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ARMAGEDDON MINUS THREE

One hundred and thirty-seven pairs of eyes stared at the man’s face and one hundred and thirty-seven pairs of ears listened to every word he said. Nobody shuffled in their seats. Nobody coughed. Nobody looked anywhere other than at the man on the screen. He spoke precisely and clearly, just as you’d expect from a Lieutenant Colonel who had recently retired from 22 Special Air Service Regiment. His face showed no emotion, but his words cut through the one hundred and thirty-seven selected viewers like a laser beam cuts through a scrap of paper.
“— and your technical people will confirm that VX is the most toxic nerve agent ever synthesized. The median lethal dose for humans is estimated to be about 10 milligrams through skin contact or 30-50 milligrams per cubic metre inhaled. No matter which method of contact, the end result for the victims is always the same; sustained paralysis of the diaphragm muscle causing death by asphyxiation. It’s an unpleasant death.
Delivery to our chosen targets will be by M55 rockets launched locally. Both propellant and warhead have been replenished. The fuses are primed, the nerve agent is loaded, and we can strike without warning.
Each warhead is armed with four-and-a-half kilos of VX agent. You only need a simple calculator to work out that four-and-a-half kilos represent four and a half million lethal doses, and we shall be firing eight rockets. The threat is real, ladies and gentlemen, and I strongly suggest that you abide to every condition we have laid down in this presentation.
And finally, in case you are curious as to why we have targeted the Isle of Man, it’s because you are insular and we shall be watching the ports and airport to ensure that you do not attempt to bring Special Forces personnel across to counter our threat. If we suspect that is happening, we shall trigger the devices and disappear. Likewise, if we feel threatened in any way, we shall offload the toxins and melt away into the night. You have precisely one week. The clock is ticking. It’s time to do the right thing.”
As the screen went blank, Detective Sergeant Sarah Flemons nudged her life partner, Sparky, and said, “Whaddya reckon? Fact or bluff?”
“The threat itself almost certainly factual. I worked under Colonel Challinor for a couple of years before I left the army and he doesn’t bluff. He’s a real hard bastard. Fair, but hard. On the other hand, he’s intentionally misleading us because a lot of what he says is complete bollocks. Look out, here comes a mad professor.”
Sarah looked up towards the small makeshift podium and saw a short, bespectacled man in a brown shiny suit shuffling his papers and blowing on the microphone. With his mass of curly white hair it was easy to understand Sparky’s ‘mad professor’ title. “Thank you ladies and gentleman,” he said, a little too close to the microphone so it hissed and rumbled back at him.
It took a moment but eventually people noticed him and the mumble of conversations died down.
“Thank you ladies and gentleman. Now you understand why we gathered you here at short notice. My name is Professor James Asquith. I’m attached to the Ministry of Defence in London and it’s my job to clarify any technical points.”
Sparky immediately stood up. “I believe the original range of an M55 rocket when they were made back in the 1960’s was about ten kilometres or six miles. Is it feasible that they have reloaded them with propellant? And if so, could it have been a newer propellant that gives the missile a greater range?”
“Originally they were loaded with M26 propellant grain, but in theory almost any solid-propelled rocket fuel would work. In fact, with more recent fuels, yes, they could increase the ten kilometre range.”
“But if my memory serves me well, the propellant was a double base composition nitroglycerin and nitrocellulose with nitrodiphenylamine as a stabilizer. The rocket propellant couldn’t be removed from the warhead without cutting open the rocket.”
The man on the stage smiled. “You obviously have some working knowledge, sir. And you are correct in what you say. However, if these people have acquired empty shells, then it’s quite feasible that they have loaded the missiles themselves.”
Sparky looked at him with disdain. “This is a life-threatening situation, Professor. Do you not feel that it calls for a little more honesty, and a little less bullshit? Or is it perhaps that you are not really an expert on rocket propelled warheads?”
