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1730 hours, Tuesday, 9 May 2017

Kharkiv, Ukraine

AFTER THE DARKNESS and bitter cold of the Ukrainian winter, spring is a time of optimism for the people of Kharkiv. And this Victory Day holiday afternoon was no exception. Warm spring sunshine set off the white walls and golden domes of Pokrovsky Cathedral. In Maxim Gorky Park, groups of students from the many universities in the city played football, or lay on the grass chatting, while extended families gathered to picnic and barbecue to celebrate the holiday.

In the city, the cafés and bars in Freedom Square were full of people making the most of the weekend and the weather. It seemed a long time since the 2015 Minsk ceasefire effectively froze the war of 2014–15. Since then, the provinces of Donetsk and Luhansk had become de facto Russian protectorates, now known to their Russian ‘peace-keepers’ as the province of Novorossiya. An uncertain peace prevailed, regularly broken by flare-ups along the front line between the Ukrainian army and Russian-backed separatists.

A lone man made his way through the groups of revellers, scanning the crowd as he walked. Unobtrusive at around medium height and in his early thirties, with close-cropped dark hair and a black, zip-fronted fleece jacket over a newly laundered white T-shirt, he moved with an easy, sinewy stride; a man used to covering ground with minimum physical effort, always keeping something in reserve. However, Anatoly Nikolayevich Vronsky was not enjoying the sun. A driven, utterly focused man, Vronsky accepted nothing but the best, and things looked as if they might be unravelling before they had even started.

First, his contact at the base had telephoned to warn him that the group he wanted had left earlier than expected. Then, ten minutes earlier, the idiot tasked to follow them had reported in that he had a blown tyre and had lost them on the outskirts of the city. Vronsky’s best guess was that they had to be heading here, the tourist part of town, which is why he was now searching Freedom Square for them, methodically breaking down into sectors the vast, café-lined square, surrounded by huge Soviet-era concrete buildings. Each sector had to be surveyed in turn; slowly, not rushing it, just as he had once been taught and how he taught those who now followed him.

There. At a pavement table: one woman and four men. Now he saw them, the group was easy to spot among the Ukrainians. Uniformly clad in jeans and polo shirts, the men sported the distinguishing mark of any American soldier, the crew cut.

Vronsky slowed his pace, relaxed his shoulders so that he was almost slouching and made his way to an empty table right beside them. As he waved to the waiter, he took out his mobile and made a couple of calls. Minutes later another man and an attractive, younger woman joined him. They shook hands and he kissed the girl on both cheeks, sat down and ordered coffee; a typical group of young Ukrainian professionals relaxing on a day off. Then the three of them argued about the most likely winner of that season’s Premier League: Dynamo Kyiv or Metalist Kharkiv. All they had to do now was wait.

The moment came when one of the Americans at the next table pulled out a tourist map, looked around to orientate it and placed it on the table. ‘Well, we’re obviously in Freedom Square,’ said one of the group, with a marked Texan accent.

It was what Vronsky had been waiting for. ‘Where are you heading?’ he asked, in faultless, American-accented English.

Surprised, the American turned and looked at him. ‘Hey, you speak pretty good English … you ever been to the States?’

‘Sure.’ Vronsky smiled. ‘I was at the University of Texas in San Antonio for a couple of years.’

‘You don’t say … that’s where I’m from!’ was the delighted response from the American.

‘Hey, you don’t say. Is the River Walk still the place for a beer?’

‘Sure … the best.’

‘We’d better celebrate then. I can’t offer you an Alamo, but let me buy you one of our local beers. Have you ever tried a white beer? Perfect on a sunny evening.’

‘Well …’ the American hesitated. ‘I guess one won’t do any harm. By the way, I’m Scott Trapnell.’

‘Anatoly Nikolayevich Vronsky,’ he responded and they shook hands. ‘I lecture in English at the University of Kharkiv. What are you guys doing here?’

‘Great to meet you, Anatoly,’ enthused the friendly American. ‘We’re US military. 1st Battalion, 15th Field Artillery, US Army. Here to train your army in how to use the AN/TPQ-36 weapon-locating radar. That’s the mobile radar system our government has given your guys to help track incoming artillery and rocket fire. I’m Master Sergeant Scott Trapnell and these guys are my training team.’

‘You don’t say, Scott. That’s amazing. We owe you guys so much! Without you here, well …’ Vronsky’s voice trailed off. Both men knew that it was only the presence of the American trainers that was stopping Russia from overrunning this part of pro-Western Ukraine.

‘So, where are you based?’ Allegiances confirmed, Vronsky picked up the conversation again.

‘We’ve been out at Chaguyev training camp, east of Kharkiv, for the past couple of months … We’re in town today for some R and R.’

‘I suspect you need it,’ Vronsky commiserated. ‘Being stuck out there must be boring and uncomfortable.’

‘Well, you know what it’s like.’ Trapnell caught himself, not wanting to complain in front of a friendly local, but Vronsky was right. That was pretty much all they did in private: complain at the conditions and count the days till they got back Stateside.

‘I do. I did military service too and those old Soviet barracks were dumps.’

At that moment the waiter brought the beer and they sat and chatted at the pavement table. Soon, General Order Number 1 – the rule preventing American military personnel from drinking alcohol while on duty or while deployed – was set aside and the Americans were able to relax for the first time in months; imagine themselves as simple tourists for a few moments, enjoy the sun and the exotic beer, and watch with obvious appreciation as long-legged, ash-blonde Ukrainian girls strutted past.

In no time the Americans were at the centre of a group of admiring Ukrainians, all keen to buy them beers, practise their English, and express their gratitude for what America was doing to support their beleaguered country.

Vronsky lifted his chair and placed it between Trapnell and his neighbour, the only female soldier in the group.

He turned to her. ‘Hi, I’m Anatoly. Thank you for what you’re doing for us.’

‘It’s a pleasure, Anatoly. And I’m Laura Blair. But please call me Laura,’ she replied, a typically open, friendly, pretty all-American girl. ‘I guess life has been very tough for you with the war and everything.’

Vronsky looked at her. ‘You’re not wrong … All war is dreadful but civil war is brother against brother, fathers against sons.’

‘What about the Russians?’ asked Blair.

‘Sure, they’re involved, but how can they not be? Ukraine and Russia are inseparable. Like twins joined at birth. The tragedy was the separation after Soviet times.’

Blair persisted. ‘But the Russians have invaded your country, broken the ceasefire, attacked your soldiers.’

‘If young, innocent conscripts, forced to fight against their will, is an invasion then yes, the Russians invaded. The Kremlin will tell you they were volunteers. Don’t believe that propaganda. The truth is everyone in war loses, is a victim. There are no winners. Everyone’s lives are blighted; young, old and always the innocent. It’s the women and children who suffer most … But enough of us and our troubles on such a beautiful day. Where are you from, Laura?’

Vronsky saw her look up at the sun and then at the happy crowds around them. She smiled. ‘Amherst, Massachusetts,’ she replied, ‘and you?’

Vronsky ignored the question. ‘Amherst? Home of the poet Emily Dickinson?’

