longdon-Wireless Ridge Sector but not with my 3rd Battalion which may still be operating in the general area south of Mount Kent.  My intention is to unconditionally surrender myself and the men of the Infantería de Marina de la Armada de la República Argentina under my direct command in this sector, that is north of the former Murrell River Bridge to you.” 
 
    Captain Jackson relaxed. 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “Good,” he said, simply.  “In that case may I ask you to order your men to lay down their weapons and to gather in plain sight above ground on this hill no later than thirty minutes after daybreak, sir?” 
 
    Hugo nodded. 
 
    “If you will guarantee good order, I will deploy a token guard force in the meantime, sir,” Jackson continued. 
 
    “Many of my men are wounded, Captain,” Hugo replied.  “Any assistance your medics can offer will be greatly appreciated.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do, sir.” 
 
    With that, Jackson stuck out his hand and Hugo shook it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Command Post 
 
    Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    Unable to progress further than a couple of hundred metres, just three blocks into the burning town, Francesca Ibarra de Madrid had, in despair, turned back.  She felt physically sick.  The Governor’s Palace was in the heart of the firestorm, Elena and her daughter, her niece Rosa and the other woman and children held in the compound must surely be dead by now. 
 
    That she should be tormented by guilt, a thing she had rarely in her adult life experienced, this late in the day was nightmarishly disorientating.  She had dreamed of being at the side of, and pulling the strings, of the future dictator of the Republic and yet, here she was, helpless, in a state of near bodily and mental collapse over the death of people who would, given a chance, have been her friends.  She had always known that Elena Bonham Garcia would see through her sooner or later, military wives needed no tutorials in behind the scenes politicking after decades spent negotiating the back-stabbing milieu of base and service life.  But little Lucia had never cared what her ‘Aunt Francesca’s’ motives were; and even Rosa, her sulky little ungrateful niece, had briefly, started to look at her as if she was a human being in those days when she and Elena had, to all appearances, been twin pillars of Malvinas society. 
 
    Guilt? 
 
    Or was it some kind of misdirected schadenfreude? 
 
    Or simply that now and then she had glimpsed a better life she could have lived, or rather, could have chosen to live in her time on these godforsaken islands? 
 
    Undeniably, being respected, liked in some small way by the other wives had been, anything but unpleasant, a little cathartic in some ways.  The cruellest cut of all was that it had taken a complete fucking disaster, the collapse of all her dreams and ambitions, to make her realise that she had wasted half her life promoting the career and the credentials of Horacio Calvi Mendoza! 
 
    And what had she got for it? 
 
    Nothing, absolutely nothing! 
 
    Except guilt so crippling that now that her world was going up in flames she was walking around in a daze feeling sick to her stomach, hollowed out and utterly humiliated.  She had always known that deep down, Horacio was a monster.  Had that been his fatal attraction? 
 
    The fatal attraction of the monster that she had allowed to escape his cage? 
 
    He would probably have her shot. 
 
    The way she felt, that would be a mercy. 
 
    When eventually, she dragged, morosely back to the bunker there were other bodies lying in the mud by the wall where Carlos Rey had been executed earlier that night; it seemed that the monster had not been idle in her absence. 
 
    “I knew you’d come back,” the man who had once governed an archipelago of seven-hundred-and-seventy-eight islands and islets chortled cheerfully, as if nothing had happened, and no excoriating recriminations had been hurled in his face.  “You always come back, my dear.  You just can’t get enough of the old magic!” 
 
    There was an M1911 pistol on the table in front of him. 
 
    Francesca realised that if the man who now governed a shrinking piece of real estate little larger than the grounds of the hospital, had not been drunk the last time she encountered him, he was now.  She had been ushered wordlessly down to the Situation Room, where unspeaking, grim-faced men and a couple of shocked young women, secretaries, stood around warily eying Horacio Mendoza, presumably waiting for one among their number to summon the courage to mention to their Emperor that he had no clothes. 
 
    Francesca realised that she was the one who was going to have to break the news to the madman. 
 
    That was okay; she partly blamed herself for this… 
 
    Whatever this was. 
 
    “I need a drink,” she said, her voice unnaturally loud in the stale air of the bunker, as faraway gunfire and explosions rumbled without a pause.  “A strong one.” 
 
    Brandy burned her throat; two fingers, passed to her in a grubby glass tumbler.  She would have worried about catching something from the unwashed glass if she had expected to live long enough to be poisoned. 
 
    “You should come upstairs with me, Horacio,” she suggested.  “It is quite a view from up there.  Not a thing any of us will ever see again in our lifetimes.” 
 
    “You think not?”  The man inquired, slurring his words. 
 
    “I think not,” she echoed, ironically. 
 
    Horacio Mendoza hauled his rotund frame upright, picking up the M1911 in his right hand.  A smirk twisted at his lips.  He looked around, waving the gun, tempting a man or a woman to meet his eye. 
 
    He gestured for Francesca to move to the door ahead of him and followed her into the passageway leading to the outside world.  Nobody had cycled the air lock blast doors since her arrival and they trudged, leaden-footed up the darkened ramp into the fire-lit, smoke-fouled night.  The cannonade to the north seemed to have lessened in intensity; and on a whim, she stepped over to a fire escape ladder to the upper floor of the adjacent Children’s Ward. 
 
    The man followed her, clumping heavily up the metal steps. 
 
    The sight that greeted Francesca’s eyes as she reached the flat roof of the building left her awed, and for a moment, frozen with abject incomprehension. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Stanley Harbour 
 
      
 
    Peter Christopher had given the order to drop the stern anchors the moment the transom had cleared – more like scraped past possibly by inches - the rocks of Engineers Point; inevitably, the order had taken over a minute to be executed. 
 
    The murderous firefight had come to an abrupt, unheralded end in that interregnum after both stern anchors had run out.  The shore batteries had fallen silent, first on Engineers Point, then within a few seconds, on the western side of the Narrows, pulverised by the sheer weight of point blank fire the old, mauled Baltimore class cruiser had poured into them.  Both sides of the channel were now blitzed wastelands shrouded in smoke, dust and vapourised peat, ammunition was lighting off, and if anybody had survived they were either buried, or playing dead as the Liverpool finally slid south into the eastern reach of the long harbour. 
 
    A couple of machineguns still sprayed rounds across the water, duelling with the Liverpool’s surviving 40- and 20-millimetre cannons. 
 
    It was an unequal fight. 
 
    The guns on the land soon fell silent. 
 
    “LET GO THE BOW ANCHORS!” 
 
    One of Jack Griffin’s men had donned the dead Bridge Talker’s headset.  Around the survivors and freshly arrived members of the damage control team there was blood darkly spattered on the bulkheads and shattered bodies lying where they had fallen on the cold steel plates. 
 
    The stench of fire was everywhere. 
 
    The ship trembled as the fo'c's'le chains ran out. 
 
    Peter muttered to himself: “Take, take, take…” 
 
    The ship continued to drift for what seemed like an eternity and then one of her stern anchors lodged into the mud and rock of the Narrows, and imperceptibly at first, the bow began to slew to starboard until her stem was pointing south-south-west almost directly at the fiery shell of the now fire-gutted St Mary’s Roman Catholic Cathedral. 
 
    “Guns!”  Peter demanded.  “Guns!  Are you still there?” 
 
    There was no answer from the Main Battery Gun Director high over his head.  In a moment, CIC re-confirmed all directors were still out of action, and commenced the delivery of an abbreviated damage control list. 
 
