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CHAPTER 1

Pete Green peered out of the Chinook’s window at the Syrian desert just a hundred yards below. At least he assumed it was the Syrian desert, the Chinook had taken off in Turkey and there had been no indication that he had crossed any border. There was just sand and rock, a forbidding landscape as alien as the moon.

Green was the only SAS trooper in the cabin. He was in his late twenties, his fair skin tanned from overexposure to the fierce Middle Eastern sun that had bleached his mousy-brown hair. His eyes were a piercing blue and he had a tendency to smile when he was nervous. He was smiling now. The other nine men were Navy SEALs, armed to the teeth and ready for action.

The Navy SEAL on his right winked at him. ‘You okay, Pete?’ His name was Jessie Dean Cooper but everyone called him JD. JD was tall and thin with olive skin and high cheekbones. His father was American but his mother – who had died giving birth to him – had been Vietnamese.

‘I’m good, JD. Locked and loaded.’

JD grinned and flashed him a thumbs up. JD had been Green’s buddy since he had first been embedded with the Navy SEALs. He had shown him the ropes during training at the SEALs’ base at Virginia Beach and had bunked with him on missions in Iraq and Syria.

Green was on a three-month attachment with the Navy SEALs as part of a programme to increase cooperation between the two units. In return, the SEALs had sent one of their people over to Stirling Lines to be shown the British way of doing things. Both Green and the Navy SEAL in the UK were combat medics and Green had a full battlefield medical kit in his backpack.

Sitting across from them was the highest-ranking officer on the Chinook – Lieutenant Ricky ‘Tom’ Hanks. But the operation was being overseen by a captain seven thousand miles away in Creech Air Force base in Nevada. Thousands of feet above the Chinook, circling in the darkness, was an MQ-9 Reaper drone which had been launched from the Incirlik Air Base in Turkey hours earlier. The Reaper was a beast of a drone with a twenty-metre wingspan and a top speed of almost five hundred kilometres an hour. Once the drone was in the air, control had been handed over to the ground control station in Nevada where Captain Joe Haschka functioned as the Mission Intelligence Co-ordinator, assisted by a pilot and sensor operator.

The Reaper was carrying a minimum weapons payload, so it could stay up for almost thirty hours at an altitude of up to fifteen thousand metres. Long-term loitering is what they called it, which always made Green think of unsavoury characters hanging out on street corners. This Reaper was carrying two Hellfire missiles but they weren’t going to be used – it was a capture mission and the drone was there for surveillance only. Captain Haschka would be making any operational decisions. That was one of the things that Green had learned from his attachment – the Navy SEALs were all about command structure, whereas in the SAS it was the troopers who tended to call the shots once a mission was underway.

The Chinook had been specially fitted out for the SEALs. It was the MH-47G variant and it came with two M134 7.62mm air-cooled Miniguns and two M240 7.62mm belt-fed machine guns mounted on either side of the fuselage. It was equipped with a full range of defensive aids including a missile warning system, an integrated radio frequency countermeasures suite and dark flares that were designed to protect the helicopter against surface-to-air and air-to-air heat-seeking missiles. The MH-47G also came with a fast rope insertion system for dropping SEALs into hot spots, and for extracting them, but for this mission the helicopter would be opening its rear ramp and the men would be running out.

The mission was simple enough on paper, and the CIA officer who had carried out the briefing at Incirlik Air Base seemed to have been almost bored by it. She was a blonde woman in her mid-thirties wearing a pale blue safari suit and Chanel earrings. She hadn’t bothered to introduce herself, or to say who she worked for, but she was clearly CIA. The target was Shafiq Ali Rafiq, a senior ISIS leader and bomb-maker who had been top of the CIA’s most wanted list for more than six months. The CIA had learned that Rafiq’s mother was in the late stages of bowel cancer and had maintained twenty-four-seven surveillance on the old woman, figuring that at some point the dutiful son would want to say goodbye. That had indeed come to pass and Rafiq had turned up at his mother’s house in the village of al-Humaira, about four kilometres from the Turkish border. He had arrived with a full security team in four pick-up trucks, and they were holed up in two nearby cottages. Rafiq had intel that the CIA needed, and so the decision had been taken to launch a capture mission rather than simply destroy him with a Hellfire missile.

