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Chap’rer]

CoLoNEL CHRIs TOLLIVER got out of the staff car in front
of an office building on a side street in downtown Denver.
Entering the building, he decided not to wait for the eleva-
tor and took the steps two at a time to the third floor. Not
that he was that much in a hurry, just because he was the
kind of man who would rather walk than wait.

He was glad his appointment with General Barnes was
here instead of in the top secret, deeply buried command
post to which he had recently been assigned. He had had his
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fill of underground installations for a while—well, for a few
days anyway, until he actually reported for duty.

“Hi, Sergeant,” he greeted the attractive WAAF secretary
in the general’s outer office. “The old man in a good mood?”

“He’s about as'sweet as a sour pickle,” she said, banging
away at her typewriter while her eyes swept over his tall,
lean body, his tanned, angular face and his crew-cut, sandy
hair which showed no trace of gray despite the cluster of
ribbons on his chest.

“Maybe I can sweeten him up a little,” Chris grinned,
striding past her toward the door to the inner office without
waiting to be announced. He and Gus Barnes had shared the
front office of too many bombers for him to worry about
standing on ceremony now.

“Come on in, Chris,” the general said from around the
unlighted cigar he was chewing. Curtis LeMay had chewed
unlighted cigars so it had become almost de regueur among
SAC generals. “Come on in. It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Gus,” Chris said, crossing the
room to the desk and taking the proffered hand. He hoped
his shock at the other man’s appearance didn’t show in his
face. Gus Barnes had always been a small man, but now he -
looked so wizened and dried up that he gave the impression
of a gnome dressed up in an Air Force general’s uniform.
“It’s been—what?—five years?”

“Just about,” Gus agreed and his mouth was grim. “It was
just before Marge died.” -

“I know, Gus,” Chris said. “I was in Okinawa with a
wing of B-five-eights when I heard about it. I'm sorry. It
must have been awfully hard to take.”

Gus nodded without speaking. It was obvious that even
after all this time it still hurt to remember his wife’s tragic,
senseless death in a highway accident while on her way to
meet him. He cleared his throat. “How’s Della, Chris? Still
as beautiful as ever?”

“She’s fine, Gus, and just as beautiful as ever,” Chris said.
And complaining just as much as ever, too, he added to him-
self, complaining constantly about his job and how it kept
her and the children from seeing him as much as she wanted.

“That’s good,” Barnes said. “Glad to hear it.”

There was a long pause in which the general studied the
top of his desk, and the colonel studied the general’s expres-
sion. Whatever it was Gus had called him here for, it must
be awfully serious or awfully embarrassing.because he
seemed very reluctant to get on with it.
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“Have you and Della found a house you like? Have you
gotten settled okay?”

“Yes, to both questions, Gus, but you didn’t arrange this
meeting just to ask about my home life, did you?”

A wintry grin crossed Barnes’s face. “No . . . no, I
didn’t,” he said and sighed deeply. “I’'m glad to have you
working with me again, Chris, but I've been wondering
what you think about your new assignment.”

“Command Post D?” Chris shrugged. “What’s to think
about it? It can’t be much different from any other SAC
command post, or even any other desk job. I’ve managed to
get used to not flying, but I don’t think I'll ever get used
to being buried deep in a hole in the ground with only a
desk and a telephone, waiting for it to ring and hoping it
never will.”

“Hmmmm. That’s the only thought you’ve had about it?”

Chris grinned. “Well, now that you mention it, I have
been wondering about the star I heard went with it.”

“You'll get your star, Chris. As my deputy—and that’s
what you’ll be in this—you should be a brigadier. But
that’s not what I meant. What about Command Post D
itself? Haven’t you wondered about it at all?”

Chris lost his grin and felt himself tensing as he an-
swered. “Yes, Gus, I have. We've already got several com-
mand posts scattered around the country besides the obvious
ones in the Pentagon and The Hole at Offutt Field. Why
another one? And particularly, why one with top brass
from all the services plus a striped-pants from State all
sitting around on their cans?”