‘Exactly. I’m impressed that you know. My dad was a janitor at Amherst Academy where she was at school. I guess you know about her from teaching English?’

‘For sure,’ said Vronsky, eyes softening, ‘and she’s one of my favourite poets. My time at school in the States left me with a love of American literature and a passion for Emily Dickinson. There’s a line of hers that has brought me through the dark times of the war …’

He leaned close to her ear and whispered:

Hope is the thing with feathers

That perches in the soul –

And sings the tunes without the words –

And never stops at all.

Blair was entranced, unable to trust herself to speak as tears formed in her eyes. At that moment she felt a very long way from home and, besides, no man had ever talked to her as Vronsky was doing now. She smiled and closed her eyes, anxious not to show the handsome Ukrainian how deeply his words had affected her.

Vronsky used the moment to steal a glance to his right. Anna Brezhneva, his attractive female companion, had already focused on another, younger American, Sergeant Jim Rooney. ‘I am study English at the University. I have girl friends who love to meet your friends.’ She put her hand on his arm and gave it a slight squeeze. ‘Is that good expression, Ji … im? You teach me if I say it bad?’

Rooney grinned. ‘I like this idea. And you say it real well …’

Vronsky looked around the group and knew it was time.

‘I tell you what,’ he suggested with a broad smile, addressing them all. ‘We have so much to thank you for. Why don’t we all have dinner together? My cousin owns a great restaurant not far from here and he’ll look after you like family. This is no tourist restaurant. This is where only locals go. You can’t come to Kharkiv and not try our local food. You won’t eat better holubtsi anywhere.’

The younger Americans looked at Trapnell for guidance. He hesitated, impressed at the offer but not quite sure.

Vronsky continued, ‘And, as our honoured guests, it is of course our gift to you.’

Trapnell looked at the others, who grinned back. It is a rare soldier who can refuse the offer of high-quality, free food. ‘Sure. Why not? But we can’t stay late.’

‘Don’t worry. There’ll be no problem. The restaurant is on the east side of the city and on the way back to your barracks. We’ll eat, have fun, and get you back to your base in plenty of time.’

Anna Brezhneva waved her phone at Vronsky and shrugged, as if she was asking him an obvious question.

Vronsky smiled. ‘Anna wants to know if you would like her to invite her girlfriends to make for equal numbers.’

The American men gave him a thumbs up, while Laura Blair sighed tolerantly.

‘Make the call,’ he said to Brezhneva, and she immediately starting talking into her mobile phone.

Vronsky summoned the waiter and demanded the bill. As he handed over 500 hryvnia, a couple of Mercedes taxis cruised past.

Brezhneva jumped up and waved them down. If the Americans noticed the fact they were the only two taxis in the square, then they gave no sign of being unduly worried.

Vronsky kept a fixed smile on his face, as he listened to the men discuss whether Anna’s girlfriends could possibly be any prettier than she was. What was it with foreigners? They knew he spoke their language, but surrounded by others who could not speak English, they seemed to forget that fact. He caught Laura’s eye.

She pulled a face as if to say sorry.

He smiled and nodded gravely in response. She was an intelligent and sensitive person and, in another life, he would have found himself warming to her.

Vronsky stood. ‘Shall we?’ he asked, as he helped Laura put on her jacket and indicated the two waiting taxis.

They all squeezed in. Unaccountably, once they had split up to do so, a big man got into the front seat of the second vehicle.

‘Don’t worry,’ Vronsky announced to the Americans. ‘He is here to make sure your friends are safe. There are some bad people in this city.’

Slightly heady from the unaccustomed beer and friendliness of their new friends, Rooney and Blair sat back in the taxi.

Vronsky ordered the driver to move off. Behind him in the rear view mirror he saw Laura tense. Perhaps his command had been that bit too sharp. Not perhaps what you would expect from a university lecturer. ‘As I said,’ he explained, ‘the restaurant is not in a tourist area and the driver was surprised we were going there. I had to tell him twice.’

Reassured, the Americans started chatting and pointing as the taxis pulled out into the evening traffic, heading down Ivanova Street before hitting the main road west, Pushkin’ska, on their way to the east of the city. Soon they had left the city centre, crossed the Kharkiv River and entered the grim suburbs. Vronsky sensed a growing apprehension and announced that he was ringing his cousin to confirm they were nearly there. The neighbourhood might be awful, he explained, but the food was superb and getting a table was not easy. Vronsky saw Trapnell smile and the others followed his lead and relaxed with him as he made his phone call.

Fifteen minutes later, the taxis pulled up outside a tall ‘Khrushchev’ apartment block, one of many built across the Soviet Union in the 1950s and designed to pack as many people as possible into as small a space as possible. If getting the Americans into the taxis in Freedom Square had been the riskiest part of the operation – one shout of alarm and the cars would have immediately been surrounded by inquisitive and hostile locals – this was the second most difficult moment. Vronsky did not need a problem here, where unfriendly eyes might witness what was to happen next. Although there was nobody on the street at the moment, people could well be watching from the surrounding buildings.

‘We’re here,’ he announced with a smile, stepping out of the car.

Trapnell looked up at him from inside the car and wound the window down. ‘Where’s the restaurant? What the hell are we doing here?’

Vronsky looked down at him, no longer the friendly university English lecturer. He needed the Americans to do exactly what he told them and that meant he was now cold-eyed, his voice ice-calm and ruthless. ‘Do exactly as I say. Come with us. Quietly. All of you.’

The Americans were aghast, shock taking over their faces as they began to absorb what was happening. With their eyes locked onto his, they did not see the four men who were now emerging from the ground floor of the apartment block.

Vronsky motioned to them to surround the cars. In moments the Americans were being hauled out of the vehicles, arms locked behind their backs, mouths gagged with gaffer tape, heads covered with blankets, and then dragged towards the building.

All but one.

Master Sergeant Scott Trapnell was a man apart. Not for him the interminable muscle building in the gym favoured by most American soldiers; small, wiry, seemingly the most unobtrusive of men, he was an Aikido sensei and black belt and trained obsessively. Instinctively, in the face of an attack, the long hours of Aikido practice kicked in. A quiet calm came over him as his assailant yanked him out of the car. Then, using the other man’s weight, the American dropped a shoulder and swung his assailant, applying the classic bent-armlock technique to turn his arm at the elbow and throw him onto his back and onto the road. As the man fell, his head snapped back against the tarmac with an audible crunch and he was silent.

The next man whirled to face him, hands up, ready for another such move. From his stance he was obviously well trained in martial arts.

Trapnell, wearing a sharp pair of leather cowboy boots for his big trip downtown, instead kicked him full force between the legs. Nothing subtle, nothing ninja, just a good, old-fashioned kick for goal, with all the force of his anger and betrayal that he could put behind it. ‘Fuck you!’ Trapnell screamed, as his boot connected with his balls.

The man dropped. Gasping. Eyes bulging in speechless agony.

Satisfied that the man was staying down, Trapnell looked around him and saw his fellows already being bundled away. For a moment, and with two men down, there was nobody to hold him on his side of the car. He ran. Hard and fast. And he was a good runner. Half-marathon was his speciality, but he was still very useful at a full sprint.

