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There was no snow to delay the unit’s journey north from Salisbury. Though the stratosphere was still hazed with ice crystals, long-lived reminders of the jet aircraft now so scarce, and though veils of dust persisted still higher from the aftermath of World War Three, as the second century after the war wore on the ‘years without a summer’ were becoming less common. The transporter and escorts travelled all night, and came into Derby under a grey morning sky.

Johnson was taken to the General almost at once, and that in itself showed the seriousness of the situation. He had tried for years to gain the attention of the upper ranks in the British People’s Army to point out the implications of his discoveries and gain recognition and priority for the research, but always he had been blocked far down the chain of command. Major Gregory, as he then was, had been one of the first disbelievers to bar Johnson’s way. Since then Gregory had changed his name to Gregori, and risen through the higher echelons into supreme command of the remaining British forces. Now some twist in the national emergency had reminded Gregori of Regressive Ballistics, and Johnson was being rushed to this meeting as if he alone could save the State.

“Captain Johnson, sir.” The aide saluted and withdrew.

“You’ve made good time from Wiltshire, Captain. Come in, take a chair.” Promotion had been kind to Gregori: he had gained weight and lost hair since Johnson met him last, but it looked well on him. Yet in his years in the backwater of research, Johnson’s constant struggle for funding had made him hypersensitive to the moods of his superior officers, and behind Gregori’s authority he sensed a profound—disquiet?—discontent? “It looks as if we’ll be in action in a few hours, so you’d better rest while you can.”

“The Highlanders are still moving south, sir?”

“They are, Johnson. They stopped yesterday, but they were past Sheffield at first light today. Their mobility, I grieve to say, exceeds ours.”

Johnson was shocked. Of course there had been rumours, dismissed as attempts of reactionaries to undermine the confidence of loyal soldiers, and he himself had never credited them...” A ragged peasant army, outmanoeuvring and outflanking the troops of the Soviet? Sir, I can’t believe that!”

“Your pride in the armies of the Soviet does you credit,” said Gregori. Was that—could it be—a hint of sarcasm? “Unfortunately, Captain, once they got through the Scottish lowlands there were relatively few of our glorious troops to oppose them. Most of our units in the north of England have been despatched to the continent, just as they were when the Young Pretender marched into England in 1745. As well as the trouble in Spain, which may do for the USSR what it did once for Napoleon, we are holding down both Hungary and Czechoslovakia yet again. As for Poland—you were going to say, Captain?”

Johnson had been through enough political education classes to think he knew a test when he saw one. “Surely, sir, on Marx’s progressive view of history, the fluctuations of the dying monarchies have no relationship—”

Gregori cut him off with an impatient wave of his hand. “Much as we admire the progressive view of history, Captain, as practical military men we must consider the possibility that history may appear to repeat itself. It’s apparent that there are two clear historical precedents for the situation facing us: the Jacobite rebellion, as I said, and before that—before that, Captain, are you a drinking man?”

To Johnson’s amazement, Gregori yanked open a filing cabinet drawer to reveal a bottle of vodka and two elegant glasses, which he transferred to the desk top with slightly too steady a hand. Had he been brought all this way overnight just to be put through elementary tests of character and political soundness by the commanding General of the People’s Army? “Never, sir, while on duty,” he answered woodenly.

“As you please,” said Gregori, pouring himself a large measure. He half-turned to indicate the map of the British Isles on the wall behind him. “Perhaps you have been too engrossed in your research to mark a disturbing trend in recent years. Increasingly the troops of other Soviet states have been withdrawn from Britain to suppress counter-revolutionary developments in Europe and Scandinavia. Now the British People’s Army is taking over those security operations in Europe, while other Soviet troops are withdrawn to protect the Russian homeland from the barbarians in the ruins of Germany. Their attacks across the wastelands are becoming ever more serious. In short, Captain, our leaders in Moscow are calling the legions home.” He waved at the bottle. “Still sure you won’t join me?”

“No, thank you, sir.” One of us has to keep a grip on reality, thought Johnson. He would have put the whole line of conversation down to the vodka, were Gregori’s hands and voice not so steady. Nevertheless, as Gregori topped his own glass, the explanation was turning into a lecture.

