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Chapter One
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June 11, 1940

Nicolas, having just filled in the hole he had dug under the oil pipeline, leaned his shovel against the door of the Chevrolet-built Canadian pattern truck. Reaching inside, he grabbed a water bottle and took a mouthful of the warm liquid. His shirt was off though it was not yet too hot, and he, like his mates, was a deep bronze from hours spent in the sun. His battered and dusty Stetson was pushed back on his head and he stretched backwards. This was the last of four sites they had visited that day and they would be headed back to Egypt for some rest and resupply as soon as his colleagues were finished their task with the exposed pipe.

He had just turned twenty-one and as such was considered an adult, not that he had let that fact bother him too much. He had been in North Africa for two years now, maintaining the pipelines and pumping stations. He and his mates all came from the same area of Western Canada and had known each other all their lives. He had been bored in school, being more interested in hunting and fishing, tinkering with automobiles and radio equipment than in social studies and English. He had a natural ability with mathematics and, unlike most of his fellow students, he was fluent in four languages. French, German, Russian, and English of course. English was his first language and the language spoken by most Canadians. German and Russian, because his family and many of the other families in the area spoke them, and also because his mother was Russian. Finally he was fluent in French, the other official language in Canada.

Most of his people were descendants of a German Hussar regiment that had deserted en-mass and been accepted as members by a Cossack community in Russia. As a reward for a service Nicolas’ grandfather, Andreas, had done for the Russian Crown Prince, he had been made an earl and given a land tract to manage. He was also ordered to field a battalion of cavalry for deployment to Afghanistan the next spring to help the British. With the help of three Americans with Russian and Cossack ancestry, Andreas put an initial five thousand eager recruits through a rigorous training regime, ending up with one thousand combat troopers and a further one thousand support troops.

All of the troops, support and combat, were trained and armed in the latest tactics and modern repeating weapons. With the help of a small British detachment and local tribesman, Andreas, vastly outnumbered, defeated an invading army, receiving many decorations and awards from both the British and the Russians. Learning of what the Russians had planned for he and his people, Andreas began looking for a way out.

A British protectorate called Canada, had just taken control of a large swath of land in the interior of North America, north of the United States. It was mostly empty of people and the Canadians were worried the Americans would encroach on the lands. Canada as a whole, had a small population, mostly concentrated in the east of the huge country and could not field a large army to protect it. The Canadian government jumped at the opportunity to have two thousand highly trained troops and their families populate the western portion of this empty land.

With the provision that they had to equip, maintain and provide a minimum of one battalion of combat ready troops and support at all times, Andreas was granted a large tract of land on the eastern slopes of the Rocky Mountains to manage and maintain in autonomy. While being citizens of Canada and having to follow Canadian law outside the colony, inside, they were allowed to run their own affairs as they saw fit, so long as it did not come into direct conflict with the Crown.

Essentially, the colonies people had been the first Europeans in the territory and with hard work, had prospered. Everyone in the colony had to serve a mandatory military service in order to become a full-fledged member of the colony. From the age of eighteen, five years of full time service, thereafter for another twenty years, part time service with a minimum of three months full time each year.

To distinguish between the two branches of service, combat troopers wore eagles on their collars and support troops wore bears. All of them wore crossed rifle badges on the other collar.

Both groups received combat training, but those selected for combat rolls had an extra three months of intensive training. It had been proven at the turn of the century in South Africa and again in the First World War, that even the support troops had better training than most other army’s front line troops.

Like the rest of the people in his community, he had started military training at a young age and, by the time he was eighteen, he had qualified for one of the coveted eagles, which meant he was combat ready. The community provided its own defense force and equipped it. Historically, they were a light cavalry unit, used by the national army for scouting and harassment missions, and had been at the forefront of converting to mechanization and the adoption and modification of tactics to suit that roll. 

Unlike most of the rest of the world, his family, due to its ties in Germany, had realized that another major war was inevitable and had planned accordingly. The government was only too happy to supply them with vehicles, as they needed the ready cash the colony was spending to obtain them. Notwithstanding the colony and the family, owned parts of the major components companies, including a large chunk of General Motors of Canada stock. This assured them of being first in line to receive the vehicles they needed. They had also invested heavily in the Browning company, so again, having ready cash and insider status, they received the American company’s .50- and .30-caliber machine guns to arm their vehicles, and had the company make a special run of British Bren guns chambered in the same caliber as the .30 machine guns and, to the chagrin and displeasure of the Canadian and British authorities, the Garand semi-automatic rifle and the Colt 1911 automatic pistol. Both governments had wanted the colony to be equipped with British weapons.