    “Belay that report please,” Peter said quietly.  “Mister Canning will have that well in hand.  Main battery turrets One and Two will come to bear on the reverse slopes of Mount Tumbledown, Number Three will come right to bear on Mount Longdon.  All other operative guns aft of amidships will track to come to bear on but will not recommence fire unless ordered, on the headlands either side of the Narrows.  Other guns forward of amidships will track targets of opportunity in the port and in the general direction of the Pembroke Peninsula but will not open fire unless so ordered.”  He took a deep breath.  “The main battery will fire three ranging salvoes under local, turret control, and await further orders.  Execute now.” 
 
    Communications with the Bulwark had gone down. 
 
    In fact, the Liverpool was not talking to anybody at that moment, other than via the agency of her surviving guns. 
 
    Number Two turret fired a ragged salvo, then Number One and five seconds later, Number Three. 
 
    The ship’s stern began to swing to the east. 
 
    Peter guessed the stern anchors must be dragging; the cruiser was turning around one, or both of her bow anchors, they at least must still be gripping…something. 
 
    Everything around him was spinning. 
 
    And then the world went black. 
 
    Jack Griffin grabbed him, and lowered him gently, almost tenderly to the deck. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Hospital Command Post 
 
    Puerto Argentina, Isla Soledad 
 
      
 
    “It’s over, Horacio,” Francesca Ibarra de Madrid said after the cruiser’s stern turret had thundered.  “Over…” 
 
    The ship was less than a kilometre away. 
 
    There were fires burning in her superstructure and another at her stern, flaring, flickering as grey smoke drifted downwind across Whalebone Bay. 
 
    Francesca could not help thinking of a painting she had once seen in a Buenos Aires gallery of a knight in armour, the survivor of a great battle terribly scarred, battered, unbeaten, yet indefatigably invincible like this dark castle of steel that in the fire-lit gloom seemed almost close enough to touch from where she stood on the flat roof of the Children’s Ward. 
 
    She recollected that Elena had once told her that this building was constructed within metres of the place where, back in April 1964, an ARA destroyer had fired on Hugo Bonham Garcia’s Marines, killing several other men and critically wounding the future leader of the MLFG. Idly, she wondered if the brave, naively honourable fool had survived the battle at Mount Kent? 
 
    It would have been just like the bloody man to have died in that battle, throwing away his life for nothing! 
 
    As the British cruiser’s great missiles screamed down the length of the harbour, she imagined she saw the red-hot projectiles whistling into the night for an instant.  The rumbling thunder of explosions in the western mountains over five miles away, was reverberating, rolling back into the harbour as the warship fired again.  This time the salvo rippled down her side, nine great crimson gouts of fire tearing the night asunder. 
 
    “I think our German friends,” Horacio Mendoza remarked, “you know, all the rascals who came to Buenos Aires after the Second War, the ones Perón and that clique were so tight with, would call this little tableau,” he waved his pistol airily in the general direction of the burning port and then at the old Baltimore class cruiser whose sheer physical presence now dominated the harbour, “the twilight of the Gods.”  He thought about it.  “Well, something Wagnerian, anyway.” 
 
    He raised the gun, aiming it over Francesca’s shoulder, belatedly she realised at the British warship. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    She flinched and stepped clear as the ejected ACP .45 cartridge clattered at her feet 
 
    The man aimed a second shot at the huge ship. 
 
    “Out of range, I suppose,” Mendoza sighed.  “Do you think I should order them to send up a rifle?” 
 
    “You’re insane!”  She snarled. 
 
    “No, just not drunk enough,” he retorted, unoffended. 
 
    Francesca stared at him, nearly jumping out of her skin when the Liverpool fired a third, this time, very ragged salvo down the length of the harbour. 
 
    After that, the cruiser’s big guns remained trained to the west. 
 
    A minute passed, they remained silent. 
 
    “What are they waiting for?”  She demanded. 
 
    “Like you said, my little pit viper,” Horacio Mendoza said, his voice very tired all of a sudden.  “It’s over.  Perhaps, they’ve only just realised it.”  He waved his revolver at the burning port, then at the ship whose guns were capable of destroying everything for twenty miles around, if only there had been anything left worth wasting ammunition on.  “Three days ago, everything was going so well, wasn’t it?” 
 
    It was the easy come, easy go inflexion in the words that made Francesca’s blood boil. 
 
    “Aren’t you satisfied with all this?”  She screeched at him. 
 
    He looked confused. 
 
    “ISN’T THIS ENOUGH FOR YOU, YOU EVIL BASTARD?” 
 
    Horacio Mendoza took an involuntary step backwards, his brow furrowed in thought as if he was wrestling with some arcane, abstruse equation; presently, he came to a conclusion, smiled smugly and then, levelling the M1911, at a range of less than a metre he shot his mistress of over twenty years in the face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Naiad 
 
    Stanley Harbour, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Commander Alan Hannay had known that the Liverpool had taken a savage mauling but he was still shocked when at first light Naiad had picked her way into Stanley Harbour, passing close to the stern of the battered heavy cruiser, to moor near the two undamaged Allen M. Sumner class destroyers, the Bromyard and the Tamworth, which having played only an incidental part in the previous night’s action, had followed the cruiser through the Narrows some twenty minutes after the last shot was fired and anchored south of the old oiling pier beneath Wireless Ridge enabling them to fire, at need, down the length of the inlet, or upon the still burning port. 
 
    Alan guessed that the captains of the two destroyers felt awful about that, having to watch the Liverpool running the Narrows under such unrelenting fire.  But then, apparently, Peter had ordered them to hold back and when they had protested he had been, by all accounts, distinctly…terse. 
 
    The Naiad’s commanding officer would leave it to the official historians to make whatever they wanted out of that, there were more pressing matters in hand.  Like the two destroyers, Naiad had been detailed to send men ashore to join the humanitarian mission which had in the small hours of that morning comprehensively supplanted war fighting. 
 
    The war was over. 
 
    The priority now, was to transfer the sick and the injured to ships off shore, after that the job was to find shelter for the women, children and other non-combatants, and of course, to feed and care for them until they could be safely repatriated to the mainland.  The plans to accommodate prisoners of war in a temporary holding camp on the Pembroke Peninsula were in a less well advanced state; for the moment former enemy combatants were simply being herded into catchment holding pens west of the gutted port as, throwing down their arms, they poured down off the mountains.  In the meantime, male civilians and men in uniform who had escaped from the inferno to the east, or up onto the higher ground above the town were being rounded up and escorted, usually in the ratio of one or two guards to every fifty or sixty captives, to the cratered airport site. 
 
    Briefing his shore parties Alan had pulled no punches. 
 
    ‘It will be chaos.  There won’t be enough food or water, or medical supplies and you will see terrible things.  Your job is to help those that you can help, and to rescue as many women and children as possible and bring them back to the ship where we can keep them safe and we can look after them.  Our first, second, third, ad infinitum priority is rescuing the women and children.  Once you are ashore, use that mantra as your authority to do whatever you need to do.  Remember, women and children first!  Provisionally, we have been tasked to take on board at least two hundred evacuees,’ he had concluded, ‘but don’t worry about that, I won’t be counting as long as the ship doesn’t sink under the weight of passengers!’ 
 
    Alan had been informed that at daybreak all available helicopters would begin shuttling women, children and male civilians out to the Bulwark, and later that morning, the Hermes and the Victorious – both of which were coming close inshore – and the hospital ship Sylvania would be on station in Blanco Bay by nightfall.  The object of the ad hoc rescue missions was to transfer as many non-combatants as possible onto the ships of the Task Force, where they could be properly ‘looked after’. 
 
    However, given that the one major town on the archipelago had been razed to the ground overnight, prisoners of war would have to ‘rough it’ until appropriate arrangements could be made to remove them.  Sadly, if that meant they were going to have to make the best of it in the open, possibly for several days with minimal rations, for all that it might be a sub-optimal way to conduct business, it was unavoidable. 
 