There was a loud cacophony of voices throughout the sports hall. The neck and face of the man at the front turned red like he’d dived head first into a Jamaican sunset. He spluttered and tried to find the right words but Sparky gave him no time to respond.
“I have handled M55s, Professor, and there is no way you can just unscrew the fin and the motor and stuff propellant up the tube. The propellant was always an integral part of the manufacture. Now, would you like to reassess your answer? If what Colonel Challinor told us on the video is true, the last thing we need right at the moment is more evasion.”
The speaker stuttered, “It’s — it’s not as er— simple as —”
“Either you are intentionally misleading us or you are not the expert you claim to be.”
Another man came forward and stepped onto the dais. He indicated that the technical speaker should go and sit down and Professor Asquith left the stage looking down at his feet like a rain-soaked rooster. The new speaker indicated for Sparky to sit down too. He was a tall man dressed in a crisp white shirt with a red and blue striped tie above charcoal grey trousers and shiny black shoes. His hair was cropped short and beginning to show signs of grey at the temples and his skin was tanned and shiny like he’d just finished applying body lotion. If you were generous, you would say he was distinguished looking, but there was a cunning arrogance about him that contradicted that thought.
Sarah said, “Nice tan, orange is my favourite colour.”
Sparky chuckled then, as the man began to speak, he muttered, “Oh shit, it’s him.”
Sarah looked at him but had no time to respond before the speaker began. “My name is Hugh Bottomley. I am a weapons expert attached to the Ministry of Defence. I will answer the question, but first I would remind every single one of you, under penalty of a long prison sentence that you have all signed the Official Secrets Act before this meeting began. Am I being clear so far?”
There was a general murmur of consent.
“Then let me be even clearer. You may think of it as just a piece of paper to which you’ve attached your moniker, but I will tell you now just how this is going to work. If you ever talk about anything you have seen or heard today, we will find out and, given the severity of this situation, you would end up spending a very considerable part of the rest of your life locked up where nobody would even be interested in your opinion. And it wouldn’t be that nice cushy new jail of yours, the Jurby Hilton I believe you all call it. It would be in one of Britain’s crumbling old jails that even the rats refuse to live in.”
“No need to threaten us,” called out a voice from the back.
“I am not making a threat; I am making a statement of fact because I need all of you to understand what you committed to when you signed that document. In short, you talk, you end up in prison for a very long time no matter who you are or how old you are. Are there any questions so far?”
Nobody spoke.
“Right,” Bottomley continued, “for clarity, nobody was trying to pull the wool over your eyes. The Professor is an expert in chemical and biological weapons and my experience lies more with the method of delivery - in other words, the rockets themselves. Our friend over there who asked the question was correct. The M55 rocket was a sealed tube and that was one of the reasons it was such a big problem when they started corroding.” He checked his notes. “Specifically, there was a danger of auto ignition as the nitrodiphenylamine stabilizer aged and became depleted. In mid-2002, over 4,000 munitions in the U.S. chemical stockpile were found to be leaking agent.” He glanced down at his notes again. “However, the VX agent is being eliminated. Up until 1970, the US Department of Defense had dumped at least 124 tons of VX into the Atlantic Ocean. Then, when the fish started to die in protest, they chose incineration as the best means of destroying their stockpile. In theory, the last of the VX inventory was destroyed towards the end of 2008. That’s the theory. In fact, we know that they were still incinerating as recently as 2012.
Worldwide, VX disposal has continued since 1997 under the mandate of the Chemical Weapons Convention.” He took another look at his written notes before he continued. “In Russia, they’ve converted a former chemical weapons depot at Shchuchye into a facility to destroy those same chemical agents. But there were 5,950 tons of nerve agents held at Shchuchye and that was only about 14% of all Russian chemical weapons. So you can see the scale of the problem. The point I’m making is that VX is still available if you know where to look.”
He paused and looked at Sparky as if waiting for comments. There were none though Sparky whispered to Sarah, “If he’s a weapons expert as he claims, why does he need notes to remind himself that they use nitrodiphenylamine as a stabilizer? It’s one of the things you learn in the Explosives 101 course at army kindergarten.”