As before the Great War, both governments were reluctant to send the regiment to Britain at the outbreak of hostilities, so instead of waiting to be asked, the regiment had quietly sent troops to Libya. After all, the oil pipelines and pumping stations the company owned were critical to everyone’s economy and the company had every right to protect them. In fact, they had been sending in one company of troops at a time since 1938 to work on pipeline maintenance and repair. No one paid much attention to the young military-age men as they worked making sure the supply of black gold kept flowing. Nor had anyone paid much attention to the subtle changes their vehicles had undergone during that time, going from soft-top and -skinned to metal-skinned and -topped, gun ports and rails installed, but masked by repair equipment and parts. The trucks and the lads manning them became a fixture in the landscape that no one paid attention to. Then Germany invaded Poland and the world was at war again.

France had fallen to the Germans and Britain was worried they were next. Libya became an Italian playground, but Canada was not at war with Italy, only Germany, so the local Italians had left them alone. 

Until now. 

A whistle from behind the dry creek bed behind him and the cocking of Browning and Bren guns warned him things were about to become interesting.

Looking out across the flat plain around them, Nicolas spotted the dust plume of approaching vehicles. There were two Italian army trucks, canvas sides rolled up, exposing troops riding in the back and a staff car. The vehicles were soon upon them and came to a stop, the soldiers in the back of the trucks jumping off and lining up in front of the four Canadian men and their two vehicles. A lieutenant and his driver stepped out of the staff car and both walked up to the Canadians.

“Who is in charge here?” the lieutenant demanded.

“I guess that would be me,” Nicolas said, putting on his shirt. “What can I do for you?”

“You are to stop what you are doing and are under arrest,” the lieutenant said.

“Why would I want to stop? And why on earth should you arrest me?” Nicolas said.

“Because Italy has declared war on Britain,” the man replied. “Not that anyone here seems to have noticed.” He sounded a bit petulant about that.

“Well that’s nice, but you see we are not British: we are Canadian. There is a difference you know. Did Italy declare war on Canada?” Nicolas asked.

Now the young lieutenant was confused and his nice simple day had just become complicated. “You wait right there,” he ordered and walked back to confer with his men.

Nicolas finished buttoning up his shirt and walked to the front of the truck, he and his three companions standing there, leaning on the fenders of the vehicles.

After a discussion, the lieutenant returned with what looked like a sergeant.

“Let me make this easy for you, lieutenant,” Nicolas said before the lieutenant could say anything. Turning so the Italian could see his shoulders and the stripes on them, he pulled out his .45 and, putting it over his head, chambered a round. Two fully armed fighting vehicles climbed out of the stream bed, twin .50-caliber machine guns trained on the Italians and ten troopers showed rifle barrels along the top.

“Canada declared war on Italy on June 10: that was yesterday,” Nicolas said. “Now if your people are stupid enough to try and fire at us, this is what will be the result for all of you.” He signaled the first vehicle and it opened up with the twin fifties on the staff car, reducing it to scrap in seconds.

Just then a series of explosions could be heard in the distance and thick black smoke began to stain the horizon as the oil in the ruptured oil lines caught fire.

“It might be wise to make a withdrawal, lieutenant: we have rigged this one to blow next,” Nicolas said. “Mount up, boys,” he yelled to his dismounted troopers.

“Corporal, break out the flags,” he ordered.

The Italian saw a red flag with the Union Jack in the upper right and a crest in the lower left be hoisted to the lead trucks right fender and a blue, yellow and red striped flag with a maple leaf in the middle, flanked by a bear and an eagle, topped by a beaver, raised on the left fender and in a roar all four vehicles left the pumping station, which two minutes later exploded.

The regiment was at war again.

“What the bloody hell do you think you’re playing at, Mr Bekenbaum?” a clearly upset British major demanded.

Nicolas was standing at attention, eyes focused over the major’s head, his beret under his left arm. He had just dropped his right arm down by his side, realizing the major was not about to return his salute. He had been ordered to report to the base commander when he returned and had shaved and changed into a clean uniform before reporting.

There were only five hundred of them, eagles and bears combined, in the country at the moment and they had been billeted in a British base.

“Who the bloody hell authorized you to start your own war? We are not at war with the Italians! You have put us in a bad situation here and your actions are clearly illegal. This is what happens when half-trained territorials are put in the field with no bloody supervision – a bloody nurse is your senior officer, for God’s sake!” The major was warming to his subject.

“Ah, Colonel Hood,” said the major as Christine was ushered into his office. “Mr Bloody Bekenbaum here has taken upon himself to start a war with the bloody Italians and I am about to have him arrested.”