“As I said before, Captain, we military men must take a pragmatic view of history. Rome had troubles remarkably similar to ours. They never mastered Scotland, ‘Never conquered and not likely to be.’ Though we’ve held Britain for a hundred and fifty years we’ve never been supreme beyond the Firths of Forth and Clyde. If we ever hoped to integrate that area with the USSR, the two bombs in the west of Scotland were a strategic mistake: if we had to do that we shouldn’t have left Glasgow standing in between. The first two battalions of the brigade we sent in to occupy the Glasgow area disappeared in a manner unknown to military history since the Ninth Legion went north from the Wall.”

He struck the map for emphasis. “When Castro looked at the map of Britain he cried, “Ah, Scotland! The mountains!” Unfortunately the mountains remained in the hands of counter-revolutionaries. When the first punitive expedition went north from Edinburgh, after the eight months it took to clear the commandos out of the tunnels under the Castle there, it got precisely halfway across the Forth Road Bridge and then went crashing to the sea-bed. It was rumoured at the time that they hadn’t paid the toll. And so things continued in the Highlands to the present day, with the clan structure reforming as an underground movement, the old regiments regenerating as guerrilla groups and arming themselves at our expense. Often they do better than we do with our own weapons; your ‘dirty wee Pict’ is proving himself deadly at close quarters with a laser bayonet. You have Glaswegians treating it as a big brother to the photon flick-knife. It’s my opinion, comparing this rising with Bonnie Prince Charlie’s, that if the Scots get past Derby this time they’ll never be stopped.”

This was too much for Johnson. “Oh. come now, sir. Reinforcements...”

“There will be no reinforcements,” Gregori said grimly, staring into his glass. “Oh, some heavy machines are coming north from outside London. But there are no aircraft to lift them to us and they won’t reach us in time to do any good. The Scots will go round them, as they did the armour in the north of England, if they pass us here. All the troops we can spare from the south-east are already here, little more than a division, all told.”

So few! Johnson could scarcely believe it. But if it was true it would have been kept quiet…and it would explain why the budget for research was vanishingly small. “But sir? What about the troops from the West Country—there are two regiments almost on our doorstep...”

“The West Country is in arms,” said Gregori. “Drake’s Drum, they say, is sounding again. Drake—the bourgeois adventurer, a pioneer of the capitalist era! They’ve a good marching song down there, I hear—whoever Trelawny was, we shouldn’t have shot him.”

“What about the Welsh regiments—”

“Changing sides, I believe. Richard the Second had some trouble of the same kind, and as for Wales itself, they have the precedent of Owen Glendower—who outdid Ché himself, since Glendower was never caught. When the English claimed no invasions since 1066, we were already thinking of Britain as a unit. At the moment it seems that all the historical rebellions are recurring at once.”

Johnson was aghast. For all his skill in interpreting and exploiting the attitudes of senior officers—a survival skill, for the continuation of his research—he had remained a scientist, untouched by politics within the army or outside. What he saw in Gregori was an Englishman who had spent his life in the effort to become a Russian and now suspected—incredibly, to Johnson—that he might have chosen the wrong side. Why had Gregori brought him here? Had the General perceived some way in which he, a humble captain in research, could save the revolution in England?

“Now you know how bad it is,” said Gregori. “The battle here in a few hours may stem the tide. If we lose, I think this is the beginning of the end for the revolution, for the unity of Europe and for the USSR as we know it. In our desire to extend that revolution over all the globe, we’ve overstretched our resources—technically, militarily and economically. It would have been easier to colonise the Moon than to reclaim North America after the Last War, as we optimistically named it. But we—Russia—panicked when we had a temporary advantage, and Russia’s guilt, Russia’s attempted reparation, has ruined us all. We’re standing here today against the new Dark Ages, Captain, and we’re going to lose because we’re so few. Your discovery may serve to swing the balance, as a last desperate chance. Can you do it?”