General Gus Barnes bit down so hard on his cigar that
it almost broke in two. He took it out of his mouth and
flung it with controlled savagery into the wastebasket.

“Sorry, Gus,” Chris said, “but you asked.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Barnes growled. “I called
you here, away from the base, because I was sure you
were wondering about those very things, and . . . and be-
cause I intend to explain them to you.”

He sighed deeply again and Chris knew he was looking
at a man in mortal torment, “What is it, Gus?” he asked
quietly.

“Chris, I’ve been in the Air Force for thirty-five years,
long before it was called the Air Force, clear back to when
it was the Army Air Corps and we flew those old biplane
crates. All those years . . . all those years, and this is the
first time I’ve ever disobeyed a direct order.”
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Chris waited silently for him to go on.

“I've had specific orders not to tell anyone, not even
my deputy at Command Post D, any more than you’ve
already been told about it.”

(‘w'hy?”

“Because the Pentagon brass feel that for the officers
and men of Command Post D to know its real purpose, its
true potential, would be an intolerable mental strain as
well as an unnecessary security risk.”

Chiris felt ice begin to form in his bloodstream.

“But [ feel that you should know the whole story be-
cause as SAC representatives at the post, we’ll have the
most to do with its—well, its main attack echelon.” The
frosty smile touched Gus’ lips again. “And I've sat be-
side you too many times in the cockpits of B-one-sevens
over Germany and B-two-nines over Korea not to know
‘your capacity for bearing up under any strain, physical or
‘mental. That’s why I—”

“Gus,” Chris interrupted harshly, “I don’t think . . .”
He had a sudden wild desire not to know, not to have to
face whatever it was Gus was about to tell him, but the
look in his friend’s eyes stopped the words on his lips.
Anything that could melt the solid granite of this man was
something that would have to be faced no matter how ter-
rible it was. “I don’t think you ought to disobey orders
unless . . . unless you’re awfully sure,” he finished lamely.

“I’m sure,” Barnes said, “Damn sure! Now let’s get on
with it. Have you ever read On Thermonuclear War by
Herman Kahn?”

“Yes, quite some time ago.”

“Then perhaps you’ve seen some of the articles by W.
H. Clark in the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists or some
other publication.”

“No, I’'m afraid not. The name doesn’t sound at all
familiar.”

“Well, do you remember Kahn’s concept of a Doomsday
Machine?”

“Yes, I think so. Wasn’t it a bomb or series of bombs
powerful enough to destroy the whole world? And dido’t
he suggest it might be used by one nation to blackmail
another nation into surrendering or withholding attack by
announcing it was set to detonate at the first indication of
enemy attack?”

“That’s the basic idea, yes, but Kahn was rather vague
as to exactly how it would work. Clark worked it out in
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more detail about five years ago. Assuming that radioactive
cobalt-60 would be the most effective means of poisoning
the atmosphere and killing every living creature on earth, he
estimated that fifty thousand megatons of cobalt-salted
H-bombs would do the trick.”

Chris felt all the color drain from his face and his
mouth went dry.

“Cobalt-60 has a half-life of five years,” the general
continued grimly. “Once released, it would be carried all
over the world by the winds before it lost its radioactivity
and would kill every living thing,”

“Are you trying to tell me that—" Chris choked.

“I'm telling you that in the event of a surprise attack
which knocks out Washington and all other command posts,
Command Post D will come into operational command of
all remaining United States forces. And its chief striking
power is Wing D, a group of gigantic ICBM’s using Saturn
boosters instead of the usual Titan or Atlas. Haven’t you
ever wondered why it has a letter designation instead of a
number like all the other air and rocket wings?”

Chris nodded, his horror mounting.

“The D stands for Doomsday, Chris. Wing D is a
Doomsday Machine. Those Saturn ICBM’s are the largest
ever built, and the one hundred fifty of them carry fifty
thousand megatons of cobalt-salted thermonuclear bombs.”