“In my army, Major, it is customary for a junior officer to salute a senior officer,” Christine said in a monotone, but her eyes betrayed she was angry.

The major reluctantly stood and made a sloppy salute before sitting back down again, clearly dismissing the woman as a non-entity.

“This is merely a courtesy: you as the ranking officer of this rag-tag operation of yours are being duly informed that I am arresting this man and all the others who participated in this act of terrorism and put them on trial for war crimes,” the major said. “Sign here acknowledging transfer of the defendants.” He slid a sheaf of papers over to Christine.

Christine responded by sliding her own sheaf of papers across the major’s desk. “That is a copy of our orders to begin offensive operations against Italy and to deny the enemy access to any and all sources of strategic supply and to attack and harass any targets of opportunity. Had you read the messages sent to your office over the past week, you would have realized that your country and mine were about to declare war on Italy and that, in fact, both have been in a state of war with Italy since June tenth,” Christine said icily. “I ordered Mr Bekenbaum to plan and conduct those raids and conducted one myself this morning to boot. Now I know that it is more important for you to be playing host to all the beautiful people here in Cairo, but I believe that you are incompetent as a front-line commander and have recommended you be replaced as soon as possible. I have also informed your embassy, that in the future, any British disciplinary interventions with any of my personnel be sent in writing to my headquarters for consideration. Is that clear?”

“Who the bloody hell do you think you are?” the major demanded. “I am His Majesty’s representative and you will bloody well do what I bloody well tell you to do.”

“As of the signing of the Statute of Westminster of 1931, Canada is an independent country, and you have absolutely no authority over anything we do. I will also be sending a report to your commanding officer on your lack of respect for senior officers and your complete disregard for inter-country cooperation. Now by your leave, major, this discussion is over,” Christine said, indicating to Nicolas to follow her. 

Nicolas once again saluted the major, about-faced and followed his colonel out of the British building.

There were two British Army provosts and an RAF officer waiting for them outside. Before the officer could say anything, the provost sergeant walked up to Christine and began issuing orders. “You are placed under house arrest and we are to escort you to your quarters,” the sergeant said.

Christine just looked at the man, but the ominous sliding click of a 1911 ACP being cocked gripped the sergeant’s and his corporal’s immediate attention.

“With your permission, ma’am,” Nicolas said, turning sideways and leveling the pistol at the sergeant’s head. 

“Now, Mr Bekenbaum,” Christine said mildly. “You know the poor sergeant is only following orders. I am sure he meant no disrespect: after all, manners are learned from your superiors, and his commanding officer has none at all. Sergeant,” she turned to address the man, “I do not recognize your authority to arrest me or any of my command. You are free to escort me to our camp, but you will not be allowed to enter. I think you will find a little bit more than Mr Bekenbaum and his pistol waiting there, should you insist on pursuing this matter.”

‘Major,” she said, addressing the RAF officer. “You have something to add?”

The RAF man came to attention and saluted in the open-handed British fashion. “Squadron Leader Brown at your service, ma’am,” he said.

Christine returned the squadron leader’s salute just as crisply. “My mistake, Squadron Leader, my apologies, we have little contact with you zoomy types,” she said. “What can I do for you?”

“I have been informed that I am to conduct similar operations as you have just conducted and I thought it might be beneficial to compare notes and perhaps coordinate operations, Colonel?” Brown said.

“Certainly, Squadron Leader – cooperation among allies is always important, especially with one that can hit us out of the sky without warning,” Christine said. “Perhaps you and some of your staff could join us for lunch?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Brown said. “Thank you, Colonel.”

Christine nodded to Nicolas, who placed the pistol on safe and holstered it, then she nodded at the three British soldiers and, placing her right arm in the crook of Nicolas’s left elbow, sauntered away, looking like an aunt being promenaded by her young nephew.

Jerking his head for the two provosts to follow him, Brown entered the major’s office without knocking. “You bloody idiot!” he exclaimed. “Where do you think you are? Doing parade work at Buckingham Palace? This is a bloody war zone, you idiot. That woman was killing Turks and Huns before you could even figure out you had dirtied your nappy. That regiment had the highest kill ratio of anybody and I mean anybody in the last war. The young man you were about to arrest has been trained from birth to be a warrior, as has all the rest of their regiment. Their family company owns all of the oil transport, pipelines and transportation systems in the Middle East as well as the majority of the refineries. His Majesty’s government would not be able to conduct operations of any kind without petrol, you fool. In addition to being the best-trained troops we have here, they are the best equipped, and you just jeopardized our alliance with them.

“You are relieved of your command, Major,” Brown said to the shocked soldier. “Sergeant, arrest the major for dereliction of duty, disrespect of a senior officer and conduct unbecoming an officer and a gentleman. Take him directly to the stockade for immediate court-martial.”