Two Chinooks would fly from Incirlik Air Base, along with two Black Hawk gunships, and wait close to the border until Captain Haschka gave the go order. The Chinook that Green was in was to go in first and take out the security teams. The Chinook would land about half a mile from the cottages, on the other side of a hill that would absorb much of the noise of the helicopter’s turbines. The SEALs would take out the security teams at which point the second Chinook would be called in. It would land next to the house where Rafiq was staying, protected by the two Black Hawks. Rafiq would be taken and flown back to the base in Turkey. Job done. The CIA woman had made it sound like a walk in the park.

Green had had a few questions, but he had kept them to himself. When the SAS proposed a mission, everybody involved was listened to, and there would be a Chinese Parliament where every man’s view would be taken into consideration. But the SEALs didn’t work that way, and it was clear from the briefing that the CIA woman was calling the shots. When she had finished her briefing, the woman asked if there were any queries, but her tone suggested that she hoped there wouldn’t be. She got her wish.

Once they were armed and ready to go, the two Chinooks – accompanied by the two Black Hawks – flew to a landing area a few kilometres from the border. They had waited there until Captain Haschka had given the go order. Green had been surprised to find that both pilots of the Chinook were women. They were with the Army’s 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, known to the SEALs as ‘The Night Stalkers’, and they had greeted several of the SEALs by name.

Green and JD were both holding Heckler & Koch 416 carbines, as were most of the SEALs, though all had been adapted with personalised stocks, grips, optics, lasers and lights. The sniper on the mission, a lanky Texan by the name of Bobby Hawkins, was cradling a McMillan TAC-50, a weapon that was responsible for the longest recorded sniper kill ever made: by an unidentified Canadian sniper who killed an Iraqi insurgent at a distance of 3,540 metres.

The SEALs carried a range of sidearms including Glock 19s, HK45s and SIG Sauer P226s and P320s in a variety of holsters. Green had a Glock 19 in a nylon holster on his right thigh.

The Chinook slowed as it came in to land. JD pulled a set of steel dog tags from under his ballistic vest and kissed them. It was his thing, his lucky charm. The SEALs carried a set of two black dog tags. US soldiers had carried two dog tags since 1916, if the soldier was killed then one set stayed with the body and the other was used for record keeping. British soldiers were issued with circular identity discs that carried the same information – name, service number, blood group and religion. But JD had a second set of dog tags around his neck – they belonged to his father who had done three tours of Vietnam in the Seventies. JD figured that if they had got his dad through Vietnam, they must be lucky, so he always took them with him whenever he was deployed.

The Chinook landed and almost immediately the back ramp started to lower. The SEALs undid their harnesses and stood up. There was a decent-sized moon overhead, so they had decided against using night vision gear. JD slapped Green on the back and they headed down the ramp. Lieutenant Hanks checked them all off, then pointed in the direction of the cottages where the security teams were holed up. They began to jog, their boots thumping on the desert floor.

They had only gone a couple of hundred metres when there was a deafening explosion off to Green’s right. JD had trodden on a landmine that sent him spinning through the air, blowing off most of his left leg. Green raced over to him and applied a tourniquet but it barely stemmed the blood that was pumping from the remains of the limb. Jagged pieces of broken bone protruded through bloody flesh, glistening in the moonlight.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ said JD.

‘You’re okay, JD, just stay with me.’ He tightened the tourniquet and the blood flow finally slowed. JD was in shock, which is why he wasn’t screaming in pain. But the injury was catastrophic and Green didn’t see how it could be survivable. He pulled out his XStat syringe. It injected sponge-like pellets into a wound, they would expand over fifteen seconds or so to block severed blood vessels. It wasn’t best suited for a full amputation but it was better than nothing.

He did the best job he could with the XStat, then undid JD’s vest and ripped open his shirt. He stuck a circular IV device onto the middle of his chest. He found the sternum and pushed the IV hard so that the needles penetrated. In combat there was no time to fumble around with a needle and hunt for a vein, the patch was put in position and hit hard. Job done. He began feeding ketamine through the IV.

Lieutenant Hanks knelt down next to Green. ‘How’s he doing?’

‘We need to get him back to the airbase now.’

‘Sure, yes. I just need to get confirmation from Captain Haschka.’