    The fires in Stanley had been left to burn themselves out. 
 
    Alan was sending his second-in-command, Nigel Bonham, ashore to lead the Naiad’s landing parties. 
 
    The two men met briefly at the rail. 
 
    They looked to the badly mauled cruiser lying approximately a cable astern of the frigate, and then to the devastated waterfront of the port. 
 
    Neither man had any idea how anybody had survived last night’s firestorm. 
 
    The frigate’s twelve-man Royal Marine detachment was going ashore with the landing parties but other than six men armed with SLRs the eighty-eight men deployed would be unarmed.  The ship’s boats were laden with blankets, bottles of potable water, ready ration packs and emergency medical supplies, not weaponry. 
 
    The war really was over. 
 
    “Good luck, Number One.  Bring all our people back safely, there’s a good chap.” 
 
    It was said with a rueful smile and Bonham acknowledged it in a similar spirit. 
 
    “Aye, aye, sir,” he murmured. 
 
    Yes, the war was over and more than ever it was their responsibility to ensure that nobody else got hurt. 
 
    Alan gave his Executive Officer’s shoulder a less than wholly naval pat as he stepped onto the gangway, before he turned on his heel and made his way back up to the bridge. 
 
    In the middle distance a Wessex V was flaring out above the stern of the Liverpool.  The cruiser’s pumps were working hard and there was oil in the water, probably seeping from a cracked or ruptured bunker aft of her main armour belt, fouling the otherwise pristine waters of the harbour. 
 
    But there was no time to stand and stare.  With his Executive Officer busy ashore there was actually work for the frigate’s captain to be getting on with even though the ship was technically, in port.  He signed off the fuel status report. 
 
    Then scanned the latest defect list – miraculously, nothing critical had broken in the last forty-eight hours – and scrawling his initials, handed back the clipboard to a weary engine room artificer who looked young enough to still be at school. 
 
    On the bridge, mugs of chocolate were being handed round to the watch; everybody had been at battle stations or ADC1 for most of the last three days, and with over a third of the crew having been sent ashore, nobody was going to be getting reacquainted with their bunks in the next few hours. 
 
    The war might be over but the ships of the South Atlantic Task Force were not going to let their guard down just yet. 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Port Stanley, East Falkland 
 
      
 
    Vice Admiral Henry Leach would have taken a tumble had not Jack Griffin stepped in front of the cruiser’s captain and unceremoniously bear-hugged the CINCSATF.  In that moment it was a toss-up who looked the worse for wear; Peter Christopher or the man who had condemned his ship to her pyrrhic trial by fire. 
 
    Jack Griffin stepped back instantly, resisting the near overwhelming urge to add to Leach’s embarrassment by lingering in his immediate vicinity as if he expected him to trip over his feet a second time, or by further laying hands on him and smoothing down his uniform jacket. 
 
    Oddly, Leach, who had been dreading this moment felt a little better, a little more human after very nearly making a complete arse of himself. 
 
    He straightened. 
 
    “Much obliged to you, Mister Griffin,” he said, before looking up to meet Peter Christopher’s gaze.  The young man had every reason to want him keel hauled; last night’s forcing of the Narrows had, in hindsight, been wholly unnecessary and had he – as CINCSATF - had his wits about him he ought to have aborted that part of OPERATION EXMOUTH, as indeed, David Penberthy had attempted to do as the cruiser turned onto the last, southern leg of its approach to the entrance to Stanley Harbour. 
 
    For whatever reason, that message had not got through, or more likely, in the confusion after the unsuspected guns on Tussac Point had opened fire, never been communicated to the cruiser’s bridge.  Early in the subsequent action the Liverpool’s radio room, chart room and compass platform had taken direct hits and it was likely that concentrated close-range cannon fire had severed the connections to, and almost immediately rendered inoperable the ship’s cutting edge electronics suite. 
 
    In any event, the belatedly issued ‘abort’ order had not been received and the rest, sadly, was history. 
 
    Leach winced as the younger man eased his right arm out of its sling and, with painfully obvious discomfort, saluted. 
 
    “Welcome aboard, sir,” Peter said, forcing a tight-lipped smile. 
 
    Henry Leach knew that the reason for CPO Jack Griffin’s presence as part of the ship’s reception committee was not just to grab senior officers if they stumbled, or to physically support the Liverpool’s captain, who looked like he probably needed somebody to hold him up; but because he was now the cruiser’s senior surviving non-commissioned officer. 
 
    Fleet Chief Petty Officer Thomas Wainwright Kernow was among the Liverpool’s ninety-three dead and missing, so Griffin was now the ship’s Master at Arms. 
 
    Many other men among the ship’s one-hundred-and-twenty-one seriously wounded, were fighting for their lives in the ship’s sick bay, and in her three emergency auxiliary overflow casualty stations. 
 
    Eight of Peter Christopher’s officers had been killed, including the Liverpool’s Gunnery officer, Commander Frederick George Dickens, and her Navigator, Lieutenant Commander Callum Hamish McNish, and six others were on the sick bay lists.  Both Peter’s Secretary, Lieutenant Robin LeBlanc and Leading Steward Carmelo Boffa had suffered serious, although mercifully in no sense life-threatening injuries. 
 
    As to the damage to the old cruiser; it would be several hours before any kind of comprehensive survey could be attempted, let alone completed, suffice to say that there were large areas of the ship above the armoured main deck level which were wholly smashed, or burned out and the explosion of Number Two 5-inch gun house and its shell handling room had caused widespread, still to be properly assessed structural damage as far inboard as the centreline of the ship in the vicinity of the forward funnel, including the local ‘springing’ and cracking of welds, the distortion of an adjacent hull frame and the breaching of a two-thirds empty oil bunker.  At present, the ship had no centralised gun director, her sensor suite was inoperative, and of course, the damage to the equipment in her steering flat meant that she was, effectively, dead in the water for the foreseeable future.  In fact, given cost constraints and the likely shortage of dockyard facilities, workers and materials in the British Isles, like many of the ships that would eventually limp home from the South Atlantic, it was likely that Liverpool would – after a decent interval – be placed on the disposal list.  Pragmatically, if, in the coming years, the Royal Navy needed a big gunboat, there was always the option of reactivating one of the two huge Des Moines class ships mothballed last year. 
 
    It was likely that the old Baltimore class cruiser had fought her last fight. 
 
    “I’m afraid my day cabin took a couple of direct hits, sir,” Peter apologised ruefully, forcing a smile.  “Four-inchers, we think, they went straight in one side and out the other but a number of cannon shells also found their way in too; they seem to have bounced around the bulkheads before running out of steam.  Never mind.  The Master’s,” he nodded at Jack Griffin, “boys managed to recover my family pictures and my wife’s correspondence from what was left of my desk, so nothing important was lost!” 
 
    CINCSATF nodded jerkily. 
 
    Henry Leach was more than a little taken aback by how cheerful the younger man sounded.  He knew it was an act, one not so much for his benefit – and certainly not to salve his conscience - as for that of the men nearby who would, in the way of these things, swiftly report back to their shipmates that despite being more than somewhat knocked about, that the ‘old man’ was in good form. 
 
    The two men led the reception party away from the stern. 
 
    Behind them, the Wessex lifted off the pad. 
 
    In her refit at Brooklyn the cruiser’s fore and aft centreline-mounted 5-inch gun houses had been removed, their shell handling rooms reconfigured as berthing spaces, and deck houses placed in the stead of the guns as additional flag staff ‘overflow’ accommodation.  Although the upper compartment of the new aft spaces had been riddled with cannon fire, the old shell room, partially shielded by the armoured bulk of Number Three main battery turret had escaped serious damage. 
 