No wonder we are losing this war, thought the squadron leader as the now not-so-pompous major was hauled away.

“Why, Naj,” Christine said. “So like your father coming to the aid of a damsel in distress. I didn’t really require any help, you know.”

“Ah Chris, those guys pissed me off,” Nicolas said. “Asshole Brits – no wonder they are losing with jerks like that as their officers.”

“Even so,” Christine said. “We can’t go around antagonizing our allies. Come from an attitude of serenity. We know what we are capable of. We don’t have to prove anything to anybody. Let them think what they want, Naj. Treat everyone, the lowest of the low to the highest of the high, with the respect and dignity they deserve as human beings, and as you yourself want to be treated.”

“Got lots to learn, I guess,” Nicolas said.

“No more than I did at your age,” Christine said, punching him on the arm. “I had your father to rely on if I made a mistake, and you have me. Your lads respect your abilities or they would not have made you the leader. You planned those raids, not me, I just followed orders. I think we are going to have to make you an officer to make it easier for you to deal with guys like that Brit major.”

“I don’t want to be no stinking officer,” Nicolas said vehemently. “I work for a living.”

“Now now, some of the best people I know are officers,” Christine said. “Your mother and father, your uncle, your great aunt, your cousin Susan, my husband Alex and, oh yes, me.”

“That’s different,” Nicolas said. “You were born officers: me, I’m just a ranker and I like it that way.”

“No, Naj,” Christine corrected. “You are a warrant officer. That’s the same thing and you have the same equivalent rank as I do, in fact a higher one. You’re the senior warrant officer of the regiment, which means you are a full colonel; I am just a lieutenant colonel. Oh and in case you forgot, your grandfather worked his way up from the bottom too. He started off as a common trooper.”

“Bloody officers, always finding ways to get their own way,” Nicolas said giving her a quick squeeze on the arm. “If you weren’t twenty years older than me and my cousin, I might have to challenge Alex over you.”

“Why thank you, Naj,” Christine said. “See, you are already acting like an officer, sucking up to your superiors.”

“Up yours, Chris,” Nicolas said.

“Bloody colonials,” said a British infantry lieutenant to his companion, pointing at the two cousins laughing and holding each other at the waist as they walked. “Look at that Canadian colonel cavorting with an enlisted man half her age.”

Right on time, the RAF squadron leader entered the building used as the Canadian Officers Mess. With him were a flight leader, a flight lieutenant and a Regimental Sergeant Major without wings.

The two cousins rose from the small table they had been waiting at and moved to a larger one to accommodate the visitors, who as a group saluted the Canadian colonel.

“First lesson, gentlemen,” Christine said. “We don’t salute indoors. Second lesson, we don’t salute in the field. Third lesson, those who break lesson one and lesson two buy the first round.”

“Hey I like that rule,” Nicolas said. “We get four free beers today.”

“Each,” Christine said, waving her arm in a circle over her head, indicating a round of beer for the table. “All right, Squadron Leader, what can the Regiment do for you?” Christine asked. “Don’t worry about Mr Bekenbaum here, he is about to be made a gentleman, or the mess sergeant, he leads one of our attack groups.”

“Bloody officers,” Nicolas murmured so only the RAF RSM sitting next to him could hear. “Always pushing and getting their way.”

“What was that, Mr Bekenbaum?” Christine asked.

“Why nothing, Colonel, ma’am,” Nicolas answered. “I was just recommending the steak to the RSM here. It came all the way from my father’s ranch in Canada it did.”

The RSM, taking a sip of his beer, almost gagged on it trying to stop from laughing.

“Sorry ma’am,” the RSM said. “A fly dropped in the beer just as I started to drink, ma’am. Good beer, ma’am.”

“It better be,” Christine said. “Mr Bekenbaum’s mother runs the brewery and she has little tolerance for bad beer.”

The squadron leader told Christine and Nicolas that as he was responsible for defending the air assets for the RAF, and that they had to be completely mobile in case they had to move quickly – he had the only mobile ground assets the British had in the area. There were some tanks and some trucks and tractors for pulling artillery pieces, but other than that, the British Army was much as it had been during the last war. Out here, the distances to cover were vast, and foot soldiers trudging along would not do. If anything, the Germans’ rapid advance and domination of France should have convinced everyone that times had changed.

“Until things stabilize in Britain and we know for a fact the Hun will not invade,” Brown said, “I am afraid we are pretty much on our own out here. I am sure we can hold off the Italians, but if the Hun gets involved out here, we will be in trouble. Our equipment just cannot match his.