‘Get him!’ Vronsky yelled from the other side of the car. But there was no-one to get him.

The tower blocks around them were full of their enemies. In a few more seconds the American was going to start yelling for help. And that would bring people out onto the street, some with guns, who might help. The American would get away and the whole plan would be blown.

Without hesitation or remorse, Major Anatoly Nikolayevich Vronsky of the 45th Guards Spetsnaz Regiment reached under his jacket and, with the practised coolness of a Special Forces soldier, pulled out a PSS silenced pistol, issued only to Russian Special Forces, KGB, FSB and MVD. He took careful aim at the centre of the sprinting Trapnell’s back and fired two successive bursts of two rounds in quick succession at twenty-five metres.

Trapnell was bowled forward and over like a shot rabbit. He twitched a couple of times and then lay still.

Vronsky turned, no emotion on his face. There would be ample time for blame and punishment once they were safely across the border. ‘You two, fetch the body.’ He indicated behind him with his thumb. ‘Clear up any blood.’

‘Praporshchik Volochka.’ He pointed to the woman who had called herself Anna Brezhneva. ‘We are moving straight to extraction. Get the vans here now.’


0800 hours, Wednesday, 10 May 2017

The President’s weekly defence and foreign policy meeting 

The Kremlin, Moscow

FYODOR FYODOROVICH KOMAROV, the President’s Chief of Staff and regular judo partner, was below average height, stocky with the pale blue eyes and fair hair of a northern Russian. He was usually the most unruffled of men but he was troubled that morning. In line with his KGB training he was systematic, paid careful attention to detail, and took nothing for granted. He was also utterly single-minded, whether in his service to the President, or as a key player in the group of St Petersburg-based former KGB officers – known as siloviki – who had effectively taken over Russia from the reformers after Boris Yeltsin’s demise; men who bitterly regretted and resented what had happened to their beloved country ever since.

Komarov knew only one way: ruthless control. That was the old Soviet way. He also knew that the price of failure was high and that morning he had to manage the President’s reaction to yesterday’s kidnap of the Americans in Kharkov and the unanticipated death of Master Sergeant Trapnell.

Clutching his briefing papers and notebook to his chest, he knocked twice on the ornate, gilded double doors of the President’s office.

The doors were opened soundlessly by two soldiers in the ceremonial uniform of the Kremlin honour guard; tall, imposing and specially selected for their impeccable Slavonic looks, they were the men of the 154th Preobrazhensky Independent Commandant’s Regiment, the men who protected the President.

Komarov entered, paused momentarily, dipped his head in salute and then walked forward. The room was spartan, minimalist, the only concession to extravagance being the green curtains edged in gold and tied back with gold ropes. Behind the President’s chair there was only one decoration, the gold double-headed eagle of Russia on a red shield. The desk was huge but empty of any papers except, he noted, the report from Kharkiv. A long conference table jutted out at right angles from the desk towards the door.

Behind the desk sat the President; pale, bloodless face, high cheekbones, oval eyes cold, menacing and light blue. It was the face of a watchful fox with sparse, short, white-blond hair; a wiry, tough physique under his usual dark suit, plain navy blue tie and white shirt. Here was a man who worked out regularly and fought in the judo hall twice a week, described by his press spokesman as being, ‘So fit, he could break people’s hands when he shakes them … If he wanted to.’

However, his voice never failed to surprise Raskolonikov. For such an alpha male it was slightly high-pitched and nasal.

‘Why did they kill the American, Fyodor Fyodorovitch?’ the President demanded, using the formal patronymic. ‘The mission was to capture the group. I wanted them all alive on television so that I can show the world that NATO and the Americans are attacking our people from Ukraine. Not in body-bags with the Americans screaming terrorism.’

‘I agree, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ Komarov replied, putting his papers on the table in front of his chair. ‘Typical of those Special Forces prima donnas. Always promising the earth, but when they cock up, they do it spectacularly. I talked to Colonel General Denisenko, Commander, Special Operation Forces Command, this morning and left him in no doubt of your displeasure.’

The President said nothing, which meant he was still assessing how he was going to react.

‘He tells me the Spetsnaz commander had no alternative once the American started running.’

The President frowned. ‘They should not have let him escape in the first place. Who was responsible?’

Komarov looked at the President. As an old and trusted associate he could say things others could not but he still had to be careful. ‘They underestimated the American. He was small but he fought like a devil. We now discover he was an Aikido expert.’

‘So I see.’ The President nodded at the file on the desk.

Komarov knew the President was a man who got into the detail and, as he had suspected, he had studied the report on the capture of the Americans.

‘And I see he destroyed any prospects of fatherhood for the man he kicked in the balls.’ The President smirked.

‘We can turn this to our advantage, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ Komarov replied. ‘Our people can make much of his injury in the news bulletins. Insist the shooting was in self-defence.’

The President nodded agreement. ‘Who commanded the team? The report omitted that important detail.’

‘It was led by one of our best, Your Excellency, Major Anatoly Nikolayevich Vronsky, 45th Guards Spetsnaz Regiment. Awarded Hero of the Russian Federation twelve years ago for his gallantry in North Caucasus. Son of a Soviet tank officer who had to become a taxi driver to feed his family after the fall of the Soviet Union. He went as an exchange student to a US university after doing his military service. When he finished in America, he became a professional army officer before passing the selection process for Special Forces.’

The President was silent for a moment, his earlier anger dissipated. ‘A tricky operation, I accept, and Major Vronsky seems to have recovered from the initial setback in an exemplary fashion. He did well.’

He looked up at Komarov. ‘Convey my displeasure to General Denisenko. There must be no more mistakes if he is to remain as Commander of Special Operations Forces Command. Is that clear?’

‘Very clear, Your Excellency.’ Komarov would pass on the rebuke, but he knew the President well enough to see that he was secretly pleased. The execution of Trapnell would send a strong signal of Russian determination. ‘Your Excellency, may I now call the meeting?’ He passed an agenda and updated brief to the President, who nodded his agreement.

The double doors were opened by the guards and the President’s Deputy, the Foreign Minister, Finance Minister, Interior Minister, Defence Minister and the Chief of the Russian General Staff entered.

The President remained seated.

‘Sit,’ he commanded.

Komarov took his habitual seat as note taker at the foot of the table. From there he could see the President directly. The others took their usual places at the conference table.

They waited for the President to speak, faces strained, wondering who would be his first target. He was a man who applied the principle of divide and rule to his allies and subordinates as much as to his enemies.

They did not have to wait long. The President looked hard at the Defence Minister who, despite his background as a minor Communist Party functionary and never having heard a shot fired in anger, was resplendent in the uniform of a General of the Army, complete with the ribbon of Hero of the Russian Federation displayed prominently among the multiple other ribbons on his chest.

‘Alexandr Borisovich, I’ve read the report on the capture of the Americans in detail. I am not impressed that one was killed. We will turn it to our advantage but, be in no doubt, I will accept no more mistakes.’

The Defence Minister shifted uneasily in his chair. ‘Understood, Vladimir Vladimirovich. It will not happen again.’