“I don’t know, sir,” Johnson stammered, caught unprepared in the middle of his analysis of Gregori. “It’s only a prototype ...successful in a few controlled tests, untried in battle conditions ....the paradoxes—”

“Courage, Captain! For the revolution, for the Soviet, for the future of the world, today you stand in the breach!” Outright sarcasm—not just the vodka. “Your field works. You can project a shell backwards in time?”

“Regressive Ballistics, sir. We can fire a shell through the field generated in front of the tank, and it will move backwards through time as its trajectory continues. At the maximum range of the gun we have, the shell is displaced only an hour into the past.”

“That hour may be enough, Captain,” said Gregori. “We shall fight ferociously, of course, but if we can last an hour against the Scottish horde I shall be surprised. Over the battle, however, Remotely Piloted Vehicles will record everything for transmission to my command post, and as we and our computers analyse the battle we shall transmit the edited highlights to you. An hour after battle is joined, you will know which elements in the enemy advance were to prove crucial; and on the empty battlefield, you will fire the shells that are to change history.”

“But sir, the firepower of our prototype rig—”

“If you recall, Captain, I asked for your shell specifications to be radioed ahead. Just an hour ago, an aircraft arrived from Moscow with a consignment of the latest antimatter shells, specially made for your puny gun.” Gregori hefted the vodka bottle. “This came with them, unrequested: intended as a farewell gift, I suspect...but we shall see. It’s just as well the explosions will be an hour in the past if your range is what you’ve reported! Was 120mm the heaviest piece you could requisition?”

“We couldn’t get any guns at all for research, sir. We...we dug this one out of the ground.”

“Out of the ground! What, a wreck from the Battle of Stonehenge?”

“Yes, sir. The radioactivity’s almost gone now, of course, but it took quite a while to make it serviceable.”

“It must have done,” said Gregori, with respect. “My confidence in you is restored, Captain. I was beginning to put you down as a mere researcher, lacking in initiative. Perhaps if anyone can turn the tide of history... But the field itself, the projector. You mentioned a tank. Not something that will take hours to set up, I trust—a tank of oil? Not liquid helium!”

“Not a tank of anything, sir,” Johnson explained, still more embarrassed. “A tank in the historical sense: a manned armoured vehicle, with rotating turret for low-powered cannon.”

Gregori was fascinated. “Propulsion?”

“Caterpillar tracks only, sir. Diesel engine.”

“And I was lecturing you on military history. It’s a real museum piece, the forerunner of today’s military armour?”

“Yes, indeed, sir. It’s an FV 4030 Challenger, once the most advanced fighting machine of its day. Its type were entering service with the British Army in l985 as successors to the Chieftain series—incorporating the same armament and integrated Fire Control System, but with Chobham armour and a mere powerful engine.” Johnson could have warmed to his subject, but that was a prerogative for superior officers.

“This is excellent,” said Gregori. “So you don’t have just a temperamental prototype, you have a mobile combat unit, however antiquated. Its antiquity may even be an advantage—it may let you pass the advancing Scots without attracting attention. Lenin knows what they’ll take it to be, but the idea that it’s a threat will escape them—especially since it’ll be crawling on to the field of their victory!”

“You realise, sir, that the tank doesn’t have anything like its former turn of speed. Once it could exceed fifty-six kilometres per hour, but not now.”

“So much the better, to avoid attracting attention. We`ll have you behind the lines, under deep camouflage. The Highlanders will be able to storm right ever the top of you by the time our experts have finished. But afterwards, when battle ends, we`ll give you a sonic pulse from divisional HQ to move forward. If I can I’ll join you myself to direct your fire—if not, Captain, you must assess the battle’s course for yourself and destroy the key Scottish units.”

When shall we next meet again? wondered Gregori, when Johnson had gone. When the battle’s lost and won? The idea was fantastic; yet the chance was there to save the State and his own career, very probably his neck. The best of it was that he could make good his escape, in that Russian aircraft, when defeat became certain—and if Johnson reversed the outcome, the General would thereby be restored to his post, ready to claim the rewards of the otherwise unattainable victory. If Johnson achieved nothing, General Gregori would have escaped shellfire, firing squad or prison camp and be on his way to a new life. But where was he to go, he wondered, standing before the map with vodka glass in hand like an English Roman in his villa, nursing the last cup of wine from Italy when the galleys had gone. Where was his refuge to be?