“What I would like to do,” Brown went on. “Is to have some of our lads ride along with your lads and learn the ropes, so to speak.”

“Mr Bekenbaum?” Christine asked.

“Right,” Nicolas said. “RSM, how much training do your boys have?”

“They are mostly trained in static defense,” the RSM said. “They can use their weapons fairly well.”

“Fairly well won’t cut it out here,” Nicolas said. “Driving skills?”

“Very good, Mr Bekenbaum; they were all certified in England before we left.”

“England isn’t Libya, RSM,” said Nicolas. “It’s dry, hot, dusty and rough in the summer. Hot, mostly dusty and dry, with some nasty mud and rain in the winter. There is no pavement where there are roads, and mostly there are no roads. Machinery and weapons?”

“Hobart armored cars, much like yours, a couple of Lynxes, some trucks and two Matilda tanks, one just for parts.”

“Standard weapon range for the Hobart? A Bren and a Boys rifle?” Nicolas asked.

“Yes, we have one vehicle that is used for anti-aircraft protection: it pulls a pompom.”

“Thanks, RSM,” Nicolas said turning to the squadron leader. “Have some of your boys bring your Hobarts to the firing range at eight hundred tomorrow and we will see what you can do. If you’re not married to your broken-down Matilda, drag it over too. Ah the steak has arrived.”

“By Jove these really are good steaks,” the flight leader said. “You say your father raises them?”

“Oh no, sir,” Nicolas said. “My father is a poor farmer, we don’t have cows that are this good. They come from our district though.”

“This beer is excellent,” said the flight lieutenant. “Your mother owns the brewery?”

“Oh no, sir,” Nicolas said. “You must have misunderstood. My mother works at the brewery. My goodness, if my mother owned the brewery do you think I would be dumb enough to be over here as a common trooper?”

Christine kept her mouth shut. If they hadn’t told him yet, she wasn’t about to.

Nicolas, his driver and radio operator where sitting on the running board of his Cougar, chatting about the various good and bad points of the American baseball teams and their chances for the upcoming baseball season, when a tractor pulling a tank hauler with the derelict Matilda on it pulled up, the driver leaning out the right window.

“Where do you want the old girl?” he asked.

“About two hundred yards that away,” Nicolas said, pointing down range. “Take that can of black paint and show him,” he told his driver.

He and the radio operator continued their baseball discussion, while the old tank was off loaded, then as the tractor was pulling away, Nicolas’s driver clambered up the side of the tank and painted a large black swastika on the turret before returning to the cougar.

“Very artistic,” Nicolas said. “Fewer runs in the paint would have been nice.”

“Not gonna matter in an hour,” the driver said.

“Here they come now,” Nicolas said. “You can hear those crappy Limey engines and whiney transmissions forever.”

Four shiny dark green Humber armored cars rumbled onto the firing range at the regulation fifteen miles an hour, coming to a stop in line about five yards in front of Nicolas’s cougar. Five men came out of each vehicle, the noncoms lining up and the officers walking toward Nicolas and his crew, who were now standing on the ground in line abreast facing the oncoming officers. All three of them snapped out their right hands to their foreheads in a crisp salute and had it returned by the squadron leader.

“I thought you said no saluting in the field, Mr Bekenbaum?” Brown asked.

“Not in the field, sir,” Nicolas said. “Still on the base, sir.”

“Oh, I suppose you’re right,” Brown said. “Right then, we are placing ourselves in your hands, Mr Bekenbaum.”

“OK,” Nicolas said. “These your best?”

“Don’t they just look so pretty, Naj?” his driver asked. “Why I bet they spent hours polishing them up so nice. Why look, even the tires are shiny.”

“And those nice sky-blue uniforms, with the pretty yellow ascots and shiny new boots,” his radio operator said. “I bet I can see myself in those boots. I wonder how nice those hats will keep the sun off their brains?”

“All right, can it,” Nicolas ordered. “So Squadron Leader, I need to evaluate you and your men’s skill levels. From where your vehicles are sitting, I want each member of your crews, driver and commander included, to shoot that tank. Five rounds from an Enfield, five rounds from the Bren and one round from the Boys. Starting now would be nice, sir.”

The Canadians resumed their seats on the Cougar, rolling and lighting cigarettes and pulling their Stetsons down to shade their eyes, as they watched the RAF men go through the drill with varying degrees of success. When the last man from the last vehicle fired the last shot, the Canadians came down to the ground again and addressed the excited RAF men.

“OK, guys,” Nicolas said. “Not bad. So now I want you to walk over there and see how much damage you gave old Matilda there. The boys and I will wait here and have another cigarette while you do that.”