‘I have also read the report on the situation in eastern Ukraine and am content that it remains relatively quiet,’ said the President, looking at Komarov for confirmation.

Komarov nodded and the President switched his laser-like stare to the Finance Minister, ‘You next, please.’

From his position at the end of the table Komarov saw the sweat on the back of the minister’s bald head. He cleared his throat and swallowed hard. ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich, it pains me to tell you that the economic position is getting increasingly difficult. American and EU sanctions continue to have a deeply negative effect on the economy—’

The President interrupted, ‘These are old excuses, Boris Mikhailovich. EU sanctions have been toothless since the Italians, Greeks, Hungarians and Cypriots vetoed them at the EU Summit last June. The EU remains deeply divided.’ He smirked, and then added, ‘My strategy of increasing the flow of refugees into Turkey by bombing civilian targets in Syria and so putting ever greater pressure on the EU has worked better than I ever thought possible.’

‘Of course, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ continued the Finance Minister. ‘Nevertheless, the price of oil remains a problem. You will remember that my budget was based on a price of one hundred dollars per barrel, but the price has been consistently lower than that. There’s a glut of oil on the market following the easing in sanctions against Iran after the nuclear negotiations in Lausanne two years ago. Iranian oil is pushing prices even lower. That means we are losing around forty billion dollars a year because of sanctions and around ninety to one hundred billion dollars a year because of the low oil price. On top of that, the increase in defence spending has put a huge strain on the budget.’

The minister removed his spectacles, polished them with a white handkerchief and summoned up his resolve. ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich, there is no other way to describe the economic situation than very difficult.’

‘What are my economic options?’ demanded the President.

‘In economic terms it is simple. Unless the price of oil goes back up, which no economist believes it will in the near future, we either have to cut spending or raise taxes to keep the deficit down to our projected zero-point-six per cent of GDP. And if we don’t do that, we have no option but to borrow at increasingly expensive rates, which will only make the situation worse. The ruble is losing value. The forecast for growth from the Central Bank is zero and GDP is static at best.’

The President reflected silently and looked at Komarov with a raised eyebrow.

This was a moment the two men had rehearsed the day before. ‘I suggest we ask the Interior Minister, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ Komarov responded. ‘The economic picture is important, but it is the impact on your popularity which remains the key.’

The President turned to the Interior Minister, a man born in a remote village in the heart of Russia, near the River Volga, who, despite his rural origins, had made his career as a Moscow policeman. After rising through the ranks of the Criminal Investigation Department, he had eventually became Moscow’s Chief of Police through peasant cunning and driving ambition, before being appointed Interior Minister. On his way he had uncovered, and now held close to his chest, the secrets of the most powerful, including the President. Behind the grey, close-cropped hair and the broad peasant face, the Interior Minister maintained a tight grip on the levers of power.

‘Boris Vadimovich, what impact is this having on public opinion?’ demanded the President.

‘Vladimir Vladimirovich, you know better than anyone the resilience of the Russian people. We know how to suffer and even take pride in being able to endure the hardest conditions. But even the most resilient are beginning to tire of high prices, the shortage of consumer goods in the shops, the …’

‘Don’t give me that,’ the President interrupted, voice dripping sarcasm. ‘You can’t call a few shortages hardship! What you describe may affect the Moscow middle class, but it is irrelevant to people in the heartland of Russia. Our people.’

‘Vladimir Vladimirovich, you are, of course, correct,’ the Interior Minister said. ‘But people are no longer as tough as in Soviet days. They have been spoiled. The middle classes have travelled abroad for holidays and know what they are missing. But to hell with them! What does concern me is increasing unemployment and increased levels of poverty among the jobless.’

The President waved a hand in dismissal. ‘This is a fact of Russian life. It sets us apart from the softness and excesses of the West. But what about the so-called opposition? They can hardly call themselves credible if, two years later, no-one has yet emerged to take that agitator Boris Nemsov’s place.’

Komarov saw the Interior Minister frown and decided to support him. ‘I regret, Vladimir Vladimirovich, that his killing two years ago created a martyr and a focus for those who dare to oppose you.’

‘It had to be done,’ the President snapped back. ‘He was a dangerous and destabilising figure.’

‘Of course,’ Komarov equivocated. ‘But the minister is correct in highlighting the threat his name still poses. The memorial to him where he was killed is regularly cleared away by the police, but it is always replaced.’

‘I won’t have it!’ The President was getting annoyed. ‘The bridge is to be guarded and anyone daring to replace the memorial is to be arrested!’

‘It will be done, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ said the Interior Minister, who then turned to look squarely at the Deputy President. ‘Don’t forget I counselled against the liquidation, but others thought differently. If he had been left alone, he would have burned out on drink and women.’

‘Enough!’ directed the President. ‘We must give the people pride in Russian power … as we did when I took over the Crimea three years ago. That is the way to restore morale and to neutralise the opposition.’

‘Exactly right, Vladimir Vladimirovich!’ the Deputy President exclaimed loudly.

‘Thank you, Viktor Anatolyevich. I take that as your support,’ the President said drily to his deputy.

Komarov liked the Deputy as much as he liked any man at that table. He was a former Ambassador to NATO and knew the West well. On the face of it he was a charming, open internationalist, a fluent English speaker married to a beautiful former Russian pop star. He gave the impression of being one half of a star couple, who wowed the Brussels dinner party circuit with their glamour and ability to set even the stuffiest diplomatic dinner party alight with their dancing. In reality, the Deputy President was a hard-line nationalist, very much one of the siloviki, appalled by the collapse of the Soviet Union, humiliated by the accession of the Baltic states to NATO, and determined to re-establish Russian power in its traditional ‘near abroad’ by whatever means were necessary.

‘You, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ said the Deputy, ‘you alone have restored Russian pride after the disastrous end of the Soviet Union at the hands of that traitor Gorbachev. Your leadership has restored Russia to the status of a great power after the chaos he caused. The economic position may be difficult, but now is the time of opportunity, the time for boldness!’ He slammed his hand on the table for emphasis.

The President gestured at him to continue.

‘The West may have great economic capability, but they think only of social welfare. They have forgotten how to stand up for themselves. I know from my time as your Ambassador to NATO that this is an alliance which is all talk and no action. But, nevertheless, it continues to pose a danger to Russia. It continues to encroach on our borders and its long-term strategy of encirclement of the Motherland is plain to see.’

As Komarov recorded these words, he noted the President tightening his jaw and clenching his right hand into a fist as if crushing his enemies. However, he also noted how the President avoided seeking reassurance from the others at the table, as that was a mark of weakness. He nodded at the Deputy President, saying nothing. Instead, he turned to the Foreign Minister, ‘Yevgeney Sergeyevich, have we succeeded in dividing our enemies abroad? If so, is now the time to exploit those divisions?’

The Foreign Minister was tall and grey-haired, with the look of a distinguished international diplomat. ‘Vladimir Vladimirovich, you have nothing to fear from the European Union. Yes, the sanctions regime has hurt us, but it hurt them, too. Besides, the mass migration crisis is well on the way to causing its collapse. So your efforts to undermine them, to divide them, particularly your bold decision to conduct air strikes in Syria, are having precisely the effect we anticipated.’