    Adam Canning was in conference with several men, including Ewan Briggs, the cruiser’s Engineering Officer, when Peter and Henry Leach entered.  Everybody jumped to their feet. 
 
    “As you were, gentlemen,” Leach drawled, finally beginning to feel a little more human. 
 
    CINCSATF hesitated. 
 
    Peter Christopher had brought him straight to this compartment for a reason.  Not because he expected – and certainly did not want to hear - Leach apologise for or explain his thinking for his misstep overnight in allowing OPERATION EXMOUTH to proceed.  Liverpool’s dead were dead, nothing was going to bring them back and the younger man was not going to allow anything, or anybody to tarnish their memory. 
 
    Nobody on his ship had been killed or grievously wounded in an action that future generations might view as a pointless, charge of the Light Brigade type of blunder! 
 
    “I am only going to be onboard thirty minutes or so,” Leach promised the room.  “Hostilities are over, as near as dammit.  I daresay there will be holdouts in the Camp, chaps who haven’t got the message but to all intents, the war is over.  I’m here today for no better reason – not that there could be a better reason – than that I just wanted to shake the hands of as many brave men as possible before my Staff drags me away, gentlemen!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Cape Pembroke 
 
    East Falkland 
 
      
 
    The portly man in the uniform of a Staff Sergeant wearing tabs identifying him as a member of the 11th Infantry Regiment had been pointed out to Lionel Colvin’s men by a score of angry Argentine prisoners of war.  He had been obliged to take the man into custody for his own protection. 
 
    The fat man claimed he was Salvador Guzman, a reservist called up that summer.  He had been assigned to the Central Supply Depot in the port, responsible for the issue of blankets and mess tins; in fact, he claimed that he had never once carried a rifle in his time on the Malvinas.  Moreover, he was a good Catholic, his motto was ‘peace to all men’ and he was glad that he would soon be returning home to his family in Mar del Plata. 
 
    This was what he protested to 46 Commando’s commanding officer; but Steuart Pringle did not believe a word of it. 
 
    “Um,” he grunted disgustedly, conferring with Lionel Colvin.  “The blaggard might have chopped off his moustache,” Salvador Guzman was the only clean shaven man any of them had seen in the last forty-eight hours, “but does he really think he can go incognito?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Lionel offered, “he’s as barking mad as his people say he is?” 
 
    46 Commando had inherited the responsibility for setting up a transit camp for the prisoners of war pouring onto the Pembroke Peninsula.  The Argentines were completely demoralised and could not throw down their arms quickly enough.  Or leastways, that seemed to be the attitude of the majority of the Ejército Argentino men, thus far only a handful of Marines had given themselves up, the latter in good order and visibly peeved about it.  Significantly, the Marines kept to themselves, distanced from their Army comrades. 
 
    To the west, the Vindrey Brigade was sweeping the high ground above the ruined town, collecting, disarming and sending back columns of men who had decamped, and were continuing to decamp, from the mountains that morning.  Now the fires in the town were beginning to die down an alternative route of march had been established along the harbour front, greatly alleviating the traffic jam of slowly trudging POWs moving east around either side of Sapper Hill. 
 
    At first light, significant numbers of casualties had begun to be carried through the still glowing embers of the eastern part of the port by POWs and loaded directly onto the Fearless’s landing craft for transfer to the ships offshore.  Some of the injured were too sick to be moved this way, hence the helicopter shuttle to the hillside above Stanley to collect and to airlift the most serious cases directly to the Bulwark and the big guided missile destroyer Hampshire, detached from the Hermes Battle Group, which had arrived off Blanco Bay an hour after daybreak that morning. 
 
    “Wheel the blighter in, Lionel,” Steuart Pringle declared with a disgusted sigh, as the two men ducked back into the crowded tent that served as the commando’s HQ. 
 
    Lieutenant General Horacio Calvi Mendoza initially tried to brazen it out.  He had not - quite - given up all hope of toppling the Junta, or of returning in triumph, donning the blue sash of presidential office and parading, with tickertape and military bands, through the streets of Buenos Aires, feted like the new… Perón. 
 
    Francesca was never going to be a new Evita; so, she would have had to go anyway, he had just put her out of her misery sooner rather than later and powerful men could always find a real ‘little bird’, window-dressing young wife! 
 
    He just needed to get back to the mainland… 
 
    “You are General Mendoza, the Argentine Governor of the Malvinas,” Pringle said, knowing that the other man spoke perfectly serviceable English. 
 
    “Forgive me, sir,” the other man protested, affecting utter bewilderment.  “I am…” 
 
    “You are Mendoza!”  Steuart Pringled rasped irritably.  “I’m a busy chap and you are wasting my time.  For goodness’ sake, man!  Act like an officer and a gentleman for once in your sad, contemptible life!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    HMS Liverpool 
 
    Stanley Harbour 
 
      
 
    Commander Adam Canning was flagging as the forenoon watch changed; most of the men around him were practically dead on their feet.  In the background the constant working of the pumps reverberated through the fabric of the wounded behemoth. 
 
    At his request, the Liverpool’s hard-pressed surgeon had broken off from his work in the sick bay, and given the cruiser’s captain a royal telling-off about how, if he did not take his medication and rest for a few hours he was going to write him up as unfit for duty.  To everybody’s relief, Peter Christopher had grudgingly submitted.  Presently, he was unconscious in Canning’s own, miraculously only lightly scorched quarters, watched over by a Royal Marine bandsman-medical orderly. 
 
    Strictly speaking, it ought to have been him, the ships Executive Officer who had had that conversation with his captain but that would have seemed wrong. 
 
    Things were better this way. 
 
    Canning had not known how anybody could possibly still be alive when he had eventually arrived on the Compass Platform last night.  There were, literally, body parts on the deck, imbedded in readiness boards on the bulkheads and blood, ‘running in the scuppers.’  Peter Christopher’s flak jacket, with its heavy metal plates – which he loathed wearing and only occasionally donned and then just ‘to encourage the chaps’ had undoubtedly saved his life, albeit at the cost of several cracked ribs.  Two for certain, possibly one or two more on his right side.  Most of the blood which Jack Griffin had said was ‘all over him’ was somebody else’s, possibly Callum McNish’s, the Pilot had been virtually cut in half by a shell that had entered the port side of the wheel house and exited the starboard bulkhead with its inertia only minimally retarded by its passage through the dead Pilot’s torso.  The captain’s other injuries were deep, nasty, shrapnel slashes mainly to his right hip and legs.  The Surgeon had been worried about internal injuries but other than allowing himself to be strapped up so tight he could hardly breathe; the patient had not permitted further investigation.  He had refused morphine when his right lower arm, which was either cracked or broken – another injury that would warrant further investigation - had been minimally splinted. 
 
    ‘You have your hands full with chap’s in far greater need of your services than me!”  The injured man had objected and because he was the man in command, that was that. 
 
    Jack Griffin had reported that the Captain had not been wearing a ‘hard hat’ when he got to the bridge.  Notwithstanding, he had a lump the size of an egg on his skull above his left ear, possibly caused by flying debris knocking off his helmet.  Again, other than allowing a brief concussion test, the cruiser’s commanding officer had mandated that he was ‘fine’, and there had been no further examination. 
 
    Thus, extensively stitched and strapped up, and surreptitiously dosed rather more heavily with painkilling morphine than he was aware, or would have countenanced, Peter Christopher was, at last, resting… 
 
    “What’s the mood below decks, Mister Griffin?”  Canning asked the ship’s acting Master at Arms when he knocked at his door in the auxiliary control room. 
 