“My God!” Chris gasped, everything in him revolting
against what he was hearing. “We couldn’t do that! We
&ouldn’t ever really fire them . . . could we? Could we,

us?”

Barnes chewed viciously on a fresh cigar and then took
it out of his mouth and glared at it. “These damn things
taste like hell.” '

“Answer me, Gus!”

“Chris, I-—I don’t know. Damn it all, I just don’t
know! If the time ever comes, that’s the decision we’ll
have to make in Command Post D. That’s why all ele-
ments of the military and foreign policy communities are
represented, to help make that decision. I honestly don’t
know if we’d really fire them. Maybe in the last stages
of a war we were losing, maybe if we were faced with the
inevitability of Red domination—men have chosen death
before slavery at other times in history, you know.”

“For themselves, yes, but not for other people,” Chris
snapped. “What about all the others—the Australian bush-
man unknowing on his desert, the South American Indian
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high in the Andes, all the future generations of man every-
where?”

“I can’t answer that, Chris,” Barnes said. “I'm an air-
man, not a philosopher. But I can tell you this: Wing D
is on a positive fail-safe arrangement. It’s at the apex of
our controlled response system. We won'’t be pressing that
button for any brushfire war, we won’t be pressing it even
if the enemy throws a few nukes our way, but—"

“But what?”

“But when you open your security safe and take out the
target cards, you’ll find that your birds aren’t aimed at
enemy cities or missile bases, or even at her industrial
complexes. Their destinations are apparently random areas
of the Soviet Union, areas that will afford maximum dis-
tribution of radioactivity. The Russians will die first, the
rest of us later.”

Chris was on his feet, standing rigidly at attention. “Gen-
eral Barnes, I'd like to tender my resignation to take effect
immediately,” he said. “My commission—"

“Don’t talk nonsense, Colonel Tolliver!”” Barnes barked.
“You could no more leave the Air Force than I could. I
had to face up to this and you’ll have to do it, too.”

Chris slumped back into his chair. “You’'re right, Gus,
but what a horrible, monstrous thing! You don’t think we’ll
ever really use it, do you?”

“I'm not paid to think,” Barnes said, “but sometimes I
do it anyway, and it is my considered opinion that Wing
D is the ultimate deterrent. If the Soviets ever seriously
threaten nuclear war, I think we’ll tell them about it, and
if they refuse to believe it, we’ll take a few of their scien-
tists on a tour of Command Post D. They’ll back down
quick enough then.”

“T hope so,” Chris said, appalled at the thought of his
finger hovering over a button that could condemn all man-
kind to certain death.

“Look at it this way, Chris. We've invested billions of
dollars in this project with the intention of never using it.
We took the huge, expensive Saturns which were originally
intended only for space work and turned them into ICBM’s
because we needed their lifting power for the size bombs
we had to have to make this thing work. This might
seem like a tremendous waste of money at first glance but
it isn’t when you consider that it means we’ll never have
a nuclear war.”

“But if you do . . .” Chris insisted.
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“Chris, there’s only one reason I've been able to live
with this thing.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s that we’re too strong for them now. They wouldn’t
dare attack us even without knowing about Wing D, and
I’m morally certain we wouldn’t attack first.”

Chris was on his feet again, pacing back and forth in
front of Barnes’ desk. “I don’t like it, Gus,” he said. “I
don’t like it one bit. How do we know this current Berlin
thing won’t escalate into full-scale war?”

Gus shrugged. “Current official opinion holds that it’s
a phony crisis. The Reds need something to keep their
people’s minds off the latest crop failure. Our Intelligence
is extremely effective what with recon satellites crisscrossing
the Soviet Union like freeway traffic during the rush hour.
We’re receiving photos every few days that are as good or
better than any the U-2’s ever got. If they ever do decide
to attack us, we’ll know it almost as soon as they do.”

“How about a surprise attack with no noticeable build-
up?7’

“They’d be fools to try it. We can draw only one con-
clusion from all the data we've been getting: the Soviets
are far behind us and falling farther behind every day.”