Komarov intervened. ‘Yevgeney Sergeyevich is right. Not only are Greece, Hungary and Cyprus in the bag, but we can also assume division in France. Our banks have been giving loans to Marine Le Pen’s party for some years. Now they will need to show sympathy, or we will demand immediate repayment of those debts.’

The Foreign Minister resumed, ‘Yes, and in Germany we can count on the willing fools who believe what they read about Russia in Spiegel. There are plenty of Germans who have a natural sympathy for us and see NATO as a dangerous aggressor.’

‘We are all agreed then that NATO is an existential threat. But what about its capabilities?’ asked the President.

‘Therein lies the paradox, Vladimir Vladimirovich. Even as it expands eastward, NATO is like a marshmallow: soft at the centre. It talks and talks about the principle of collective defence. However, while we are increasing defence spending, NATO nations can only promise to try and raise spending to the agreed NATO levels within ten years. I do not for a moment believe that Britain, France or Germany will risk the lives of their soldiers to defend NATO’s eastern member states. Their electorates will simply not allow it. Yes, the Alliance has a minimal presence in the Baltic states, but it shows no sign of wanting to antagonise us by establishing anything permanent.

‘However, while the Alliance is weak, the bottom line is that NATO could, in time, pose a real and present danger to Russia. And just as worrying, the Baltic states could offer them a convenient launch pad for an attack on us. Right now though, NATO does not possess the physical capability to counter anything we might do. Almost as important, it also lacks the political and moral will to do so. While that is true of its leaders today, it might not be the case tomorrow.’

The President stared at the far wall before speaking again. ‘I agree that Britain, France and Germany will do nothing. And Britain has become an international irrelevance.’ The President at last gave a caustic smile. ‘So, those countries don’t count. But what about America?’

‘Still the strongest military power on the globe. However, since the Obama presidency, they show no appetite to re-engage in Europe. We have no need to fear the few tanks they have placed in storage across Eastern Europe, from Estonia to Bulgaria. They are only for show. Without crews, ammunition, spare parts and maintenance teams they are so much useless metal.’

The President held up his hand for silence. ‘Are we making the mistake of underestimating them? After all, what about last year’s exercise in Poland, just before the NATO Summit? What could be more aggressive than deploying over twenty-five thousand troops as a show of force so close to our borders?’ He shifted in his chair and then added, ‘You may be right about NATO’s present weakness, but I see mortal danger to Russia from America one day … and that means mortal danger to all of us.’ He looked meaningfully around the small group of men who were his inner circle. ‘My first duty is to defend Russia by preventing NATO encirclement. And the way to do that is to seize eastern Ukraine and the Baltic states.’

The Foreign Minister thought before answering. ‘I accept that this deployment was a display of aggression against Russia. But it is still early days for the new president. We think that while they are talking big, they do not have the will or the mandate to engage overseas.’

Komarov looked at the President. ‘That opinion is reinforced by the latest FSB report.’

‘So I saw … but I repeat, beware of underestimating the Americans.’

Next the President turned to the Chief of the General Staff, his principal military advisor, rather than to the ludicrously bemedalled Defence Minister who sat alongside him. ‘Are Russia’s armed forces ready, Mikhail Nikolayevich?’

‘Without question, Vladimir Vladimirovich,’ the soldier replied.

As ever, Komarov noted how out of place he looked at this meeting. He was an ethnic Tatar from Kazan who, unusually for a Tatar, sat at the head of the Russian Armed Forces. Steady eyes, high cheekbones, dark greying hair, a man hardened in combat in Chechnya. He was the holder of the Military Order of Valour First Class, and a man who looked younger than his fifty-nine years.

‘Our forces are ready to finish this business in Ukraine. At your command we are ready to move into the Baltic states. Our recent snap exercises have ensured that the Baltic and Northern Fleets are prepared for war, as are our air and ground forces. Our nuclear forces are on high alert and all five strategic submarines of the Northern Fleet are at sea with full complements of submarine-launched nuclear missiles. We have just reinforced Kaliningrad with nuclear-armed Iskander missiles. Once the final logistic outload is completed we will be ready for war.’

The President nodded and considered his options. Then he spoke, looking around the table as he did so. ‘I understand your concerns about the increasingly difficult economic position, but we have an opportunity to seize the initiative here, to secure the eastern provinces of Ukraine and incorporate them as Novorossiya – New Russia – within the Russian Federation. To that end, I believe that the presence of American and British trainers in Ukraine indicates a clear and present threat to Russia and is more evidence of NATO aggression.’

The Finance Minister raised a hand. ‘If I may, Vladimir Vladimirovich …’ He faltered.

The President did not like being interrupted. ‘What is it?’ he said, with some irritation.

The Finance Minister seemed nervous. ‘Please forgive me for saying this, but I must put on record my concern that any increased risk of hostilities with NATO will send the ruble into freefall and put the economy under even greater pressure than it is at present.’

‘That’s enough, Boris Mikhailovich,’ the President cut him off. ‘You had your say. My decision is to strike now, while we have the opportunity. Once we have Ukraine’s Donbas region, we will have secured a manufacturing area of critical importance to our economy. NATO will be hopelessly divided as to what action it should take and may well start unravelling as we apply ever greater pressure and the nations argue among themselves. We will take more US and UK trainers as hostages and that will further divide them. What we leave of Ukraine will be a defenceless rump under our control. Russia will once again be pre-eminent. And …,’ the President now glared at the Finance Minister, ‘with all this going on the world will take fright. Gold prices will soar and oil prices should go through the roof. That’s exactly what you say our economy needs. Isn’t it?’

The Finance Minister nodded.

The President turned to the Defence Minister. ‘Alexandr Borisovich, I want to be briefed in detail on the plan for breaking the ceasefire tomorrow morning.’

‘At your command, Vladimir Vladimirovich.’ The Defence Minister bowed his head as he said it.

Komarov gathered up his papers. ‘I’ll work the briefing into your programme for tomorrow morning. I also suggest we warn this group for an on-call meeting to review developments once the plan is initiated.’

‘Agreed. And I’ll see you in the gym this evening. Now, I have a helicopter to catch.’


1100 hours, Wednesday, 10 May 2017

 Comprehensive Crisis Operations Management Centre (CCOMC) Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 

Europe (SHAPE), Belgium

‘SIT DOWN, PLEASE.’

General Sir David McKinlay, the Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Europe, or DSACEUR as he was called, entered the conference room with a pronounced limp. A grey-haired Scot, he proudly wore the distinctive Lovat Green trousers of the Royal Marines with his shirtsleeve order. He might be a four-star general, but the vagaries of the British military system meant he continued to wear his Royal Marine uniform, much to the confusion of his allies. Indeed, he recalled with amusement the Portuguese general who had asked him, on the day he had replaced a crimson-trousered cavalryman, if British generals were allowed to invent their own uniform. Vive la difference, he thought as he looked around the room, and McKinlay certainly did not fit the usual mould for such a senior British general.