On the dais, Hugh Bottomley continued, “So far the information I have given you is in the public domain. With a bit of research, you could get that info for yourselves, but I wanted to impress on you the scale of the problem. Now we come to the more sensitive information, so I remind you yet again that you are all sworn under the Official Secrets Act.
Britain signed up to the Chemical Weapons Convention so, in theory, we have no VX agent and no M55 rockets. Unfortunately, a small number of rockets appear to have been er — overlooked and —”
The burst of conversation drowned out the end of his sentence. Sparky leaned across to Sarah again and said, “Exactly what I thought about the VX. Not sure about the rockets. But this is only the tip of the iceberg. Britain has a lot more than just VX. Mind you, so has everybody else.”
Hugh Bottomley calmed everybody down with a downward wave of both hands. When the audience were less vocal, he continued, “Britain has a small arsenal of chemical agents. You are all professional security people so I don’t expect you to be surprised at that statement. Unfortunately, what Colonel Challinor said in his presentation was factual. Eight rockets went missing about two weeks ago. We knew they would turn up at some stage, but had no idea where or how. This particular scenario was not foreseen.”
“You mean you didn’t foresee your own people using them as a threat?” Sparky asked.
“It’s more than disappointing, I admit, particularly since Peter Challinor was always regarded as one of the good guys. But you can understand why he has chosen the Isle of Man. He knows that you people here today, Manx Constabulary, Civil Defence Corps, The Isle of Man Reserve Force are the only ones available without bringing expertise in from England.”
“Do you think his threat is real?” someone asked. “About watching the boats and planes and firing his rockets if he thinks Special Forces are coming over?”
“We don’t know for certain, but we have to assume he means what he says. He’s not known for his sense of humour. We can maybe bring some Special Forces over in secret but we could get no more than a handful over here in time to do any good, and we would be taking a risk of being spotted. I have been told that there are already at least three former Special Forces men in this sports hall right now and they will be helping the official security services in their efforts to find these people and stop them.”
“Why not just give them what they are asking for?” shouted a man from the back. “It doesn’t sound like it’s that unreasonable.”
“In money terms it’s not a fortune. But think about what he said,” Bottomley read off his notes. “What Colonel Challinor said was that unless the UK government pays proper reparations to soldiers who have been killed or injured whilst on covert operations, they will fire those rockets. In other words, they will murder hundreds or maybe even thousands of innocent Manx citizens.
First of all, you can never expect any government to bow down to that level of threat. It is terrorism, pure and simple. Secondly, the payment of compensation to a relatively small number of families is irrelevant but, if you were to do that, you would have to do the same for the families of every single serviceman and woman who was injured or killed on active duty. There already is a compensation scheme in place and anyway, what is the difference between covert operations and overt operations?”
Sparky stood again. “Challinor isn’t questioning the normal compensation scheme; he’s talked only about people killed or injured whilst on deniable covert operations. The difference, Colonel Bottomley, as you well know, is that Challinor is referring to black ops which the government would deny any knowledge of if things went wrong. It’s the use of Special Forces in situations that are contrary to international agreements or that would upset the political balance if the other side knew they were taking place. It is there where the government compensation scheme does not apply, Colonel.”
“Do you know me?” Bottomley asked, well aware that he had not introduced himself as a colonel.
“Lebanon 2005. You were a captain at the time.”
Bottomley’s face went from arrogant to fearful quicker than you could swat a fly. He faltered — “We were never in Lebanon.”
Sparky laughed, but there was no humour in his laugh. “Good job you weren’t killed or maimed there like some others were, otherwise your family would have got nothing. And that’s the point Challinor is making.”
Hugh Bottomley paused while he ran his finger along the inside of his shirt collar, though it did nothing to ease his discomfort. He nodded, as if to acknowledge Sparky’s point. “So you agree with what Challinor is demanding?” he asked.