‘Fuck that,’ said Green. ‘This mission is over. We’re in the middle of a minefield, we’re not going anywhere. We need to get JD to hospital, now!’

The lieutenant nodded, then waved two more SEALs over and they carried JD back to the Chinook and up the ramp. The rest of the SEALs joined them, taking care where they put their feet as they retraced their steps.

As soon as all the Navy SEALs were on board, the ramp came up and the rotors began to spin.

JD lay on the floor between the seats. His face was ashen and his eyes were wide and staring. He grabbed Green’s arm. ‘Pete.’

‘I’m here, mate. Don’t worry.’

‘Pete, go see my dad, okay?’ His voice was little more than a whisper and Green had to put his ear near the man’s mouth to hear what he was saying. ‘Take him the dog tags. Tell him I love him.’

‘You can tell him yourself, JD.’

JD shook his head. ‘Swear. Swear you’ll do it.’

The Chinook lifted off the ground and turned west, towards Turkey.

‘You’re going to be okay, JD.’ Green patted the man’s hand. It was cold and the life was fast fading from his eyes. He wasn’t going to be okay, and they both knew it. ‘I’ll go and see him in Ho Chi Minh City. Hell, all the stories you’ve told me about him, I feel like I know him already.’

JD forced a smile, shuddered, then released his grip on Green’s arm and went still.

The lieutenant looked at Green hopefully, but his face fell when Green shook his head.

‘Shit,’ said the lieutenant.

‘Somebody needs to have a word with that CIA lady when we get back,’ Green shouted above the roar of the turbines. ‘She sent us into a bloody minefield. How does that happen?’

‘That’s a good question.’

‘Yeah? Well, I just hope that somebody asks her for an answer. Though my guess is we won’t see her again. Not if she knows what’s good for her.’ He reached out and gently took both sets of dog tags from around JD’s neck.

‘Will you go and see JD’s dad?’

‘Hell, yes. I promised. This Captain Haschka, he’s a SEAL, right?’

The lieutenant nodded. ‘He’s a good guy.’

‘You need to tell him what happened to JD. And then you need to tell him to get that Reaper to unleash a Hellfire missile and blow that bastard Rafiq to Kingdom Come. If he does that, at least some good will have come from this shit storm.’

‘I’m on it,’ said the lieutenant.




CHAPTER 2

The Hercules taxied off the main runway and over to a large grey hangar where three white SUVs and a large military truck were waiting. SAS Sergeant Matt Standing peered out of the window. ‘Welcome to Mărculeşti International Airport,’ he said.

‘You been here before?’ asked Jack Ellis. He was tall and lanky with soulful brown eyes and a drooping moustache. He had picked up the nickname ‘Thing One’ to differentiate him from his twin brother, Joe, who had joined the regiment a year after Jack and was promptly designated ‘Thing Two’. Joe was sitting on the other side of the cabin. Between them was a stack of wooden boxes containing the equipment they would be using in Moldova. They were all wearing desert camouflage fatigues and had holstered Glocks. It was a military flight and there had been no Border Force checks on leaving Brize Norton. There were four SAS troopers with Standing – Jack and Joe Ellis, Billy Green and Alan Sage. Billy Green was a medic and was the only trooper that Standing hadn’t worked with before.

‘Never had a reason,’ said Standing. ‘Moldova is a tiny country, about the same size as Belgium, with a population of about three million. In the grand scheme of things it doesn’t account for much. If it wasn’t for what Putin did in Ukraine, HMG wouldn’t give a toss. But after the Russian invasion of Ukraine, the powers that be decided they needed to strengthen the rest of the former USSR countries.’

‘You think that’s a smart move?’ asked Alan Sage. He was in his mid-thirties, a former Para who was cultivating a long bushy beard in anticipation of being sent to Syria. ‘Remember all the training and equipment we gave to the Afghans? At the first hint of trouble they dropped their weapons and ran for the hills. Coming soon to a dinghy near you.’

‘I think they’re hoping the Moldovans will be more like Ukrainians and less like the Afghans,’ said Standing. ‘You’ve got to admit, the Ukrainians put up a hell of a fight. But yeah, it makes sense that we offer what help we can. If we don’t, there’s no telling what Russia might try next.’