He had come up the hard way and was commissioned from the ranks. A former Navy rugby prop forward, he was moustachioed, bulky, if not a touch overweight – but battle-hardened as befitted a veteran commando. He looked older than his fifty-seven years and spoke with more than a hint of his native Falkirk accent. He was a man who saw things as they were and unless there was a compelling reason otherwise, and those instances were rare, he believed it was usually better for everyone in the long run if he told it as it was.

After over two years in post at Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, known as SHAPE, he had a good feel for the idiosyncratic world of NATO and the political and diplomatic complexities of high command. In addition to that, in common with most senior Royal Marine officers, he had impressive credentials as a commander up to brigade level. Indeed, his two DSOs from Iraq and Afghanistan bore witness to his extensive combat experience, as did the prosthetic he wore to replace his right leg, amputated above the knee as a result of an IED strike in Helmand province ten years earlier.

This morning McKinlay was in the chair for his boss, Admiral Max Howard, the Supreme Allied Commander Europe, the SACEUR. A strong-minded and politically savvy US Navy Admiral, Howard was currently in his personal plane over the Atlantic, en route to a Congressional hearing in Washington. SHAPE’s other four-star general, the Admiral’s Chief of Staff, General Kurt Wittman, a politically well-connected Luftwaffe logistician with no operational experience, had been called back to Berlin. That made McKinlay the senior general there that day and the man on the spot.

‘Well, ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, taking his chair at the head of the table, ‘please proceed.’

But he got no further.

‘Excuse me, sir.’ Group Captain Jamie Swinton, his Principal Staff Officer, or PSO, was at his shoulder. ‘We’ve just had a call from SACEUR’s comms team. He is still mid-air, but wants to talk to you immediately. We’ve fixed up for you to take a call on the Tandberg VTC in your office in five minutes.’

‘Thanks, Jamie. I’ll be with you right away. Ladies and gentlemen, I do apologise and I know how much work has gone into preparing this briefing. Please proceed, Skip,’ he said, turning to Major General Skip Williams, the Deputy Chief of Staff, Operations, a crew-cut, hawk-faced, athletic-looking young American major general, who wore the Screaming Eagle insignia of the 101st Airborne Division as the combat patch on the shoulder of his battle fatigues. ‘You take over and backbrief me later.’

‘Sure thing, Sir,’ said Williams.

With that McKinlay stood up and stumped out of the room with the Group Captain.

Five minutes later, he was back in his office and seated behind the desk installed by the very first DSACEUR, Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery. His Royal Air Force PA, Sergeant Lorna Bevan, first brought him a mug of the Scottish Breakfast tea to which he was addicted, and then ensured that the American-provided Tandberg secure VTC – Video Teleconference – system was up and running and that he was connected to SACEUR’s comms team.

‘Dave, are you receiving me?’ Admiral Max Howard’s finely drawn features, the thoughtful face of an Ivy League historian rather than a war-fighting admiral, filled the screen. ‘Things are moving fast in Ukraine and we may lose comms, so I’ll be brief.’

‘Go ahead, SACEUR,’ said McKinlay.

‘Dave, I’ve just heard from my European Command HQ that a group of Americans are missing in Kharkiv. They were part of the training team sent to support the Ukrainian army and it looks as if they have been kidnapped by Russian Special Forces. We expect the Russians to put them on TV any moment now, claiming that they are US Special Forces, captured after crossing the Ukrainian border into Russia. Even worse, it looks as if one of them was killed trying to escape.’

‘Hell, this is bad news,’ responded McKinlay.

‘It is. I’ve tried to brief the NATO Sec Gen,fn1 but I can’t get through to either him or the Chairman of the Military Committee.fn2 At present this is a US-only issue, but we can expect the Russians to claim it is evidence of NATO aggression.’

‘I’ll get on to the Chairman of the Military Committee soonest and be ready to brief Sec Gen … But it would be useful to know the US line.’

‘I’ve talked to the White House,’ said Howard. ‘The President has accepted my advice that we show strength and, in fact, is all for going on the front foot. I hear the Brits are talking about pulling out their trainers, but the US is not going to back down in the face of Russian provocation like this.

‘I’ve persuaded the President that the US should not overreact, but we will provide reconnaissance and surveillance top cover for all trainers deployed in the field in support of the Ukrainians as protection for our people. We’ve also agreed pretty robust defensive rules of engagement. More than that, the White House is tasking the US Permanent Representative to put a motion to the North Atlantic Council, the NAC. We want to agree a NATO training mission to Ukraine to demonstrate Alliance solidarity in response to this Russian attack on US soldiers. I want you to be ready to brief the concept and planning we’ve already discussed.’

‘Roger to that, SACEUR. I’ll talk to the Chairman of the Military Committee now and will also touch base with the US ambassador before the NAC meeting.’

‘Thanks, Dave. I’ll aim to get back just as soon as I’ve testified over—’

And with that the screen went blank as communications were lost.

Group Captain Swinton, who had been monitoring the call from a remote set, stepped into the office. ‘Sir, I understand the news has got through to Brussels and the Sec Gen has called an emergency NAC meeting this afternoon at 1400. They’re expecting you to brief the training mission plan. The planning team are stood by now to take you through the briefing they’ve prepared.

‘Sec Gen and the Chairman of the Military Committee would like to see you at 1330 for a chat before the NAC. Sergeant Jones is stood by with the car and police escort for 1230. And we’ll make sure there’s a sandwich in the car.’

‘Thanks, Jamie. The briefing should be fairly straightforward as we’ve already war-gamed this scenario. But getting the Alliance to agree to a NATO training mission?’ said McKinlay. ‘That sounds to me like one hell of a long shot.’

An hour and a half later, briefing with the planners completed, McKinlay had put on a tie and slipped into his formal, bemedalled, Lovat green tunic to conform with the normal custom for military officers attending the NAC. He was now sitting in the back of the BMW 7 Series F01 four-door sedan, the designated staff car for DSACEUR, as Sergeant Taff Jones, his Welsh Royal Logistic Corps driver, gunned the gears to stay close to the Belgian military police motorcycle outriders, who were carving their way, blue lights flashing and sirens wailing, through the heavy traffic on the N27 Brussels ring road.

‘I suppose we have to travel like this,’ mused McKinlay to himself as he tried to read through his slides and notes, while the top-heavy, armoured vehicle swung sickenly every time it cornered.

He arrived at NATO HQ, in the Boulevard Leopold III in the north-east of Brussels. As the car swept up to the main entrance, guarded by the flags of the twenty-eight member nations, he was met by one of SACEUR’s forward-based liaison team, an improbably tall, former professional basketball player, who had signed up to serve his country in the US Army following the attacks of 9/11.

‘Hi, Sir. I’m Dan Rodowicz. I’ll see you through security.’

Two minutes later he was on the first floor of the utilitarian building and was shown into the Secretary General’s conference room.

Already waiting in the room was General Knud Vahr, Chairman of the Military Committee, a lean, wiry Danish cavalry general wearing parachute wings and with the piercing blue eyes of a latter-day Viking. ‘Greetings David. Thank you for making it over here so quickly.’