“No I don’t, and I didn’t say that, so don’t try and twist my words. But it’s time you came clean with us here. As you’ve reminded us twice, we’ve all signed the Official Secrets Act, so why don’t you just admit that the British Government send people on deniable operations. And, since we all know they do, why don’t they treat those men and women the same as everybody else? While I don’t agree with Challinor’s methods for one moment, it might be very helpful if you’d stop giving us the British government’s party line and tell us the truth. This is the Isle of Man remember. We have an agreement with the British Government in relation to defence matters. I don’t know how much it costs the island annually, but I know it’s not free. We may not be part of the United Kingdom but we are part of Great Britain, so maybe it would make us more amenable to working with you if you stopped treating us like children.”
There was a general murmur of approval and somebody called out, “Well said.”
Colonel Bottomley flushed. “We’re in this together. It’s your people that are threatened.”
“Yes,” Sparky said, “because your government penny pinches from service men and women so they can hand it to their banker friends in the City. The problem wasn’t of our making, but it looks like we’re going to have to deal with it. The least you can do is treat us like adults and stop trying to cover up the unpleasant secrets that led us to this point. We all recognise that we have a problem and if we are relying on you to head up the response and become part of the solution, we’d better damn well trust you to be straight with us.”
Again there was a chorus of approval as Sparky sat down.
“I think he just struck you from his Christmas card list,” Sarah whispered.
Another man stepped onto the small stage. Sarah and Sparky recognised him as David Pownall, the island’s chief constable. Colonel Bottomley exited stage right, considerably less happy than when he had arrived.
David Pownall looked at Sparky. “Right, we’ve had our say about sincerity, let’s move on and get this matter sorted. Colonel Bottomley will be our liaison with the Ministry of Defence. He will also advise on the overall plan where he feels his weapons experience will help us. We need to find these people and stop them launching their rockets. Steve Thursfield, who’s head of the Civil Defence Corps, Mike Quirk who’s in charge of The Isle of Man Reserve Force, and Tom Clucas who heads up the islands anti-terrorist squad and port and airport security, will join Colonel Bottomley and myself to make up the control group. The group will supervise, synchronize and harmonize all our efforts. The deputy chief constable, Chris Chapman, will also be part of the group and will liaise with the various other services - coastguard, lifeboat, ambulance, fire and rescue service etcetera.
What we don’t want to see is a state of panic, so whatever actions we may take to resolve this must look natural and innocent. But searching the Isle of Man for a rocket-launching terrorist is hardly the sort of thing that we can achieve without members of the public noticing. For that reason, we’re going to announce it as a combined exercise of the emergency services. I shall be issuing a statement immediately to the media that we have launched a war games exercise with no pre-warning, to test our responses to a real emergency. It’s commonly known as an EERE - an Extreme Emergency Response Exercise. We have to find Challinor and his group and terminate them before they get a chance to launch their rockets or —” he looked towards Professor Asquith and Colonel Bottomley, “— or spread their viral agent some other way.”
The chief constable checked his watch. “It’s almost ten-thirty. The Control Group will meet straight away at police headquarters at Dukes Avenue. At one o’clock sharp I’d like you all to meet with your various group leaders who will explain what action we expect from you. We shall be giving instructions to the group leaders in the meantime. The few people here who don’t fit in to the organised groups can come under the police umbrella and base themselves at police HQ. Any questions?” There were none. “Right, let’s get this thing sorted out.”
As everybody stood, Detective Chief Inspector Angus Slooth, who had been sitting behind Sarah and Sparky leaned forwards and said “Awww. That’s sweet isn’t it? You two will both be based at police headquarters. Now the lovebirds can hold hands all day long. You don’t have to wait till Sarah gets home, Sparky.”
Sparky laughed. “On your bike, Angus. See you in your office in ten minutes. You can give Sarah and me one of your secret stash of Hobnobs for that bit of cheek.”
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