The Hercules came to a halt and the engines powered down. It had been a five-hour flight and Standing had slept most of the way. Like soldiers the world over he had learned to grab food and sleep whenever it was available. The loadmaster, a big bruiser of a Cockney with a shaved head, operated the mechanism to lower the main ramp. Standing’s team unclipped their harnesses, stood up and stretched.

‘Where will we be kipping?’ asked Billy Green as he grabbed his backpack.

‘That’ll be up to our hosts,’ said Standing. ‘But we’re only here for four nights. Some basic anti-tank training and you can spend a day with their medics, showing them our gear and how best to use it. And Sagey can show them our comms systems.’

‘These guys are special forces, right?’ said Jack Ellis. ‘How special can they be with a population so small?’

‘That’s what I was told,’ said Standing. ‘But yes, it’s a good point. Their army only has seven thousand men.’ He shrugged. ‘Ours not to reason why.’

The ramp was down now. Standing and his team headed out. The loadmaster was preparing his lifting trolley and he nodded at Standing. ‘Can you check that their truck’s ready, Matt? We’re on a tight schedule today.’

‘Will do, Dave.’

Standing walked down the ramp. Waiting for him were two big, barrel-chested men wearing camouflage fatigues. They both had Russian-made AK-74 assault rifles hanging from slings and Makarov pistols in holsters. The larger of the two men stepped forward. ‘Which of you is Standing?’ he asked in a heavy accent. He had a square chin that looked as if it would have no problem in shrugging off a punch, and a heavy brow over a spreading nose. He would be a hard man to take down in a fight.

‘To be fair, we’re all on our feet,’ said Jack Ellis.

‘Seriously, Jack?’ said Standing scornfully. He raised his hand. ‘I’m Standing.’

‘We’re all Standing,’ said Jack Ellis.

‘I’m Spartacus,’ said his brother.

‘Guys, give it a rest,’ hissed Standing. ‘Show some respect.’

‘I am Colonel Damian Rusu,’ said the Moldovan. He nodded at his companion. ‘This is Captain Leonid Melnic.’ Melnic nodded curtly.

‘We have transport to our camp, are you okay to start work today?’ the colonel asked.

‘Absolutely, sir,’ said Standing. ‘We’re here to work.’

‘The camp is about two hours away, not far from the border with Transnistria. That’s where our problems lie, so I thought it best we train there.’

‘Sounds good,’ said Standing.

Transnistria was a breakaway region of Moldova, close to Ukraine, where Russia stationed up to two thousand soldiers, in addition to the region’s own troops. The presence of so many Russian soldiers in Transnistria was one of the reasons the UK government was interested in helping to support the Moldovan armed forces.

The loadmaster brought the first four of the boxes down the ramp on the lifting trolley. The colonel waved over at the truck and motioned for it to come closer to the plane. He grinned when he saw the writing on the side of the boxes. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘How many Javelins did you bring?’

‘Eight, plus a training model,’ said Standing. ‘I’m told there are more on the way.’

‘You know they are $80,000 each?’ said the colonel.

‘That’s what I heard.’

‘It sounds expensive until you realise that each Javelin can destroy a four-million-dollar tank. That makes it a bargain.’

‘I guess so,’ said Standing.

The truck stopped by the side of the Hercules. The driver climbed out and opened up the rear of the truck. Four men climbed out of one of the SUVs and jogged over to help the loadmaster with the boxes.

Standing introduced his team to the colonel. ‘Billy is our medic, Jack and Joe have had a lot of experience with the Javelin and Alan is our communications expert. We’ll be showing you how to access real-time satellite imagery on the battlefield.’

‘I’m looking forward to that,’ said the colonel. He looked quizzically at the Ellis boys. ‘So you are twins?’

‘Peas in a pod,’ said Jack Ellis.

‘That’s very unusual,’ said the colonel. ‘To see twins in special forces.’

‘Well, Billy here is a twin as well,’ said Standing. ‘His brother is also an SAS medic.’

‘Real twin or fake twin?’ asked Joe Ellis.

‘What’s the difference?’ asked Green.

‘Identical or non-identical?’ said Jack Ellis. ‘Non-identicals don’t really count as twins, they’re just siblings who shared a womb.’

‘We’re identical,’ said Green.

‘You first or second?’ asked Joe Ellis.

‘Second. Pete was in a rush to get out and he kicked me in the face. Broke my nose. He’s been in a rush ever since.’