To a man, the RAF jogged over to the tank, excitedly talking about how great they did. After clambering around the tank pointing out all the scars and dents they had made, the group walked back to the vehicles.

“All right,” Nicolas said. “We are going to move our vehicles over there and have a little discussion on how well you did and what you can do to improve it.”

The Canadians jumped into the Cougar and fired it up; almost the second it started, the driver popped the clutch and, spraying dust and gravel all over, drove two hundred yards away from the tank and spun the vehicle sideways to a stop. Nicolas popped out of the rear hatch with a Bren and sprayed a clip on full auto at the tank, hitting it square in the swastika with all twenty-five rounds. The radio operator spun the turret and let loose with the .30-caliber Browning machine gun, firing twenty-five rounds, also hitting the tank on the swastika. All this before the RAF had even mounted their vehicles. The not-so-cocky-now Brits drove over to where the Cougar and its occupants were waiting and dismounted from the vehicles.

“In a fight with a tank, speed is everything,” Nicolas said. “That main gun gets a bead on you and you are toast. They are slower than us and less agile. So we use our speed and agility to evade and get away from tanks, because head to head, we lose. All right, Sparky, call ’em in,” he yelled down to his radio operator.

Nicolas joined his driver on the hood of the Cougar and the radio operator flung open the turret hatch and sat on the top, his legs dangling inside. “Let the show begin!” he yelled out and the vehicle behind the berm a half mile away roared to life.

Most of the RAF men missed it as they were looking down the road to see what was coming. Instead a Lynx scout car flew over the berm, its front tires in the air, crashing back to the ground and speeding towards the tank at full speed. The observer had her back braced against the open and pulled-back top, both hands firmly on the .30-caliber Browning mounted on a station in the middle of the opening, her pony tailed and braded black hair flowing behind her firmly seated Stetson, brim flipped up from the wind of their passage. Her goggle-covered eyes were firmly on the target and she started firing three-round measured bursts six hundred yards from the target, striking the turret on and around the swastika. 

As they finished their run and were passing the parked vehicles she took one hand off the Browning and punched it the air. “Yeehah!” she screamed as she passed. “Yeehah!”

“Not bad, boys, eh?” Nicolas said to the RAF. “And she is my file clerk.” Then he twirled his hand in the air and the radio operator spoke into his mike again.

“Now for a real show!” the operator yelled out.

A Cougar came blasting over the same berm and immediately began firing as soon as it had cleared the berm. The tank, already crumpled to half its original height, shuddered under the impact. A Bren gun, braced from the inside, opened up on full auto; and a .30-caliber swung on a mounting ring in the front of the open turret opened up also on full auto, then the twin-mounted .50-caliber Brownings, manned by a blond with her hair braided in a ponytail flying behind her, started firing three-round measured bursts, every third round a tracer that impacted the tank turret at first then the engine compartment, then the driver’s compartment and back to the turret, sparks and ragged holes appearing everywhere she hit. And then the interior contents of the tank caught fire, sending a column of smoke out the turret before the fuel tank exploded in a fireball. Nothing but load yeehahs were heard as they roared by, matched by the yeehahs of Nicolas and his crew.

“The lady behind that twin fifty was the colonel you had lunch with yesterday, gentlemen,” Nicolas said to the open-mouthed officers. “Right, gather round. Smoke ’em if ya got ’em. That is how good you are going to have to be, boys,” he said as the RAF men gathered around the Cougar. “That Matilda has less armor than the Panzer tanks the German will be sending over here, yet your Boys anti-tank rifle could not penetrate it at two hundred yards. You’re going to have to come up with another option or avoid tanks like the plague. Your vehicles are not as fast or as reliable as ours are. You’re going to have to work on that. I would think that zoomies like you fellows should know better than to have nice shiny vehicles in a war zone. You will spotted way before you spot the enemy from the ground and from the air. Stealth and speed are your friends. You will be learning those things from us. Being as accurate and as deadly as you can be with your weapons will save your life: make that happen. Every person in your crew needs to be able to do every job in that crew. If your driver is killed and no one else knows how to drive, you are all dead. You all need to know how to operate the radio and read maps. In the field, you want to be as comfortable as possible and as invisible as possible. Dust gets into everything, dust and flies. Your food, your clothes, your nose, ears and mouth. You will go days without fresh water and sometimes weeks before resupply or returning to base. You are going to have to get tough and fast, boys, or you’re never going to leave this desert alive.

“I’ll be leaving on a mission this time next week, and one man from your bunch will be joining every one of my crews. Be ready, boys, be ready,” Nicolas ordered, then he and his crew loaded back into the Cougar, fired it up and drove back to the Canadian area of the camp.