    The other man elected to answer this question, asked in a confidential tone, in a circular manner 
 
    “Most of them are out on their feet, sir.  I’ve started spelling people.”  He shrugged, his red-bearded, piratical countenance threatening to split with a smile.  “The mood of the ship?  Well, we won the fucking war, didn’t we, sir?” 
 
    The Liverpool’s Executive officer grinned; he could not help himself. 
 
    “Yes, I suppose we did,” he agreed wryly. 
 
    The only problem was that right now, it did not feel that way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Pier Number Two 
 
    Port Stanley 
 
      
 
    Elena Bonham Garcia and her daughter shuffled forward as the long queue moved, at what seemed like barely a snail’s pace, towards the deep water loading gates. They had watched the smaller landing craft and boats shuttling to and from the warships for several hours, first from the top of the hill and then as they had moved, slowly nearer the harbour. 
 
    For some reason, she was remembering the day Lucia had excitedly recounted an excursion with Pablo Finocchiaro – a diversion from her school run – when the veteran Marine had taken her down to this very pier to meet Alberto Castro Fox, the commanding officer of the submarine Santiago del Estero.  Lucia had been bubbling with excitement all that day… 
 
    Now her little princess was clinging to her hand like her life depended on it, speechless, wide-eyed and shivering no matter how tightly she wrapped a blanket around her. 
 
    Somehow, Eddie Davies had persuaded one of the Russian officers to put Rosa Ibarra de Madrid on the second helicopter evacuating the most seriously injured civilians from the Sapper Hill clearing station. 
 
    ‘She is being taken out to HMS Bulwark, one of the British aircraft carriers.  Those ships have fully-equipped modern operating theatres,’ the Marine had assured her.  ‘They’ll look after her.  She’ll be okay…’ 
 
    Elena gazed wearily out across the harbour, eying the old American destroyers and the elegant British frigate moored east of the great cruiser which had shot its way into the anchorage and effectively, ended the war.  Even from several hundred metres away she could clearly see the terrible scars of that last battle and hear her hard-working pumps toiling. 
 
    It began to rain. 
 
    Just when she imagined her misery was complete, it seemed that fate took a hand, determining that she was not downcast enough! 
 
    Royal Navy men with clipboards were methodically processing the women and children ahead of the mother and daughter. 
 
    “Not long now, sweetheart,” she cooed to her daughter. 
 
    Lucia said nothing, lost in her inner world of grief, with terrors dancing across her every waking thought as the wind blew coldly off the western mountains all the way down the three miles of the otherwise sheltered inlet, biting through layers of clothing as if the women and children waiting in line were half-naked. 
 
    “Can I have your name please, Senora?” 
 
    Elena blinked out of her trance; she had been as good as asleep on her feet.  She drew herself up to her full height, raised her head – she had her pride, nobody could take that away from her – and looked the man, a leading seaman of, she guessed about her son Juan’s age, directly in the eye. 
 
    She had cried when the Russian soldiers had carried, very gently, tenderly which had surprised her, Rosa Ibarra de Madrid to the helicopter. 
 
    Elena felt as if she had betrayed the girl. 
 
    She blinked again and made an effort to stand straight, tall and proud: “My name is Donna Elena Bonham Garcia, my husband is the commander of the Malvinas Lucha Contra las Fuerzas Terrestres de la Guarnición,” this she said defiantly, then, less confrontationally, ‘and this is my daughter, Lucia.  She is very cold…’ 
 
    The seaman nodded, his eyes widening a fraction.  Then he half-turned and bellowed an order. 
 
    Literally, seconds later Lucia was swathed in two more blankets and another seaman was insisting she drink what turned out to be Rum-laced hot chocolate from a thermos he produced from what was obviously, his own personal rucksack. 
 
    Elena immediately regretted her haughtiness. 
 
    She felt stupid and humiliated, and…ridiculous.  She had watched the British sailors working their way down the line, speaking gently, summoning more blankets and water, handing out bars of chocolate for the little ones and every few minutes supporting exhausted mothers, or carrying a tired or sick child to the boats.  Why had she been such a drama queen; these men were not at war with her and she had never been at war with them? 
 
    But then the problem remained: what was the right way to address one’s conquerors? 
 
    A voice disrupted her thoughts… 
 
    “Donna Elena,” another man was inquiring, respectfully. 
 
    The newcomer, a Lieutenant Commander, cut a rather dashing figure and for a moment she could not think who he reminded her of, which made her feel almost gauche, a thing she had thought she had dispensed with long ago, in her much younger days. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, with sudden trepidation. 
 
    Which, the next moment, made her feel even more foolish. 
 
    “I think I may be distantly related to your husband, Ma’am,” asserted Nigel Bonham, who introduced himself.  He added: “I’m the Executive Officer of that marvellous-looking frigate out there, the Naiad.” 
 
    Elena stared at him, uncomprehending. 
 
    “If you’d like to come with me, we’ll get you and your daughter out of the cold and wet post haste,” Nigel Bonham decided. 
 
    “We can’t possibly jump the queue, Commander,” Elena objected guiltily.  “The people ahead of us are just as wet and cold as we are.” 
 
    The Naiad’s second-in-command brushed this aside. 
 
    “My apologies, Donna Elena,” he smiled tight-lipped.  “But if I have to, I will arrest you.  I’ll order my chaps to carry you. Shouting and screaming if it comes to it, to the boats.  Things are a little chaotic at the moment; there are people roaming the island looking to take out their anger on somebody, they don’t care whom but the wife and the daughter of a senior Argentine military commander are clearly not safe on this island at the moment.  This isn’t about good manners or protocol, this is about your safety and as I say, shouting and screaming or not, I will get you on board Naiad as soon as possible.”  Nigel Bonham concluded laconically, with another smile: “Ma’am.” 
 
    Elena gave in. 
 
    Her conscience was partially assuaged when one of the big British landing craft – one of the ones that could swallow a whole company in its cavernous cargo hold…how on earth did we ever think we could beat these people? – berthed alongside the pier as she and Lucia were handed down into a large barge. 
 
    Nigel Bonham had obviously radioed ahead because the frigate’s Captain greeted the mother and daughter at the top of the gangway as they came aboard. 
 
    “Alan Hannay at your service, Donna Elena,” the dapper, very familiar man – from a score of imported telecasts from his time in America in the middle years of the decade – declared in faultless Spanish.  “You are quite safe now.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Elena muttered, on the verge of breaking down.  “I know you must have a hundred other things to do, Captain Hannay; but I have no idea what has happened to my husband,” this latter she blurted. 
 
    “I will make urgent inquiries,” Alan promised, handing mother and daughter over to the waiting sick bay attendants – the routine was that all evacuees were medically triaged before being fed, watered and assigned quarters – and returning to the frigate’s bridge to report Elena Bonham Garcia and her daughter’s safe reception on his ship to the SATF Command Staff, he appended a priority enquiry requesting to be informed as to the ‘current status’ of her husband. 
 
    Elena and her daughter had been found a berth – one bunk – in what was normally a four-man cabin.  They had been plied with more hot chocolate, a creamy soup and fresh bread and settled in warm, marvellously dry temporary home, which soon began to fill up with other women and children, all sitting looking at each other, wondering what to do next, too anxious to attempt to sleep, when after about two hours, a rating rapped at the open bulkhead door. 
 
    “Captain Hannay’s compliments, Ma’am,” he grinned, a little shyly, and passed Elena a folded piece of paper, a standard message flimsy.  “I think it is good news.” 
 
    With trembling fingers Elena unfolded the sheet. 
 
    Lucia leaned across her to read it. 
 
    She mouthed: “GEN BONHAM GARCIA SURRENDERED SADDLEBACK BREAK INJURIES NOT LIFE THREATENING BREAK RECOVERING ON RO8 MESSAGE ENDS” 
 
    Lucia looked to the man still standing by the hatch. 
 