The men loaded the first of the Javelins into the back of the truck while the loadmaster took the trolley back up the ramp.

‘When’s your brother back?’ asked Standing.

‘Couple of weeks,’ said Green. ‘But we don’t usually see much of each other even when we’re both in the country. For some reason they wouldn’t put us in the same squadron. Plus he’s boat troop and I’m mountain troop. And we’re both medics and that’s another reason to keep us apart.’

The SAS was divided into four squadrons – A, B, D and G – each made up of about seventy men and commanded by a major. Each squadron was in turn divided into four troops of sixteen men and a small HQ section. Each troop specialised in an area of warfare. Air Troop were specialists in different parachuting techniques, Boat Troop had maritime skills, Mountain Troop specialised in fighting in the cold and Mobility Troop were trained to fight in the desert and were also skilled motor mechanics. The troops were further divided into four patrols, each of four men, each of them having a special skill, such as demolitions, signals, languages or medicine.

Jack Ellis laughed. ‘Yeah, they tried to keep me and Joe apart but we weren’t having it.’

‘They were probably worried that twins would fuck with the officers,’ said Standing.

‘And they were right,’ said Joe Ellis. ‘Anything goes wrong and we just blame each other.’

‘You mean I blame you,’ said his brother. ‘I never fuck up.’

‘If only that were true.’

The soldiers finished loading the final boxes into the truck. The loadmaster went over to Standing. ‘That’s us,’ he said. ‘We’ll see you in four days, right?’

‘Hopefully. Thanks for your help.’

The loadmaster went back into the hold of the Hercules and the ramp slowly closed.

‘If you and your men go with Captain Melnic, we’ll go straight to the camp,’ said the colonel. ‘We can eat there and start the training.’

‘Excellent,’ said Standing.

The colonel nodded and went back with his men to the SUVs. Captain Melnic took Standing and the team over to the nearest SUV and they climbed in. The captain started the engine as Standing got into the front passenger seat and Green, Sage and the Ellis boys climbed into the back. There were three rows of seats, so plenty of room for them to stretch out.

The colonel’s SUV led the way, followed by the truck. Another SUV full of soldiers followed and Standing’s SUV brought up the rear of the convoy.

Melnic’s English turned out to be not great and none of the SAS team spoke Romanian – the main language spoken in Moldova – so they took the opportunity to grab some sleep.

In just over two hours they arrived at their destination, a cluster of four long wooden huts in a compound surrounded by a chainlink fence. More than a dozen SUVs and trucks were parked in the middle of the compound. It didn’t appear to be a military base and there was no obvious security. They drove through an unmanned gate and it wasn’t until they were parking that anyone appeared. Two young men in camouflage fatigues came out of one of the huts, carrying AK-74s.

Colonel Rusu climbed out of his SUV and spoke to the men. Standing and his team got out and looked around. ‘What is this place?’ asked Green.

‘Our base for the next three days,’ said Standing.

‘It’s a bit basic,’ said Sage.

‘We’re not here on holiday,’ said Standing. ‘Grab your gear.’

They pulled their backpacks from the rear of the SUV. The colonel came over. ‘I’ll show you your barracks and then we can eat in the mess,’ he said. ‘You can give the men a presentation after we’ve eaten, then I thought we could do a live firing. I have had some targets prepared.’

‘Perfect,’ said Standing.

The colonel took them to one of the wooden buildings and showed them inside. There were eight double bunk beds and a large bathroom. It was basic but clean and would do the job.

They chose their bunks and dropped their backpacks, then followed the colonel to another hut where a dozen tables had been pushed together to allow two dozen men to eat together. The colonel sat at one end and pointed for the SAS team to sit around him. More men in fatigues joined them, and two cooks in white uniforms emerged from a side door and began serving food – bowls of pork stew, fried vegetables, stuffed bell peppers and stuffed cabbage meals. It was good, hearty food and they devoured it greedily.

‘So what is this place, Colonel?’ asked Standing.

‘It used to be used by scouts,’ said the colonel. ‘They were disbanded during the Communist years. They got going again after the USSR fell but this place was never used, so the Army took it over. It’s too small for most units but it suits special forces just fine. And it’s close to Transnistria, which is extremely useful for us.’