“Just couldn’t resist, could you?” Nicolas said to his cousin as he sat down beside her at her table with two beers in his hand. “Bloody show off is what you are.”

“Holy shit,” Christine said. “Did you see how that twin fifty lit that tank up? I couldn’t believe it.”

“Ya well, now you know what will happen to us if the Nazis Panzers catch us in the open,” Nicolas said.

“Spoil sport,” Christine said. “How’d they do?”

“Better than I thought they would,” Nicolas answered. “Their weapons will be all right as long as there are no tanks around. The vehicles? Well they are from wet England after all. They are smart guys; they’ll figure it out.”

Nicolas and Brown were lying on their bellies just below the crest of a dry riverbed behind the lines in the Libian dessert. Half mile behind them sat the regiments four Cougar fighting vehicles, camouflage netting draped over them. It had taken three nights of driving and lying up under cover in the daytime for the team to get this far west. Brown and Nicolas had taken almost two hours to creep and then finally crawl to the position they now occupied. Five miles earlier, they had dismounted their troopers, who had set up an L-shaped ambush along the road leading from the town the Italians used for a barracks and the small refinery and tank farm the unit was going to hit tonight. Two Lynx scout cars were stationed a mile further up and off the road from the ambush to give warning and to attack the rear when the time came. Only the drivers, the commanders and one gunner were left in the Cougars to carry out the attack on the refinery. The drivers would double as radio operators, the commanders would operate the .30-caliber Brownings on soft targets and the gunners would fire the twin .50-caliber Brownings at the oil tanks and other refinery machinery. Brown was assigned as Nicolas’s gunner.

“Shouldn’t we be glassing the target now?” the squadron leader asked. “We’re going to lose the daylight soon.”

Taking a quick look at the sun infront of him, Nicolas said, “A couple of more minutes. We don’t want to risk the sunlight reflecting off of the binoculars. It would act like a signal mirror and give our position away.”

“Where did you learn all of this field craft, Naj?” Brown asked. “I never would have thought of that.”

“My grandfather befriended a people called the Lakota on our migration to Canada across the American Great Plains,” Nicolas answered. “You would know them as the Sioux Indians. He asked them how they seemed to know where the American army always was and were able to avoid them all the time and they showed us this thing with the binoculars. You can spot that reflection many miles away. A lot of the other things we just adapted from the Cossack days. Don’t forget, my people have been fighting in country similar to this for centuries. Maybe not as hot and dry but just as wide open. Where we live in Canada is much the same: you can see your dog running away from home for two days.”

“I would never have believed if anyone told me all the places to hide out here,” Brown said. “To look at it, you would think it was completely flat. Yet there are hills and valleys and old creek beds all over.”

“You most likely have the same in Britain,” Nicolas said. “You just can’t see them for all the trees and forests.”

“I suppose you’re right, Naj,” Brown said. “By the way, how did you get that name?”

Nicolas laughed. “My father has a weird sense of humor,” he said. “My first name is Nicolas after my mother’s father, my second name is Andreas after my father’s father and in Russian tradition someplace in your name you have your father’s name with a vitch added, so Johnovitch. Nicolas Andreas Johnovitch: NAJ, my father said on my name day, and it stuck ever since.”

They were quiet for a minute. Nicolas thought about his parents, and home, that last weekend in August of 1938. Nicolas had started his five year mandatory term the year before and opted for the more rigorous combat training after the basic six months had been finished. He and his best friend Hammy Zimmerman had finished in the top ten and had received their eagles. Sammy had been number one in the class and had opted to go to the Canadian Officers Training classes in Ontario. Nicolas had finished high enough, sixth, to also qualify, but his high school marks were not good enough. It was not because he was not smart enough, he had just thought school a waste of time. He attended when he had to and did enough to pass, barely, but he had been more interested in hunting, fishing and girls than school. He had already been promoted to corporal and had been told he would be given his own section, ten troopers, and be promoted to master corporal before they shipped out. At first he had thought it was because of his father and had told his Captain that. He didn’t deserve it, didn’t have enough time in yet and surely there were others more qualified. His Captain had told him, “I don’t care if your father was Jesus H Christ himself. You earn your promotions here kid, they are not just given away willy nilly. Now get out of my site!”

His whole company would be going to Libya to install pipelines and pumping stations from the oil fields to refineries or port terminals in Tobruk.. The Italians governing Libya had no problem with the company providing their own security measures, it saved them money and manpower. As they were leaving on Monday, a party had been arranged and all the young enlisted personal were milling around a large bonfire in a forested clearing.