With time so short, McKinlay came straight to the point. ‘How do you recommend I play it with the Sec Gen and the NAC?’

‘Play it straight. Sec Gen will open the meeting, commiserate with the Americans on the loss of their soldier, then ask me for the formal advice of the NATO Military Authorities. I’ll make a couple of points and ask you to brief us on the plan. Then Sec Gen will ask the ambassadors for their comments and questions and then there’ll no doubt be the usual lengthy discussion. As you know only too well, these guys just love the sound of their own voices and they’ll want a say. Just remember that you are a military professional and they are not. Do what you always do and stay in your lane and you’ll have no problems. And anyway, Sec Gen will keep a tight grip on the meeting. He thinks he’s running a government and that the ambassadors are his cabinet who’ll do as they’re told.’

At that moment the Secretary General entered. Radek Kostilek was a former prime minister of Poland. Grey-haired, high-cheekboned and with a humorous glint in his eyes, he was inclined to wear his heart on his sleeve and prone to overreact emotionally – particularly where Russia was concerned.

He sat down. ‘The Americans have got themselves into a hell of a fix this time and the Russians will use this as an excuse to have a go at NATO. On top of this kidnapping crisis, this American proposal for a combined NATO training team is just not going to run. The Germans for a start will see it as a knee-jerk reaction to the kidnap and they will push back. They pontificate about the importance of Alliance solidarity and then undermine it the moment the Americans really need their support. And as for the usual backsliders …’

The three men looked at one another and said nothing. Each knew the depth of frustration the others felt.

‘General, what does SACEUR think?’

McKinlay updated him on his mid-air conversation with SACEUR and the key elements of the training-team proposal: multinational, based in Kiev and focusing on professionalising the Ukrainian armed forces at the senior levels. He stressed that it met the lowest common denominator criterion of NATO and that all NATO Chiefs of Defence Staff had bought into the idea that morning. ‘I understand the political concerns,’ he continued, ‘but I think we can allay ambassadors’ worries by emphasising that this is not front-line support, nor any form of NATO boots on the ground.’

The Secretary General’s aide tapped his watch. It was time to move to the Council chamber.

At that moment, McKinlay saw, on the TV screen in the corner of the room, a CNN newsflash. Four pale, shocked figures in green jumpsuits; three men and one woman under a Russia Today news channel headline.

‘Secretary General,’ he said, ‘you might want to listen to this.’

The aide turned up the sound in time for the three men to hear the strident tone of the Kremlin’s chief propagandist, the Russia Today presenter Dimitry Kiselev, announcing in Russian, with English subtitles, that three American Special Forces, with a female signaller, had been captured inside Russia, having infiltrated across the Ukrainian border. The picture then cut to the smug, round-faced and smooth-cheeked Kiselev himself, working up an anti-NATO rant.

‘We’ve seen enough. Time for the NAC,’ said the now grim-faced Secretary General. ‘Let’s see if we can hold the Alliance together over this one.’

The three men left the conference room. The aides who had been waiting outside fussed around them like mother hens and they walked towards the Council chamber.


0700 hours, Friday, 12 May 2017 

Briefing Room, Boryspill Air Force Base, Ukraine

‘ANY FURTHER QUESTIONS, Phil?’ asked the intelligence officer, as he concluded the briefing.

‘No, thanks, I’m happy and good to go,’ replied Major Phil Bertinetti, US Air Force. ‘I guess this should be fairly straightforward. We’ll get up to fifteen thousand feet and provide surveillance and reconnaissance overwatch for the American trainers looking after the Ukrainian weapon-locating battery operating behind the front line near Debaltseva.’

‘Situation over the past few days has remained pretty quiet. There’s been the usual sporadic shelling from both sides, each reacting to the other, but the Russians are lying low after kidnapping our guys in Kharkiv. Any problems and you have the Quick Reaction Alert flight on the tarmac at immediate readiness,’ the intelligence officer added.

Dark-haired and of medium height, while Bertinetti might look the part of a typical ‘top gun’, he was also a keen mountaineer who had summited the highest peaks in each continent, the Seven Summits challenge, before graduating from the Air Force Academy. A professional flyer to the core, with nearly 4,000 flying hours as a fighter pilot under his belt, his combat experience included Libya, Afghanistan and Iraq.

However, he reflected, those were conflicts where there’d been no-one flying against them. He knew the Russians were good and he knew the Russians might be looking for him and his wingman that day. Here in Ukraine, it was his Exercise Red Flag ‘Top Gun’ training above the Nevada desert – American pilots training against American instructors, simulating Russian tactics – that he might need to rely on now, if the Russians decided to take them on.

‘Remember what they told us on Red Flag?’ he said to his wingman, Captain Leroy MacDonald, a good-looking Floridian from Tallahassee. ‘Survive the first eleven missions and you’ll survive the war.’

‘I’ll follow your lead, skipper. You’ve been around. I’m the learner here.’

‘We’re all learners … All the time. That’s the only way to stay alive as a pilot,’ said Bertinetti. ‘Come on, Leroy. Let’s get airborne.’

Fifty minutes later, the two F-16 Fighting Falcon, single-engine, multi-role fighter aircraft were airborne at 15,000 feet over the flat, black-earthed expanse of eastern Ukraine.

‘Zulu One, this is Apollo flight.’ Bertinetti called MacDonald. ‘Are you in contact with friendlies?’

‘Affirmative, Apollo, I’ve got them covered with my pod.’

‘Copy that, Zulu. Slewing my targeting pod up now. Looks pretty quiet, but we can take nothing for granted.’

The pair of F-16s screamed across the wide blue arc of the Ukrainian sky, describing a wide orbit as they maintained cover over the Americans working with the weapon-locating battery on the ground. If any Ukrainian separatists decided to mess with the American trainers below, they would have one of America’s most potent strike fighters to deal with.

‘Apollo, Apollo. This is Giant Killer, are you receiving me?’ Bertinetti’s radio crackled in his ear.

Unusual for Ground Control to call without a reason, he thought.

‘Affirmative, Giant Killer. I’m reading you five by five.’

‘Apollo. Bogey one o’clock, inside five miles. Single contact descending to one four thousand.’

‘Copy. Apollo is no joy – I cannot see target – standby.’

Bertinetti put his aircraft into a steep turn to starboard, simultaneously putting his radar and weapons into dogfight mode with a deft flick of his left thumb on the throttle. He vigorously scanned the sky through the bubble canopy and suddenly picked up the contact visually: an Ilyushin Il-76, a multi-purpose, four-engine, strategic airlifter, the Russian air force insignia clear to see. And it was heading west, for central Ukraine.

‘Giant Killer, this is Apollo Two. Tally one. Russian Ilyushin Seventy-six, heading west. Do you want me to intercept?’

‘Apollo Two, affirmative.’

Bertinetti slowed down and circled the Russian plane. He rocked his wings from side to side and as he came up alongside, he could see the pilot in the cockpit of the large Russian aircraft looking back at him. With a subtle pressure against his sidestick, Bertinetti flashed him the weapon-coated underside of the Falcon, while transmitting on the VHF Guard international frequency for the Russian to turn around and head back into Russian airspace.