“That’s good news at least.”

“Yes, it is, especially since a few years ago we were
sure they were building a large force of intercontinental
bombers. Intelligence had estimated their resources and
worked out the number of bombers they could build with
a crash program and it was pretty damn high. Then after
their space successes, when the big bombers didn’t show,
our boys decided the resources must have been put into
an enormous ICBM program and we get talk about a mis-
sile gap. That’s when we began to realize their economy
couldn’t stand the strain and couldn’t produce the way ours
can. We knew then that the missile gap did exist but it
was in our favor, not theirs.”

“And in spite of all that, we still went ahead and built
the Doomsday Wing?”

‘“That’s right, Chris. When you’re dealmg with your very
existence, you dont take any chances.”

“But suppose—"

“] can suppose a lot of things,” Barnes said testily,
“and I’ve been doing it for months. That’s why I had you
transferred to Command Post D. I wanted the very best
man I could get as my deputy. When the Post is activated,
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one or both of us will be there twenty-four hours a day.
With you at my side, Chris, I’ll be able to sleep a little
better at night.”

“Well, I'm sure I won’t,” Chris said.

“No, I guess not. I've been having nightmares ever since
I first heard about Wing D, and I'm afraid you'll be hav-
ing them, too. I'm sorry,” Gus said and there was real
regret in his voice.

Chris tried to smile at the other man but he knew it
dido’t come off. “I just hope we’re as safe from war as
you seem to think.”

“We are,” Barnes said. “The new Russian Premier
doesn’t want one any more than we do. He'’s a new type
of leader for them, you know, having come from the ranks
of the technically trained class. He’s young, but not too
‘young to remember World War II. He knows what it’s
like to have twenty million people killed. He understands
better than we do what even a small-scale atomic war
would be like with its hundred to a hundred and fifty
million dead.”

“Then why the hell is he talking so tough?” Chris
asked.

“For home consumption, of course. You have to under-
stand that the Russians have their superpatriots, t0o.”

“You mean it’s for their benefit that he’s leaning so
hard on us in Berlin?”

“T'm not sure,” Gus said thoughtfully. “It’s probably
partly that and partly that he’d like to prove he can do
what Mr. K. couldn’t.”

“I see.” Chris sat down and drew a deep breath. “I just
wish they knew about Wing D so they wouldn’t take any
chances.”

“Wing D is top secret,” Barnes warned, “very top secret,
but the idea of a Doomsday Machine isn’t. The only secret
is that we've turned the concept into reality, very quickly
and very effectively.”

He fumbled in a desk drawer for a few seconds and
then held out a folded newspaper to Chris. “Look at this
and you’ll see how secret the idea is.”

Chris unfolded the sheets of a Sunday supplement of
a metropolitan newspaper. “SCIENTISTS PLAN DEATH
OF EARTH,” read the glaring headline. “The future of
Earth hangs precariously as scientists plan fantastic ma-
chine to destroy all life. Called a Doomsday Machine, this
invention is the conceptof . . .”
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“Yes, I see what you mean,” Chris said, refolding the
paper and handing it back. “But how many people who
read this stuff really beieve it?”

“Not many, fortunately,” Barnes said.

A short time later, Chris was back in the staff car,
heading for home and a few days’ leave before reporting
to Command Post D.

He shuddered involuntarily as he remembered the last
thing Gus had said to him. “Don’t worry about it too
much, Chris. The world is safe from total destruction un-
less. . .”

“Unless what, Gus?” Chris had asked when the pause
had lengthened into several minutes.