Ireland?

Now’s the day and now’s the hour:

See the front of battle lour:

See approach proud Edward’s power,

Chains and slaverie.

Robert Bums, “Scots Wha Hae”.

1500 hours (A): Sergeant Macdonald of the Cameron Highlanders Artillery, Blue Section, finished the deployment of his guns. They were Russian mobile cannon, captured in the Lowlands after the second battle of Prestonpans: relatively light, they could be shifted swiftly on air cushions to come to bear on new targets. Against the armoured division barring the way to Derby their firepower would be well-nigh ineffective, but ostensibly their function was to provide covering fire for the Scots commandos, to help to pin down whatever troops the English had mustered, while the teams moved in and the shaped charges were placed. Unless the massive fighting machines of the People’s Army could be knocked out, with their superior range and firepower they could hold England from the Pennines to the Wash. The Scottish army had had to split up for the night dash that brought them close enough to do battle, or those juggernauts might have blown them apart at Sheffield, forty miles away.

Macdonald checked again, though their position was the best possible. On the right-hand tip of the Highland crescent, well forward but aside from the heaviest fighting, they could provide crossfire and also spot targets for the more substantial Highland artillery. That was their true function, though other such units spaced out along the line and providing covering fire would conceal the fact. Blue Section’s true task was to spotlight, at the right time and not before, what the English were holding in reserve and when the outgunned Scots must take it out.

He lowered himself briefly from the slit to the controls of the command unit, to glance back at the youth at the impact predictor panel. “All set, Alastair?”

The lad swallowed hard. “It’s shaping up nicely, Sergeant.” The flickering colours of the computer display chased across his pale face.

“Fair enough.” Macdonald picked up the hand mike. “Dheargh Mhatan to Claymore—activated and ready.”

“Stand by, Dheargh Mhatan.”

In the First, Second and Third World Wars, the Scots had been known to their enemies as “Demons in Skirts”, “Ladies from Hell”, and “Poison Dwarves.” One of their demonic tricks had been to use Gaelic on the radio when they might be overheard. This army’s mix of English-speaking Lowlanders meant that Gaelic was used only for code-words, but that would be enough to keep the English guessing. “Claymore” was Lochiel himself, commanding the Scottish push south as once his ancestor had advised Prince Charles Edward in the same desperate game. It was no accident that he had taken for his call-sign a word which had been claidheamh mòr, a great sword, and had been applied to more than three types of deadly weapon.

“Claymore to all units—Caber Feidh is sounded. Dheargh Mhatan, do you hear?”

Macdonald smiled. Caber Feidh was the old regimental march of the Seaforths: when it was sounded on the pipes in a situation like this, they would be advancing into battle. An Englishman listening would probably think it was a place which had been checked out. There was a check-out in progress, but of a very different kind: after another glance towards Alastair, Macdonald again raised the mike.

“We hear, Claymore—Caber Feidh is quite clear.”

If anyone out there knows pipe music, Macdonald told himself, let them think we’re having a concert. They’ll dance to our tune soon enough.

“Claymore to Hielan’ Laddie: Bundle and Go. March, March, Ettrick and Teviotdale!”

That was the Black Watch committed; and now, the King’s Own Scottish Borderers. The Black Watch should have been in Macdonald’s direct field of view, and as he stood up to the slit his movement-sensitive scope picked out the infantry moving through the trees on their jet-packs, their suits dialled to winter camouflage tartan.

“Alert for Hielan’ Laddie,” said Alastair. Guided by the screen display, Alastair was now locked on to the advancing troops with strange powers of his own, tracking them and projecting their track forward into the future. His trance lasted only seconds. “Two machine-gun posts, automated, concealed half-a-mile ahead of them. They’ll open fire in sixty-five seconds. I’m laying-in the target now.”

“We can take care of those ourselves, it doesn’t need heavy bombardment. We’ll do it now and clear your view for the next hazard.” As Macdonald spoke, the guns of Blue Section were swinging towards the target Alastair had pinpointed. “Two rounds each, fire at will.”