They finished their food and the chefs cleared away the plates and dishes. ‘I thought you could give your presentation here,’ said the colonel. ‘I’ll get the men to move the tables and give you some space.’

The Ellis boys went off to fetch their Javelin training unit as the Moldovan soldiers moved the tables to the side of the room and laid out the chairs in rows.

When they returned, there were almost thirty men in fatigues sitting and waiting, most of them smoking.

Jack Ellis gave them a quick guide to the Javelin, the American-made fire-and-forget missile that had all but made tanks redundant during the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The Americans had shipped more than seven thousand units to Ukraine and the Ukrainians had made good use of them.

The missile could be fired directly at buildings and even low-flying helicopters, but its top attack system was what made it so effective against tanks. Tanks had most of their armour on the sides, so the missile was designed to fly up to one hundred and fifty metres in the air before diving down onto the target, hitting the tank’s weakest point – its roof.

The missile had two warheads – the first to detonate any explosive reactive armour, then a main charge to penetrate the tank’s primary armour. The Javelin was pretty much the perfect tank killer, and the colonel was practically salivating while Jack Ellis explained how it worked.

‘The manufacturer says they have an effective range of two thousand five hundred metres, but we’ve used them at four thousand metres with no problems at all,’ said Jack Ellis. ‘I think our longest hit has been four thousand five hundred, so I would personally ignore the two thousand five hundred metre figure and go with four thousand, or two and a half miles.’

Joe Ellis ran through the various parts of the missile system and explained how they worked, then he demonstrated the individual controls. It was almost idiot-proof – the operator pointed the unit and locked onto the target using a small video screen. Once the target was locked in, a simple pull on the trigger launched the missile. Once launched, there was no further input required from the operator, the missile took care of business itself. It really was fire and forget.

The Ellis boys let the soldiers play with the controls until they were all familiar with the unit, then the colonel announced that they were all to head outside.

The men went out into the compound and climbed into the SUVs. Standing and his team rode with the colonel, who insisted on driving. ‘I have set up some targets in a field not far away,’ said the colonel. ‘I couldn’t get tanks but we have several old vehicles we can use.’

They drove out of the camp and along a narrow road between ploughed fields. The sky was darkening but there were still a couple of hours of daylight left. The colonel led the convoy past a wooded area and then stopped. He wound the window down and pointed at three rusting saloon cars that had been abandoned in a field. ‘Are they suitable?’ the colonel asked.

‘They’ll be fine,’ said Standing. ‘The sensors can lock onto anything.’ He pointed at a hill more than a mile away. ‘We need line of sight to fire, can we use that hill over there?’

‘Not a problem,’ said the colonel. He put the SUV in gear and ten minutes later they were parking at the base of the hill. Standing and the colonel climbed out of the SUV. The colonel’s men got out of their vehicles and gathered around him as he explained what was going to happen. The Ellis boys fetched one of the Javelin boxes from the truck.

Sage was scanning the surrounding countryside through a pair of binoculars. He looked over at Standing. ‘Matt, we’ve got visitors.’

Standing frowned. ‘What?’

‘Eight quad bikes, heading west. About two kilometres away.’

‘Who the hell are they?’ said Standing. Sage gave him the binoculars and Standing scanned the area. There were eight quad bikes cutting across a field in the distance. They were big vehicles, each with a rider and a rear-facing passenger. All the passengers were cradling AK-74s.

He looked over at Colonel Rusu. ‘Who would they be, Colonel?’

Standing gave the binoculars to the colonel, who muttered under his breath as he checked out the intruders. ‘Bad news,’ he said. ‘They’re Wagner Group.’

Standing frowned. ‘You’re sure?’ The Wagner Group was a Russian paramilitary company that functioned as a private army, almost always carrying out missions that the Russian government wanted to keep at arm’s length. The organisation was thought to have been behind the assassinations of several Ukrainian leaders during the Russian invasion of Ukraine.

The colonel nodded. ‘They’ve come over a few times recently. They’re based in Transnistria.’ He gave the binoculars back to Standing.

‘To do what?’ asked Standing.

‘To make a nuisance of themselves. Anything that will keep pressure on the Moldovan government. They carry out attacks here and in Transnistria. They want Moldova to crack down on the Transnistria rebels so that Russia will have an excuse to invade.’

‘So they carry out false flag operations?’