_ “Unless,” Gus said bleakly, “there should be a madman
on either side in a position of high authority.”
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Chapter
7

THE NEW HOUSE was a nice one, Chris thought, as he
pulled into the circular driveway. It was a low, rambling,
ranch-type place set well back from the street behind a
lush green lawn and two beautiful spruce trees. He and
Della had always talked about having a place like this
someday and now at last they had it. They had the kids
to go with it, too. Vikki and Tommy were wonderful
kids and Chris was proud of them, but he was worried
about the growing rift between himself and Della. Some-
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thing had gone wrong and he couldn’t seem to set it right
no matter how hard he tried. For months now they had
been arguing incessantly, always about the same thing. He
was beginning to think of it as The Argument,

Chris climbed out of the car with a sigh and tucked his
briefcase under his arm. He stopped for a moment to ex-
amine the flowerbed near the entryway. There were some
weeds in it. He’d have to get after Tommy. When they
had moved in two weeks ago, Tommy had been assigned
to keep the beds weeded.

Taking out his key, he stopped for a moment to admire
the rich texture of the heavy paneled door. It pleased him
because they had spent so much time living in houses of
inferior quality both at overseas bases and in the States.
He was glad that their assignment here was permanent and
that they had decided to buy their own house. Then he
thought about what the permanent assignment was and he
wondered if anything would ever please him again.

He could smell dinner cooking as he let himself in and
walked through the hallway to his den, where he put the
briefcase into his desk and locked the drawer. It was just
one more thing he had to remember to do these days. A
stirring in his stomach reminded him that he hadn’t eaten
since breakfast and he went out into the hall again and
through the living room toward the kitchen. At least Della
was home today and fixing dinner, he thought in anticipa-
tion.

“I’m home,” he announced. “What’s for dinner?”

“Hi, Dad,” Vikki greeted him as she came through the
kitchen door. She was a tall, slim fifteen-year-old just
growing out of her awkward stage and giving promise
of beauty to equal her mother’s.

*“Hi, darling,” Chris said, kissing her warmly. She was
his favorite, although he tried not to show it. Somehow
he always felt closer to her than to ten-year-old Tommy.
“Mother got supper almost ready?”’

“Mother?” She put her hands on her trim hips and
surveyed him with mock severity. “I'm fixing dinner to-
night. Why do you think I'm wearing this apron, to im-
prove my figure?”

“Oh,” he said, disappointed but trying to hide it
“Where is your mother?”

“She’s having cocktails over at Joyce Quentil’s,” Vikki
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said, turning to go back to the kitchen. “She should be
home in an hour or so, but when you see what I've got
for you, you won’t even miss her.”

“What’s that?” he asked, angry that Della wasn’t home
again this evening, but also pleased that Vikki could take
over so well. “What have you got for me, baby?”

“This,” she announced dramatically, coming in again
frcilc111 the kitchen with a pitcher of martinis beaded with
cold.

“Well, I'll be . . .” he said, realizing that he needed a
]c}}‘ink tonight more than he had ever needed one in his

e.

“Shall I pour for you, master?” she giggled.

“Yes,” Chris said, “A big one, a real big one.”

He took off his uniform jacket and tossed it over a
chair before easing his lanky body down into another one,
stretching and trying to relax. Damn it, Della might have
had the consideration to be home tonight of all nights.
Then he realized he was being unfair. Della had no way
of knowing what a horrible shock he had received today,
and even if she’d been here, he couldn’t have discussed it
with her. o

“Here you are, Colonel,” Vikki said and handed him a
frosty glass. “Try that one on for size.”

“Mmmmm.” Chris said a moment later as the white
dynamite of the martini hit his stomach. “I don’t think I'll
send you to college after all.”

The girl’s face fell and then she grinned as she under-
stood he was joking. “Oh, you, Why not?”

“Because you’ve already hit on your life’s work.”

“I have?”

“Sure. Anyone who can mix a martini like this would
be wasted as anything but a bartender.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir,” she said ‘and scurried hap-
pily back to the kitchen. “Your dinner will be ready shortly
so don’t get too stinking on my wonderful martinis.”