Sergeant Macdonald was a reliable NCO picked by Lochiel for his lack of imagination. He accepted Alastair’s gift of the Second Sight as he might accept that another man could paint, or play the fiddle. Told by the young Adept of the threats the near future held, he would act to counter them without questioning the information; without raising an atmosphere of doubt that might blur Alastair’s predictions. The boy was Lochiel’s secret weapon, trained in the Western Isles by agents brought by submarine from the unknown base of the American government in exile. Personally, Sergeant Macdonald had no time for the new jargon of Adepts and Psionics; privately he doubted the value of the training, which had sharpened Alastair’s erratic gift into a practical tool of warfare but had unnerved the lad, particularly in combat. To Macdonald, who had known him since childhood, it was a good soldier spoiled. But he wouldn’t question what Alastair told him, and he would act on it as a trained soldier. And that made him an ideal anchor for the Adept.

1525 hrs. (A): It had fallen to MacDonald’s unit to open the battle, despite their orders to keep a low profile. But with troops already committed across so much of the battlefield, it could have happened anywhere, and fire-fights swiftly broke out all along the front. The enemy’s fighting vehicles, huge Russian machines which in another age would have been big enough to carry moon-rockets to their pads, ground slowly forward from cover to meet the Highlanders with firepower nothing on Earth could resist. They had been developed after the Last War, when the armoured divisions of both sides were annihilated in the tactical holocaust of Germany. Only a direct nuclear hit would destroy them. But the Black Watch had been working their way up, making use of smokescreens and barrages laid down for other parts of the battle. Given their timing by Alastair, they rushed a nearby hill and plastered the war machines with old-fashioned anti-tank missiles, while the commandos made their suicide runs to plant the shaped nuclear charges. The troops took heavy losses, despite the covering fire from Blue Section and its counterparts; but the land dreadnoughts were stopped or at even disabled, with their fields of fire consequently restricted, and one by one the commandos took them out.

1545 hrs. (A): Such was the firepower of modem armies, an engagement that might once have lasted hours was already over. Casualties had been fearsome: it might be said that the Scots had won only in the sense that they still had some men and guns left when the People’s Army was annihilated. But there would be reinforcements within hours, now that the North was up and taking arms; and prompted perhaps by the Scottish success, Welsh forces were leaving the mountains against Wolverhampton, Worcester and Gloucester. The heavy Soviet armour coming from London was in trouble with guerrillas at St. Albans. All Lochiel’s army had to do was occupy Derby and hold it.

“Dheargh Mhatan from Claymore, Dheargh Mhatan from Claymore, clear us a path into the town. We’ll be mopping up behind you.”

“Dheargh Mhatan, aye. Leader to all Blue Section units, prepare to move off!”

They breasted the rise ahead, swung round the burning wreck of a war machine in the field beyond, and roared down to the main road. Taking up line astern, they put down their heavy drive wheels, shutting off ground effect. They met no trouble on the way in; surviving units of the People’s Army, hands raised, were left to surrender to the main force. The news of their coming spread like wildfire from the outskirts of Derby: by the time they neared the town centre, cheering crowds were lining the route. Macdonald saw in the rear scanner that Fraser in No.2, defying snipers, was up in the hatch with the pipes. The external microphone picked up The March of the Cameron Men.

As said before, Macdonald was not imaginative, but the historical significance of the moment wasn’t lost on him. Turning over the controls to his co-driver, he too stood up at the observation slit and threw open the top hatch. Out among the cheering, with the Cameron pennants fluttering before him on the whip aerials, tradition really got to him. As they entered the centre of Derby he took off his tin hat and flourished it in triumph, shouting “The Prince is coming! The Prince is coming!”

1550 hrs. (A): Though the Highland army was passing on both sides, regrouping as they went for the march into Derby, a dreadful quiet occupied the battlefield. Johnson had never seen active service, not even skirmishes with the small forces China could still miraculously generate after all this time. There hadn’t been as devastating an engagement as this within living memory.