They had picked Saturday night so that Sunday could be spent with their families and Hammy and the four others who were leaving for the military collage were joining them. All of them were under twenty one and anywhere else in Canada would be under age to be drinking, but the colony had different rules and the beer was flowing freely.

Small individual groups were forming and Nicolas was with Hammy. His cousin Sandy, who had just finished her basic training and would be going for advanced combat training in September. Hammy’s sister Ingrid, who was just about to start her last year in high school, and Andrea, Nicolas’s sister who would just be starting high school that fall and had been allowed to accompany the bigger kids.

Ingrid had had a big crush on Nicolas when she started high school and had been bullied by a number of the older girls for it. Nicolas had been told by Sandy about this and had put an abrupt end to the bullying. He singled out the ringleader in the school lunch room one day. He brought his lunch to her and her gaggles table sat down beside her and quietly told her that if she did not stop her bullying of his best friends sister, he would make her life a living hell.

For a week after that, he, Hammy and Sandy, had sat with this gaggle and ate their lunch totally ignoring them, except for Sandy, who would look the girls over when she sat down and wrinkle her nose in disgust, or make a snide remark about someone’s clothing. It didn’t take long for this group of girls to start feeling the pressure, Sandy was without doubt, the most popular girl in school. To be on her shit list was very bad.

After taking some advice from Sandy, Nicolas had gently put an end to Ingrid’s fantasy. Now she was, as her brother, one of Nicolas’ best friends.

Now Sandy and Ingrid were here in Libya, Hammy would be graduating from the military college this fall and be posted to a Canadian infantry battalion and Andrea would be starting her training back home. Nicolas started feeling the beginning of longing for home, but pushed the longing away before it took hold. “OK now, before we go, a couple of things,” he said. “Your file says you are a trained forward observer, so I am going to trust that you know how to pick targets and prioritize them. Drawing a rough map is always a good idea, hence the pencil and notebook. You take the right side; I’ll take the left. Got it?”

Brown nodded his head.

“OK, let’s go,” Nicolas said and both men cautiously crawled up the embankment until they could see the small refinery below them, and began to scan it with their binoculars, now and then drawing something on the notebooks.

They heard the noise of boots cautiously approaching from the rear, and Nicolas turned to see his driver crouched behind him.

“Sierra one reports five trucks approaching from town, Naj,” his driver said.

“That matches all the activity down there,” Nicolas said looking at his watch. “Shift change. OK tell sierra and fox to expect a return trip in an hour, and that we will hit here two hours after that.”

“Roger,” the driver said, then cautiously made his way back to the Cougar.

The two men watched the Italian night shift and day shift exchange greetings down at the refinery, the day shift piling into the trucks for the return trip, while the night shift took up positions in guard towers, guardhouses and machine-gun emplacements. Eight men were patrolling the perimeter on foot, and the officers went to the refinery office. The refinery workers, locals for the most part, were dispersing from the refinery to the onsite housing prepared for them. There were no armed personnel in that area and to far away, it was not an area of concern for the attackers. After a few minutes observing the new guards, Nicolas tapped Brown on the arm and they crawled back down to the bottom of the embankment and walked back to the hidden Cougars.

“You’re not concerned about the patrol pattern of the perimeter guards?” Brown asked.

“Unless they are real lucky, they can’t do to much to us with only rifles,” Nicolas answered. Then, using his notebook as a guide, he took a stick and drew the refinery plan in the dirt beside his Cougar, outlining the storage tanks, the defenses and the machine-gun emplacements.

Nicolas gave each Cougar its area of responsibility and targets. Thirty-calibers were to take out first the machine guns, then the guard towers, after that, targets of opportunity. Fifty-calibers were to concentrate on the tanks and other refinery production machinery. When the .50s ran out of ammo, the Cougars were to move fifty yards, reload and start again. When they received word that the reaction force was coming from town, the Cougars would disengage and regroup back to the position they were in currently. After they were all together again, they would await word from the ambush site and attack to back them up, or go to retrieve them.

“What about the radio tower and shack?” asked one of the RAF men.

“Good question,” Nicolas said. “In this case we want them to radio for help. We want the reaction force to come as quickly as possible. It won’t matter anyway as soon as the refinery starts to burn. Any other questions? OK, remember we need to be at least twenty miles away and under cover by daylight. You’ve got two hours to get ready.”

“You don’t think radio interception could be a problem?” Brown asked Nicolas as the troopers dispersed to their Cougars to make ready.

“Not this time,” Nicolas answered. “They are not expecting us and will be lazy; after this though, things will most likely be different. Now, using the fifty, let the tracers do the aiming and walk them into the tanks. No more than five rounds at a time or the barrel will overheat too fast. Once a tank catches fire, move
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