Chris lay back and fingered his glass between sips, try-
ing unsuccessfully to keep his mind off bis interview with
Gus Barnes. It kept coming back to him like a horrible
nightmare that lingers on even after the dreamer has awak-
ened. Death of Earth—D.O.E. was the way they referred
to it. Studies had been undertaken at one time to find
out how much radiation it would take to accomplish that.
Well, apparently they knew now, apparently they new.
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Taking another big swallow of his drink, Chris let the
fiery stuff untiec some of the knots that had been building
up in his stomach all day. Then he reached over and
turned on the radio. Turning on the radio in time to catch
the news was something he’d been. doing religiously for a
good many years, not because he wanted to but out of a
sense of duty and always with a sense of apprehension.
After what he had learned today, his apprehension was
rapidly turning into dread. .

“Secretary of State Bradley announced today that he will
fly to Moscow for talks with Russian officials on the
Berlin problem, which is again coming into prominence in
world diplomatic circles,” the newscaster read. “There have
been hints of new pressures along the autobahn that con-
nects West Germany to Berlin, and several convoys have
been delayed during the last week although they were per-
mitted to proceed after their papers were checked and re-
checked. A State Department spokesman has wamed that
the United States will not permit another Berlin blockade
to be put into effect and this has stirred some appre-
hension in European capitals over the current talks.”

It didn’t sound good, Chris decided, but then it never
sounded good. The news hadn’t been good for years, but
somehow the world always managed to get by from day
to day.

“Now for the news from the Middle East, where there
have been fresh border incidents between Israel and
Egypt—"

Chiris turned off the radio. The Middle East would burn
itself out some day but Berlin—Berlin was the real tinder-
box. Only in Berlin were Soviet and American forces facing
each other with their hands on the triggers. That was the
spot that bothered him. That was the place where a war
could start and escalate into atomic holocaust and finally
lead to . . . Wing D. :

His somber thoughts were interrupted by the front
door opening and the sound of high heels clicking down
the hallway. Della was home. He swallowed the rest of his
drink quickly without thinking and then as he became
aware of what he had done he grinned wryly. Had it got-
ten to the point where he felt he needed alcohol inside
him before he could face the woman he was supposed to
love?

He got up slowly and turned to greet her. Della was a
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tall, slim woman with pale blond hair and an air of cool
elegance. She was still just as beautiful as she had been
eighteen years before when he had met her while on duty
in Washington, D.C., after World War II. She had been
the only and adored daughter of a freshman Congressman
from the Middle West and Chris had been a captain at
the time. Now that freshman Congressman was a leading
Senator and Chris was only a colonel. He had fallen in
love with her almost on sight and she had come to love
him after only a brief courtship. They had been fairly
happy for most of their years together except for Della’s
constant dissatisfaction with his job.

“Home already, darling?” she said, offering her cheek
for his kiss.

“Home already,” he said, kissing her full on the mouth.

“Please, Chris, my lipstick,” she protested and pulled
away.

“Who’s going to see if it’s smeared?”” he asked.

“The children,” she said, crossing to examine herself in
the mirror.

“I’'m sure they wouldn’t be the least bit shocked to find
out their father kissed their mother.”

She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes, and he could
tell by the way she was fussing with her hair that she
had something else on her mind.

“You’ll never guess who 1 saw at Joyce’s,” she said.

“No, I don’t suppose I will,” he said, pouring himself
another martini. “Who?”

“Frank Donovan,” she said as though he should know
and be impressed by the name.

“That’s nice,” he said, unable to put a face to the
name. “Who’s Frank Donovan, an old boy friend?”

*“Chris, really!”

“Sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to suggest anything out of
line or—"

“That’s not what I meant,” she said impatiently. “I
meant you really should remember who Frank Donovan
is.”

“Oh, should I? Well . . .” He racked his brain but
still came up with nothing.

“Frank Donovan is Donovan Airspace. Frank Donovan
is the man who offered you thirty thousand dollars a year
to work for him once.”

“Oh, that Frank Donovan,” Chris said, remembering
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now. It had been two years ago and had caused no end
of trouble with Della.