Colonel Rusu nodded. ‘Both ways. Sometimes they make it look as if Moldova is attacking Transnistria, other times it’s Transnistria attacking Moldova. Anything to keep tensions high. So they sneak over the border and blow things up here or assassinate local politicians. But recently they blew up broadcast towers and shot at a Russian munitions depot in Transnistria, and Ukrainian infiltrators were blamed. But I ask you, why would Moldova want to provoke Russia? We’ve seen what happened to Ukraine. There’s nothing to be gained by poking the Russian bear.’

‘So what do you think they’re up to today?’

‘They’re probably going to disable the electricity substation. We are totally dependent on Russia for our energy. All our natural gas is imported from Russia and three quarters of our electricity comes from Transnistria, and of course they use Russian gas to generate it. The substation is an easy target. They disable that and most of the country will lose power.’

Standing looked through the binoculars again. The quad bikes were heading for a squat grey concrete building surrounded by transformers and circuit breakers. Power lines reached out across the fields and the site was surrounded by a high wire fence.

‘Do you want to stop them, Colonel?’

‘They’d see us coming across the fields. There’d be a lot of casualties. And there’s always a risk of the Russians using any armed confrontation as an excuse for invasion.’ He shrugged. ‘If lives were at risk, we would intervene, but if they are only damaging property, my standing orders are not to get involved if it means putting my men at risk.’

Standing grinned. ‘You’re missing something, Colonel.’ He gestured at the Javelin boxes.

The colonel frowned, then he smiled as realisation dawned. ‘You’re okay with that?’

‘Colonel, they’re your weapons, we’re just here to advise.’

‘Then let’s do it.’

Standing turned towards Sage. ‘How far away are they, Alan?’

‘Just under four thousand metres.’

‘We can do it from here, Colonel,’ said Standing. ‘Do you want to do the honours?’

‘Definitely.’

‘Joe, Jack, can you prepare a Javelin?’

‘Sure,’ said Jack Ellis. He and his brother opened one of the Javelin boxes.

Standing used the binoculars again. The eight quad bikes were now parked and the riders had dismounted. They were gathered together about fifty metres from the quad bikes. One of the men, presumably the leader, was pointing towards the substation.

The Ellis boys finished preparing the Javelin and positioned the launcher on the colonel’s shoulder.

Standing watched as the colonel aimed at the quad bike in the centre of the group. He selected the target and nodded at Standing. ‘Yes?’

‘Looks good, sir,’ said Standing.

‘Okay to fire?’

‘Okay to fire.’

The colonel pulled the trigger. There was a whooshing sound and the missile leapt from the tube. Once the missile was about fifty feet away, the main thruster unit kicked in and the missile accelerated and headed up into the sky. It levelled off at a hundred and fifty metres above the ground and streaked towards the electricity substation.

The Moldovan soldiers were shielding their eyes with their hands as they followed the missile’s progress through the sky.

The Wagner mercenaries didn’t hear the missile’s approach until the last second. A few of the men turned to watch as it transitioned into a dive. The missile hit its target and instantly exploded in a ball of flame. Most of the mercenaries threw themselves to the ground but some stood transfixed in shock.

‘A perfect shot, Colonel,’ said Standing. ‘Well done.’ The missile had destroyed all the quad bikes but it didn’t look as if any of the men had been injured. The Javelin was designed to minimise collateral damage so that tanks could be destroyed in civilian settings.

The colonel’s men punched the air in triumph and cheered.

Jack Ellis took the launcher from the colonel and placed it back in the box. It would be recycled later.

‘I can see why it’s a game changer,’ said the colonel. ‘Just a few men armed with Javelins could take out an entire tank battalion.’

‘We’ll run various strategies by you that can achieve that objective,’ said Standing. ‘What do you want to do about the mercenaries?’ He gave him the binoculars.

The colonel studied the men in the distance. They had turned away from the substation and had begun walking across the fields, back the way they had come. ‘They have a long walk ahead of them,’ he said.

‘Do you want to go after them, sir?’

The colonel smiled. ‘I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Let them return to Transnistria and explain how they lost all their vehicles.’

‘You don’t want to capture them?’

‘At this stage it’s not a good idea to poke the bear,’ said the colonel. ‘That time will come, but not today.’

‘You know best, sir.’
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