    “What is R08 please, sir?” 
 
    “That’s the Rusty B,” the man quipped, then realised that he was just confusing the kid, and said: “HMS Bulwark, a great big aircraft carrier, senorita.” 
 
    Alone again the tears started to dribble down Elena’s face. 
 
    Lucia stared at the empty hatchway for some seconds, knowing she would never forget that the messenger who had brought them the best news they could have possibly received…had been genuinely, and she suspected, as moist-eyed and pleased to be its bearer, as they were to receive it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Churchill House 
 
    Headington Quarry 
 
    Oxford, England 
 
      
 
    The Prime Minister had asked the Chief of the Defence Staff, Field Marshall Sir Michael Carver, the Secretary of Defence, Sir Ian Gilmour, the Foreign and Commonwealth Secretary, Francis Pym, and newly confirmed Cabinet Secretary – and therefore Head of the Home Civil Service – forty-year-old John Hunt, the first avowed Roman Catholic to hold the post since its formal inception in the middle of the First World War, to join her when she spoke to President Walter Brenckmann that evening on the secure transatlantic telephone line. 
 
    Ian Gilmour and Francis Pym had been among the cabal of senior ministers urging Margaret Thatcher to appoint a permanent Cabinet Secretary, and raised strident objections when, more than once, she had suggested the man who had been the late Sir Henry Tomlinson’s protégé, the thirty-one-year-old former Head Boy of Harrow School, Robin Butler, who had been acting in the role for some months, ought to be confirmed in post.  It was not that anybody had anything against Butler, Robin was in every way an admirable candidate but…he was too young and the job of Cabinet Secretary required a certain gravitas and much greater experience of the machinations of the governmental machinery. 
 
    Not that Sir John Joseph Benedict Hunt, undoubtedly a wily and frighteningly competent administrator, a man with a Magdalene College mind that consumed and rationalised complexity, who could ineluctably, implacably argue the hind quarters off the most gratuitously mulish mule, was everybody’s cup of tea.  Whereas, Butler had been a tad callow for their taste, many ministers were finding that Hunt was just that little bit too formidable for their liking; that particularly troublesome type of civil servant who always seemed to know their business better – a lot better – than they did, or ever would. 
 
    Just before the connection went live, there was a late arrival; the Secretary of State for National Security, the Government’s chief spymaster, Airey Neave, the MP for Abingdon, completing the cast of characters in the secure, basement Communications Room.  Or, as some Headington Quarry insiders called it ‘The Bunker’ or latterly, if they were feeling less charitable – things had after all been getting unutterably grim on all fronts - ‘The Fuhrer Bunker’ where now, the group of senior ministers with their heads drawn farthest into the ever-closing South Atlantic noose, had come to privately contemplate the approaching ruination of their political careers. 
 
    “One minute,” Sir John Hunt reported. 
 
    “Softly, softly, Margaret,” Airey Neave advised as he took his seat across the table from his old friend.  As ever, he was ruddy-faced and seemingly full of the joys of life, as befitted a man who knew practically all his enemies’ secrets. 
 
    The Prime Minister gave him a peeved look. 
 
    He held up his hands in mock supplication. 
 
    “We are going to need the US Navy if we are to remove all those people from the Falklands, Margaret,” Ian Gilmour observed, tersely. 
 
    “Assuming the bloody Argentines haven’t started a full-scale civil war by the time the repatriation starts, Ian,” the Foreign Secretary countered, a little sourly but then that evening any man with the misfortune to be running the Foreign and Commonwealth Office was entitled to be just a little…jaundiced about his lot. 
 
    Then the President was on the line. 
 
    “Margaret,” Walter Brenckmann chortled, for no matter what had gone awry in the ‘special relationship’ of late, he had never shaken off his respect and, truth be known, abiding affection for the woman he had first encountered back in the dark days of late 1963.  “Good to speak to you again.  How are the twins?” 
 
    “They are well, although Christmas has been a little bit of a damp squib this year.  As I’m sure you will understand.  How are you and Joanne?” 
 
    “We’re good.  Well, for our age.  Poor Jack McCain is still on sick leave.  He had another bad turn yesterday, so he’s back in Walter Reed again.  Jo and I are really worried about him.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Both leaders took a deep breath, cognisant that in the circumstances, they had to start talking about ‘business’ sooner rather than later. 
 
    “Nicko,” the President prefaced, getting serious, “has given me a detailed briefing on the events of the last forty-eight hours.” 
 
    ‘Nicko’ was Sir Nicholas Henderson, who was often accused of being the most popular man in Washington DC, a man with an open invitation at the Brenckmann White House. 
 
    “There has been no formal surrender of the Argentine forces on the Falklands but the fighting has stopped, Walter,” the Prime Minister declaimed.  “Our first priority is processing the women, children and other civilian dependents.  Fortunately, the Navy is quite good at that sort of thing.  The next problem will be repatriation…” 
 
    “About that…  We’re getting reports of pitched battles in the streets of Buenos Aires.  CIA says that the Air Force attacked two Army bases in Cordoba Province this afternoon.” 
 
    “Oh,” Margaret Thatcher glanced at Francis Pym who shrugged, leaving her none the wiser.  “I hadn’t heard that.” 
 
    “We’re getting other reports that speak of rioters besieging Army bases and of conscripts turning on their officers and joining the protesters.  It’s as if that mutiny down in Ushuaia has shown the others the way to go.  It’s a mess in Buenos Aires, Margaret.  The Marines guarding our Embassy had to fire over the heads of a mob who were stoning the compound and attempting to crash cars into the main gates.”  The President paused, changed tack, catching his British interlocutors completely by surprise.  “I know you have long-standing relations with the Chileans; how are you fixed to persuade them to ease off in the south, Margaret?” 
 
    This caught the Prime Minister a little off balance. 
 
    Before she could reply, Walter Brenckmann went on: “The government in Santiago is under a lot of pressure to use the Argentine’s problems to resolve the Beagle Channel question.” 
 
    “Oh, you think that may be a problem?” 
 
    “It could be; the trouble is if the Chileans do anything dumb down in that part of the world half-a-dozen other countries in Latin America might take it as the excuse they’ve been looking for to address their own territorial disputes with their neighbours!  Heck, we could have World War IV in South America!” 
 
    “I’m not sure how much influence we have over the Chileans, Walter,” Margaret Thatcher explained, unusually diffident. 
 
    “Henry Kissinger says you guys trained a lot of their senior military guys?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “Don’t put yourself down, Margaret.  What’s just happened in the Malvinas…  The Falklands, I mean, will send a strong message.  We’d all rather have sorted this thing out without a war but now it looks like it’s over, trust me, people will listen to you when you ask them, nicely, it goes without saying, not to act dumb like the Argentine Junta.” 
 
    The Prime Minister looked around the table. 
 
    Less than a year after his inauguration, pragmatism was trumping morality in the Brenckmann White House when it came to foreign affairs. 
 
    “We will be happy to make representations, strong representations albeit of an entirely advisory, non-confrontational basis to our friends in Chile,” Margaret Thatcher heard herself saying. 
 
    “Good, good.  Back to those islands…  The Falklands.  We have ships within three or four days’ steaming time of those islands, Margaret.  Task Force 18.2 returning to Norfolk from the Indian Ocean, the cruiser St Paul, several DDs and DDGs, a tanker and a couple of supply ships.”  This said he went on: “What else do you need?” 
 