“Yes, that Frank Donovan. He’s here in Denver in-
vestigating the possibility of starting a new branch.” Della
moved back toward him, her blue eyes very bright. “He
asked about you twice, Chris.”

“Did he?” Chris said. “That was nice of him.”

“It was more than nice, Chris. He’s obviously still
thinking about you joining his company. You could prob-
ably get an even better offer from him now than before.”

Chrs sighed wearily. She never gave up. “Della, you
know we’ve been over this a thousand times, and—"

“And you're absolutely blind to reason on the subject,”
Della said.

“Please, can’t we discuss this like adults and—"

“And come to the same old conclusion that you're right
and I'm wrong?” Della was still cool and her voice was
too low to carry to the kitchen, but there was an unusual
tightness to her lips that showed her determination.

Chris got up and put down his drink, moving to her
and placing his hands on her shoulders. “Now look, darling,
you knew when you married me that I was a career offi-
cer and—well, with the way things are going in the
world, I feel more strongly than ever that my place is in
the Air Force. I know things aren’t always the way you
want them, and I suppose I could make more money out-
side, but I believe in what I'm doing.”

Della looked at him but there was no sympathy in
her eyes. “I suppose it’s just like Sam says, Chris. You’re
an incurable world-saver and you’ll mever by anything
else.”

As usual the mention of Della’s father, Sam Burton,
angered Chris. He and Sam hadn’t gotten along since the
carly days in Washington when they had clashed during
Chns’ testimony before an appropriation committee of which
Burton was the chairman. He had disapproved of -Della’s
marrying Chris, of Chris staying in the Air Force, of the Air
Force itself and of the whole twentieth century for that
matter.

“Sam says there are lots of companies that would be
only too happy to hire an officer of your experience
and_—”

“Of course they would,” Chris said. “They’d be only
too happy to hire me with the understanding that I'd see
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they landed juicy Air Force contracts and use my inflo-
ence to—"

‘“Really, Chris, you’re impossible,” Della said and for

once she raised her voice. “You’ll go on forever without
any thought for your future. You don’t care how I feel or
the children feel. In all the years we’ve been married, I've
never had a real home, and Vikki and Tommy never know
from one month to the other what school they’ll be attend-
ing or who their teachers or friends will be.”
. Chris looked up-to see Vikki standing in the kitchen
door. She must have heard the last part of what Della was
saying, but when he tried to meet her eyes to see if she
agreed, she looked away.

“Dinner’s ready, Mom . . . Dad,” she said and dis-
appeared again.

Chris felt his heart sink. Was Della right? Was his
staying in the service only a selfish whim that stood in
the way of his family having a normal life?

Della chose that moment to put a hand on his arm.
“I know you like your work, darling,” she said, “and that
you think it’s important, but it seems to me there’s other
work just as important. Frank was. talking about the inter-
esting possibilities of Research and Development with a
fast-growing company like his and—"

“Deua, —

“Don’t say any more right now, Chris,” she said. “Think
it over and tomorrow night you can talk to Frank your-
self at the Curtises’ party.”

“The Curtises’ party?”

“Yes, dida’t I tell you about it? General Curtis and
his wife are giving it and everybody’ll be there, even your
old bear of a General ‘Barnes. Frank will be there, too,
and it'll give you a good chance to discuss things with
him ”»

“Della . . .” Chris started to say he wasn’t the least bit
interested in discussing anything with Frank, that he con-
sidered the man a bore and a nuisance when the front
door banged open and Tommy came pounding in, drag-
ging a baseball bat and a great deal of dust with him.

“Tommy Tolliver, you get in that bathroom and wash up
for dinner right this minute!” Della said.

“Aw, gee, Mom, I—"

I&GO!,’

Tommy gave his father a despairing glance and went
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off without another word. Chris watched him go and sighed
again, Della was right, of course, but you’d think that
once in a while she’d wait for him to correct the children.
He suppose this came from her being alone with them so
much when his duties took him places where family quar-
ters weren’t available.