Though the sonic pulse hadn’t come, and neither had Gregori, he couldn’t wait in hiding any longer. His shells could go back only an hour in time, and to hit the Black Watch (unfamiliar with the tartans, he had classified them “X group”) before they got too close to the front line of the People’s Army, his little team would have to move. He pushed a button, and the heavier parts of their camouflage parted explosively above them. Among the ruins of the armoured division, that little bang would never be noticed. Their treads bit into the earth ramp, and the tank heaved up towards the winter sky.

The rearguard of the Highland army, passing at speed to left and right, took no notice of the Challenger as it rumbled down a clear alley between the flaming war machines to the fields beyond. Why should they? The least of the weapon-carriers, lesser, captured units though they were, dwarfed it. If it weren’t for the gun it might almost pass as some kind of a lifeboat, or tender for the stricken giants nearby: and the gun was no threat, pointing to where the Highlanders had come from, not where they were now. If any of the infantry swooping along on their jet-packs swerved to check it out, they were reassured by the saltires which Gregori had suggested be flown from the turret aerials.

Though it had been convenient to have the gun and projector mobile for the trials on Salisbury Plain, Johnson had never ridden in the tank himself. The noise and vibration appalled him. How people had managed to fight these machines at speed, with what precision the crude instruments of 1985 afforded, be couldn’t see. He wasn’t even able to follow the RPV record when he tried to re-check his interpretation of the battle.

1610 hrs. (A): They were in position. The time projector was on, its antennae extended to engage the shell at the focus of the field, as it left the barrel. Johnson was at the contra-rotating cupola periscope, his left eye to the roll-ball, split field monocular sighting in real-time. The overhead film of the battle, now synchronised to exactly one hour in the past, was presented to his right eye by a modem holographic head-up display, from whose reference grid he could read off the range. He adjusted the antique tank helmet, checked position of throat mike and ear muffs, and cleared his throat.

“Target range 800 metres. Antimatter, one round. Come to bear.”

The old gun swung in traverse and elevation, locking (as accurately as its guidance system would allow) on to the Black Watch advance an hour before. With these blockbuster shells, any lack of precision there would be quite academic. The field had better work, Johnson told himself, or we’ll blow ourselves right off the hillside at this range.

“Fixed,” said the gunner. Two tracers flashed from the ranging machine gun, off into the empty fields. The electronics of the tank’s laser ranging system had been knocked out by electromagnetic pulse 150 years before, and there was no chance of replacements from Barr & Stroud in Glasgow—but in this case, the older method was what was needed. There was no target for laser and infrared sensors out there, only the images on the synchronised record, about to become ghosts in every sense.

“On target,” said Johnson. The old command sequence gave him a feeling of continuity with the: traditions of the British Army. Marlborough, Wellington—no, perhaps not. At 1611 (A) precisely, he ordered, “Fire!”

1512 hrs. (B) (the projector wasn’t quite at maximum range); Sgt. Macdonald had just received confirmation from Observer Ewan Cameron that the machine-gun posts were destroyed, when there was a colossal flash of light about a mile to the east. By sheer luck he happened not to be looking directly into it, but half his vision was filled with after images. Though the command unit’s shock absorbers coped, the sway relative to the ground outside was plainly visible. Beyond the Black Watch advance, which must have been wiped out, the bare winter trees had come down: those nearest to ground zero were still standing, but furiously ablaze.

“Dheargh Mhatan to Claymore, Dheargh Mhatan to Claymore—nuclear strike on Hielan’ Laddie. Hielan’ Laddie is taken out. They must have read Lochiel’s mind!” he added after switching off. Macdonald’s soft Highland accent, subdued by years of shouted orders, was brought out by his anger,

“That can only have been antimatter,” his co-driver said from the instrument panel. “They must have stunned their own front line, using it at that range.”

“Aye,” Macdonald dropped from the slit, twisting out of the seat to face Alastair. In the cramped interior of the Command Unit, that put him only a foot from the Adept.

“I didn’t see it, Sergeant!” Alastair was distraught at his failure. “I didn’t even see the shell coming!”

“Never mind, lad,” said Macdonald, boiling. “Where did it come
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