    “Ian Gilmour is with me, may I pass you over to him for a moment, Walter?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “We have medical supplies and stores sufficient for our own forces, Mister President,” the Secretary for Defence explained, knowing that as a former US naval officer the man at the other end of the line would understand without needing to be over-burdened by exposition, “now we have acquired humanitarian and military responsibilities in accordance with the Geneva Convention and the various Hague protocols for another thirteen to fourteen thousand people, many of them women and children and inevitably, in addition to our own wounded we now have a large number of sick and injured Argentine combatants and non-combatants to take care of also.  I have a list of essential supplies, by your leave, if I might communicate that direct to the Pentagon?” 
 
    “Sure thing.  Carry on, Sir Ian,” he was ordered.  Walter Brenckmann moved on.  “Right, Margaret.  The war isn’t the problem now; trust me, the peace is going to be Hell.” 
 
    Around the table the mood dipped. 
 
    “The OAS,” the Organisation of American States, “is not going to accept a re-colonisation of those islands.  Whatever comes out of this can’t look anything like it was before 1964; that isn’t the world we live in anymore and I can’t, I won’t support anything that smells like, or looks like a return to the pre-April 1964 status quo.  Forgive me if this sounds blunt but try to remember, I’m your friend and I wouldn’t be telling you this straight, if I wasn’t.” 
 
    The Prime Minister visibly braced herself. 
 
    “Carry on, Walter.” 
 
    “Task Force 18.2 will land Marines, one DDG and a supply ship will remain on station in the South Atlantic.  You will withdraw your forces.  You can phase that over the next twelve months but you need to make a start, a serious start, as soon as possible.  It is up to you if you leave a civil administrator or suchlike in place, and I know those islands are a naturalist’s dream; so, a science station would be fine, too.  Two or three if you like as long as not all the scientists are Brits.  But twelve months from now, no warships or fixed-wing military aircraft anywhere closer than South Georgia.  The Argentines have no claim to that place, even the OAS knows that’s not in South America.  That is the deal.  Just so we understand each other, and neither of us comes back to the table later feeling we were short-changed, this is not a take it or leave it deal but if you ‘take it’, all avenues of transatlantic support my Administration can offer you will be on the table.  Heck, if you want to apply to be the fifty-first state, I’d go for that in a blink of an eye, Margaret!” 
 
    The Prime Minister knew he was joking but from the unalloyed horror on Francis Pym’s and Ian Gilmour’s faces, they did not.    Airey Neave, disappointed by his colleague’s reaction, shook his head.  Sir John Hunt kept writing, imperturbably in his large, hard-back notebook. 
 
    “Very well.  First things first, Walter,” the Prime Minister countered soberly.  “As per your suggestion, we will communicate with the Chileans.  As to the other matter, Cabinet will discuss that early in the New Year.”  She swallowed hard.  “I am sure that, in the circumstances, we shall be able to meet you at, or substantially beyond half-way.” 
 
    “Good enough. In the New Year you and I need to discuss getting those POWs and civilians home, and your handover to a US Navy Peacekeeping Force.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Margaret Thatcher. 
 
    She took a long, shivering breath. 
 
    “Yes, Walter.  I concur,” she said quietly, resigned to the inevitable. 
 
    “It is for the best, Margaret.” 
 
    The Prime Minister opened her mouth to say something, no words come from her lips.  Instead, she just shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Walter Brenckmann said, and everybody in the room knew he meant it.  Forcing a bright tone, he suggested: “Bring the twins over to Camp David soon.  We haven’t seen enough of you in New England lately, Margaret.” 
 
    “I shall look forward to that.” 
 
    The call ended. 
 
    Again, all eyes settled on Margaret Thatcher’s face. 
 
    Outwardly, she returned their stares. 
 
    Inwardly, she was in another place. 
 
    “All political careers end in failure,” she said eventually, a ghost of a smile on her pale lips.  “Isn’t that what they say?” 
 
    Nobody agreed or disagreed. 
 
    “Today we rejoice,” she sighed, without enthusiasm, “who knows what tomorrow will bring.” 
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    Friday 2nd January, 1970 
 
    Waterkloof, Pretoria 
 
    South Africa 
 
      
 
    Britain’s High Commissioner to South Africa, Sir Edward Dillon Lott du Cann, had removed his family to the hills of Waterkloof, in the eastern part of the capital three months after his arrival in 1965. 
 
    Stradling the Apies River, Pretoria was a pleasant enough city, its developing urban sprawl was broken up with parks and open spaces, and most of its major buildings sat in wooded, or savannah settings served with new, broad thoroughfares.  In fact, it all looked rather picturesque from the veranda of the High Commissioner’s Residence in the foothills of the Magaliesberg Mountains in those tranquil hours before the summer sun climbed too high in the clear skies of the Veldt, and later when the heat of the day had passed, in the cool of the evening as the insects chittered and buzzed in the surrounding undergrowth where, occasionally some nights a big cat roared or an antelope chirped in alarm. 
 
    The Residence had been made available to the Crown – through du Cann’s business connections - by De Beers at a peppercorn rent, shortly after his arrival in Pretoria.  To the High Commissioner the spacious house – actually more of a mansion which came with a staff of eleven, a white butler, housekeeper and chef and eight black retainers – had always been a reassuring connection to a better, free-booting age in which the men who had really made South Africa, rather than the Boers, specifically Cecil Rhodes, Alfred Beit and the Rothschilds, who had founded De Beers and the diamond empire of the Witwatersrand, and Ernest Oppenheimer, the man who, with no little help from J.P. Morgan, had created the mining giant Anglo American. 
 
    Not that he decried what the Boers had achieved, all in all they had not made such a bad job of things once the imperial trailblazers had pointed them in the right direction.  True, a lot of them had been overly partial to Hitler’s brand of racist nationalism back in the 1940s – and some of them still were - but credit where credit was due, after all, the then Union of South Africa, had actually remained, albeit a little schizophrenically, loyal to the right old country, the good old United Kingdom not High Germany.  And bless them, even the most die-hard Afrikaner was grudgingly, touchingly impressed when he rolled out their favourite catchphrases in their own language; and as to their attachment to Apartheid – separate development – well, if that was not really to his taste then this was not actually his country.  If the locals chose, for whatever reason, to treat three-quarters of the population as enemies who was he to meddle in their paranoia? 
 
    However, in recent months he had come to the conclusion that he had probably been ‘in country’ too long, and that he was starting to go native, that every time he sat on the veranda of the residence and gazed out across the city below him in the bowl of the hills, that his mind wandered… 
 
    “Forgive me, Hilgard,” he apologised, hoping that his guest, who had been chatting avuncularly with his wife, Sallie, before he joined him on the veranda, was unaware that he had been literally…miles away. 
 
    Somewhere in the house his young son and daughter, aged four and five, were behaving themselves, watched over by their Xhosa nanny.  Hopefully, she had stopped teaching them any new words in her own tongue, although Sallie and he saw the funny side of it when the little ones came out with strings of clicks and what sounded like burps, that would never do back in England when they went to school.  “I was miles away,” he confessed, waving at the vista before them as the evening shadows began to lengthen, “as I’ve often said there is so much about your wonderful land that takes the breath away.” 
 
    Fifty-five-year-old Hilgard Muller, who had been the South African Minister for Foreign Affairs and Commonwealth Relations since before Edward du Cann’s appointment in Pretoria smiled, half-turning to glance over his shoulder to where the two wives, Nita Muller and the High Commissioner’s wife, Sallie, were sipping cool drinks and communicating in low tones, clearly not wanting their menfolk to overhear what they were saying. 
 
    “Nita and Sallie deserve a little time away from the politics of this city,” he said in English. 
 