Meanwhile, as per SOPs – standard operating procedures – MacDonald was providing cover for Bertinetti from above and behind.

Suddenly and unexpectedly the Russian dived.

Perplexed as to what the Russian was doing, Bertinetti followed it down. Next moment he heard an exclamation over the radio from MacDonald.

‘Holy shit, Lead. We’ve been bounced. Four bandits at six o’clock.’

From the corner of his eye Bertinetti saw a flash as a missile streaked towards them across the sky, doubtless a passive infrared K-74M2 – brutally manoeuvrable due to its advanced-thrust vectoring, which made it almost impossible to escape from and the primary close-range missile of a Russian Sukhoi T-50 PAK-FA stealth fighter.

Stealth fighter! Christ! That’s why my systems didn’t see the son of a bitch!

Bertinetti’s brain was scrambling to absorb all this new and unexpected information. Even as he accepted what must have happened there was a blinding flash and MacDonald’s F-16 vanished into a million pieces at the centre of a fireball.

The Ilyushin Il-76 was the decoy and the Americans had been ambushed.

Bertinetti’s survival instinct kicked in. All the hours of flying drills and exercises and avoiding rock falls and breakages ensuring that he acted rather than froze. Survive!

He first rolled his aircraft upside down and then pulled it into a steep dive, buying himself that survival time. As he did so, the blood drained from his brain under the G-force and he felt the suit inflate and tighten around his thighs. No missile alarms. That manoeuvre had thrown them off balance, as he hoped it might.

Now they would be confident. Only him left. They would assume they could take him down easily.

Out of the dive and now he climbed, pushing the throttle through the afterburner gate and feeling the kick in his back as it lit behind him. As he did so, he saw four distinct dots on the horizon, despite his vision greying out from the G-force.

Four of you bastards. No wonder you are so confident. But I’ll take one of you with me. Leroy was my friend.

He turned to face them, and sure enough, there they were: two pairs of Russia’s very latest ‘super weapons’, as the aviation press had dubbed them when they had made their first international appearance at Britain’s Farnborough Air Show. But this was no air show, this was for real.

As the F-16 streaked across the sky, Bertinetti’s brain seemed to slow down, initial brain-freezing panic over, as he started to analyse the data his aircraft’s computers and his eyes were feeding him. It was the same as on his beloved Honda Firebird motorcycle; the faster he drove, the slower the world seemed to move around him.

He sensed the Sukhoi T-50s were inside his missile range and by moving his head and looking at each target in turn, he could slew the reticle, the fine sighting lines on his joint helmet-mounted cueing system. As he put the reticle onto the first Sukhoi the ‘lock on’ tone sounded in his helmet until, when it reached a crescendo, he released an AIM-9X Sidewinder infrared missile with a solid, steady trigger pull. ‘See how you like that, you fuckers,’ he muttered.

There was a fractional pause, a white streak across the sky and another fireball where, a split second earlier, there had been a Russian fighter.

One-all, thought Bertinetti as he put the reticle on his next target. That’s levelled things a bit.

‘Lock, Lock.’ The radar warning receiver sounded in his ear. He instinctively pulled the throttle out of afterburner and then rolled his left hand onto the chaff-and-flare button on the cockpit wall by his left knee, in a desperate attempt to decoy the incoming missiles from the Russians.

Too late. Next moment his aircraft was being blasted violently to the right and, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a chunk of his left wing disintegrate.

Without realising he had done so, his right hand was already grabbing and then pulling up on the ejection-seat firing handle, set in between his legs and next to his crotch. Then his head was violently compressed into his spine as his ejector seat fired, followed by a sudden blast of ice-cold air, as he was hurtled up and out of the aircraft. His first instinct was one of blessed relief at being clear of his aircraft, followed a couple of seconds later by the sickening sensation that he was beginning to fall.

‘Deploy, you bastard. Deploy!’ he started screaming to himself, as he began to accelerate towards the earth, still strapped helplessly into his seat. And then he was jerked upwards. He heard a sharp crack above his head and the seat fell away below him. Looking up, he saw the wide silk of his parachute canopy. Now instead of noise and wind, there was instant peace.

He was alone in the sky. The Russian planes had vanished and, below him, he could see his plane tumbling, left wing missing, before it smashed into the open cornfields of Ukraine below. There was a split second, perhaps he imagined it, perhaps not, when he thought he saw the F-16 shatter on the ground, like a plastic toy dropped onto a stone floor. Then the fuel tanks ruptured and it disappeared in a massive red-and-yellow fireball.

Then came the exhilaration of survival and the joy of the descent before the ground rushed up to meet him. He landed with a thud, which knocked all the breath out of him. He must have blacked out for a moment, because the next thing he saw was the blue of the sky and, in the periphery of his vision, people running towards him from a small village nearby.

Bertinetti lay still for a moment to collect his thoughts. Then he undid his harness and rolled to his feet. He could stand and he could walk. He rolled his shoulders and everything seemed to work. That was good, because that meant he could get straight back into an F-16.

He took off his helmet, gazed around him and breathed deeply. He had cheated death. But he was pissed. Oh boy, was he pissed.
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But that inspiration needed a catalyst and this book would never have been written without Roger Field. It started at a Sandhurst reunion with a conversation about what I would do when I left the Army. With the irrepressible enthusiasm that has always been his hallmark, he urged me to consider writing. After what seems now feeble resistance, perhaps because somewhere within me I had always wanted to write, I gave in and this is the result. But Roger Field has been much more than agent and editor. A published writer himself, he brought a novelist’s eye to the project and I owe him profound thanks for his creative imagination, eye for detail and the rigorous red pen of his many suggestions, extensive additions and corrections that have gone far beyond the normal call of duty for an editor and agent. In addition, I owe Mark Booth of Hodder and Stoughton particular thanks. I am deeply grateful to him for the enthusiasm and interest he has shown from the start of the project, together with his wise, extensive and detailed advice, to say nothing of the time he has put into the project.

Much of what I write about is based on my own experience – and I plead guilty to simplifying the complex for the sake of the story. However, I have depended on professional advice from those who have operated at the sharp end, particularly at sea and in the air. Maritime advice has been freely given by a former colleague who wishes to remain anonymous, while the advice on air warfare has come from Henry Salmon, a former fast jet pilot.

While many of the characters and names in the events of 2017 are purely fictional, others are based on, or named after, individuals I have known. I am indebted to those who have generously allowed me to draw on their individual characteristics or to name fictional characters after them. I trust you will understand if I do not acknowledge you all individually.

The foundations of this project have been my family without whose encouragement, support and objective criticism the book would never have been completed. In particular, my loyal companions Delilah and Maisie, our two springer spaniels, have been instrumental in applying the adage ‘solvitur ambulando’ – ‘it is solved by walking’, which has overcome many an impasse. But more important than anything else, and utterly consistent throughout the nearly thirty-six years we have been married, the rock on which everything has been built has been my beloved wife Sarah-Jane, to whom I owe more than I can ever say. No thanks and gratitude can ever be enough for what she has done, and continues to do for me.
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