    Muller had been his country’s first Ambassador – Pretoria having left the Commonwealth in 1961 – in London.  He had made a pretty good fist of repairing relations after the acrimonious parting of the Commonwealth ways by the time the world went mad in October 1962.  Like so many, he and his wife had only survived because by chance, they were away from South Africa House – overlooking Trafalgar Square in central London – at a weekend house party in rural Surrey, when the missiles had begun to fly on that dreadful night over seven years ago. 
 
    In the autumn of 1964, Muller, after participating in the planning of the OPERATION MANNA convoys of the previous winter, had been in the process of establishing a new embassy in Oxford when he was recalled and handed the poison chalice of overseeing his country’s full integration into the New Commonwealth, and in securing full membership of CMAFTA – the Commonwealth Mutual Assistance and Free Trade Association – which in the economic upheavals of the mid-1960s had probably, by re-admitting South Africa to world markets which otherwise would have been closed to it, had probably been the only thing that averted the implosion of his country’s economy. 
 
    Gold and diamonds were fine; but you could not eat them and neither could they be put in the fuel tanks of ships or any other kind of machine, which was a problem because South Africa had no oil reserves of its own; synthetic plants produced oil from coal but that was expensive and insufficient, and had there ever been a long-term disruption of the flow of oil from Arabia or the Persian Gulf, the consequences for Hilgard Muller’s country would have been unspeakably dire.  So, although normal service had been resumed in the last couple of years, with gold, other precious metals and gems had reacquired their ‘reserve’ values and status, as the global economy had continued to recover from the shock of the October War, neither Muller’s friends, or his detractors, were going to forget the pivotal role he had played in preserving, and nurturing relations with the British, and successive US Administrations, any time soon. 
 
    Muller had achieved all his successes with the gentlemanly, efficient and very patient competence which were the hallmarks of his adult life.  A graduate of Pretoria University, and a rugby blue at Oxford, where as a Rhodes Scholar he had earned a BA in literature in 1940, he had returned home to study law, qualifying in 1947.  Soon drawn into city politics he had served on the capital’s council, and then as its mayor in the mid-1950s before stepping onto the national stage. 
 
    Notwithstanding South Africa’s internal racial policies, Muller had tirelessly tried, and in many cases, succeeded in fostering relatively good relations with a number of other African states.  In Oxford, he was the man credited with smoothing Botswana’s road to independence within the Commonwealth in 1967, and was generally regarded as the one, reliable honest broker in Balthazar Johannes Vorster’s increasingly hard line cabinet. 
 
    Thus, it was a little ironic that du Cann had concluded that if he wanted to speak directly to Vorster and, these days, his maddeningly obstreperous Boer inner circle, he was going to have to do it by taking advantage of the good offices of the man who was by far the least venal, and most transparently decent member of the team. 
 
    It went against the grain; but needs must and all that. 
 
    “You wanted to have a confidential chat about something, Edward?”  Hilgard Muller reminded him. 
 
    “Yes,” the two men rose to their feet and walked away. 
 
    Inside the residence the staff were laying the table for dinner, cutlery and wine glasses were tinkling softly. 
 
    “I thought you should be the first to know that I have decided to return to England, Hilgard,” du Cann confessed.  “I’ve had a good innings here and much though I shall miss the country,” he shrugged, “my friends in England have convinced me that there is a deal of, shall we say, unfinished business in the old country.” 
 
    Muller listened. 
 
    His government’s thoughts had been greatly concentrated by the ruthless brutality with which the British had finally – in less than three days – brought the war in the South Atlantic to a conclusion.  It was food for thought to those who peddled the line that the British were finished as a world power.  Not that anybody in Pretoria had had the least sympathy for the Argentines.  They had reaped the whirlwind they had so foolishly sowed and to most Afrikaners, that seemed only right and proper. 
 
    As to the Argentine itself, the fall of the latest Junta had been inevitable after the Air Force began to attack Army bases in and around Cordoba.  The garrison had mutinied; and apparently many of its senior officers had either fled for their lives or ended up hanging from lamp posts in the streets of the city.  Similar uprisings appeared to have flared up in the suburbs of Buenos Aires; where a ‘Popular Front’ was in the process of cobbling together a provisional administration.  Needless to say, the country’s banking system had collapsed, again, and mutinous conscripts, many heavily armed, had joined the crowds in the streets.  It sounded like chaos, a nightmare of the kind the National Party feared might unfold in South Africa if ever the minority white population relaxed its iron grip on the country. 
 
    “I have heard that Mrs Thatcher is steering the ship of state through very troubled waters in Oxford,” he remarked sympathetically. 
 
    “Yes.  The whole South Atlantic imbroglio has been profoundly disruptive to the natural order of things at home,” du Cann agreed urbanely.  “You will understand that in the current atmosphere in the British Isles that the Marxist-Leninist threat from the Socialists, the Labour Party, that is, is now greater than it has been at any time since the October War.  Many people believe that we were heading for a fall before 1962; and that, subsequent events have no more than delayed the inevitable.  Personally, I don’t subscribe to any of that neo-determinist doom-mongering.  So, I am returning home to do what I can to preserve the rightful order of things.” 
 
    The South African Foreign Minister absorbed this. 
 
    The prospect of a change of administration in Oxford was deeply troubling to his government.  Not least because his sources in England suggested that the Labour Party might stand on a platform of unilateralism, de-militarisation and pursue what several of its leading lights were lazily calling ‘a moral foreign policy’ which inevitably, would result in South Africa’s expulsion from CMAFTA on account of its Apartheid policies. 
 
    Without seeking to be melodramatic, for the government in Pretoria, that would be a disaster of barely quantifiably unsatisfactory existential proportions. 
 
    “The trouble is,” Edward du Cann went on, “without resources, assets one can rely on,” he hesitated, “and the kindness of friends with more than a passing interest in making sure that if, even in the event the Socialists get their hands on some of the reins of power, the damage can be limited,” another pause, “one is somewhat hamstrung.” 
 
    Muller said nothing, waiting to see how far the Englishman was prepared to go with this line of argument.  Necessarily, the other man’s sales pitch was obliquely pitched, understanding that neither of them wanted to gift any hostages to fortune.  A man with a mind finely attuned, trained by years of hard-won exposure to diplomatic nuances, Muller was intrigued. 
 
    “These are strange times,” du Cann observed, reading the older man’s thoughts.  “It costs a lot of money to win the battle for hearts and minds.  I won’t deny that I have received certain,” he pursed his lips, “pledges of support, in principle, you understand.  However, I don’t need to tell you, of all people, that I will sleep sounder at night if I know that my friends in Pretoria are, heart and soul, behind me throughout the trials and tribulations of the coming months.”  
 
      
 
    [ THE END ] 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading ‘Cassandra’s Song’, I hope you enjoyed it.  If not, I am sorry.  In either event, I firmly believe that civilisation needs people like you to keep the written word alive. 
 
    ________ 
 
      
 
    The story continues in Timeline 10/27/62 – Book 19: The Changing of the Guard which will be released on 27th April 2023. 
 
      
 
    The war in the South Atlantic may have been won but no victory on the battlefield is ever the last word; history will not allow it, and for the embattled National Conservative Thatcher Government nemesis is never that far away. 
 
      
 
    It might well be that a bloody, messy and middlingly mis-handled war for a windswept archipelago in the middle of nowhere that nobody actually really wants to live on, will turn out to be as pyrrhic to the reconstructed British establishment as it was for Port Stanley. 
 
      
 
    But of course, as with everything else in the changed timeline of the post-October War world, nothing is pre-ordained and often, little is what on the surface, it appears to be. 
 
      
 
    So, confronted by the challenges of the peace, our cast of many characters find themselves facing challenges few of them anticipated, or have any real idea how to cope with in the eighth year of the evolving alternative history of the modern world! 
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