Della was watching him again as though trying to read
his expression. “You know, darling, Sam is coming west in
a few weeks,” she said. “If you don’t like the offer Frank
Donovan makes, you could talk to him. You know how
much influence he has.”

“Yeah, I know, I know,” Chris said sourly.
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Chapter
3

THE CURTISES’ PARTY was just as dull as he had known
it would be, Chris thought as he stood trapped in a cor-
ner by a big-bosomed woman with a bouffant hairdo who
insisted on haranguing him about the income tax. He had
tried to escape two or thref times to no avail so now he
stood sipping his weak drink and pretcnding to listen to
her ravings.

General Curtis was a retired Air Force officer of the
B-36 era, and at the moment he and Gus Barnes were
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engaged in a heated argument about the advisability of
fighter escorts for SAC bombers. Chris would rather have
joined them, even though in this age of ICBM’s the whole
question had become rather academic.

Finally, when Mrs. Curtis moved among the guests with
a fresh tray of drinks, Chris was able to disentangle him-
self and make his way to the kitchen where Della was
talking earnestly to Frank Donovan.

Donovan was a tall, broad-shouldered man in his early
fifties with a good sun tan, whose athletic appearance
gave the lie to his thatch of gray hair. He was almost
theatrically handsome and as Chris watched him lean to-
ward Della, he decided that was the main reason he dis-
trusted him.

“Ah, there he is now,” Donovan said, straightening up
and extending his hand to Chris. “We were just talking
about you, Tolliver.”

“Nothing bad, I hope.” Chris made the conventional re-
sponse.

“Ha ha! Course not, old man. Your girl here was just
telling me you might change your mind about staying in
the service until retirement.”

Chris winced inwardly at the man’s too familiar tone
and looked sideways at Della, who refused to meet his eye.
It was just as he had suspected. She had read his feelings
the night before and known he was wavering. She certainly
hadn’t waited very long to take advantage of it. “I’ve been
thinking about it,” he said noncommittally.

“Good. A man who’s thinking is a man who can be
convinced,” Donovan boomed. “Della was saying you'd
be interested in Research and Development.”

“I'm sure I wouldn’t be worth a damn in anything
along the lines of getting government contracts,” Chris said,
deciding to come right out in the open about it. “R and D
would be far more to my taste.”

“Glad to hear it,” Frank said, not even blinking at the
mention of government contracts. “That’s what our Denver
plant is going to be almost exclusively—R and D.”

“Oh? I didn’t know that.” Chris said, interested in spite
of himself.

“Were going into space work in a big way,” Donovan told
him. “We’re going to work up a package for the Mars
probe that’s so good the Air Force will have to buy it.”
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“Mars probe, e¢h?” Chris felt a tingling of excitement.
Like many men who had devoted their lives to military
missiles, space exploration was a continuing interest with
him. “I'd like to hear more about it.”

“Well, our idea is—"

At that moment several young couples pushed their way
into the kitchen and a second lieutenant and his blond girl
friend decided they were going to mix martinis. And in
g;te of an icy stare from Della, they proceeded to do just

t.

“Don’t bruise the gin,” one of the other young men
cautioned as the licutenant stirred vigorously.

“No, for God’s sake, don’t bruise the gin,” the blonde
said. “If you do, it’ll just lie there in the bottom of the
glass and sulk.”

The others laughed uproariously at this, and Chris
shrugged his shoulder resignedly at Frank Donovan and
eased his way out into the other room. He looked aro'nd
the crowded living room in search of 2 quiet place to sit
down, and froze in his tracks and stared unbelievingly.

Gus Barnes was no longer talking to General Curtis. He
was engaged in spirited conversation with a tall young
woman in a black cocktail sheath with a chiffon overskirt.
Her auburn hair fell almost to her bare shoulders in defi-
ance of the current style and was brushed into a smooth
pageboy. Her wide, expressive mouth and ‘sparkling eyes
gave warmth and magnetism to an otherwise plain face.
But it wasn’t this that had momentarily stunned Chris. It
was the fact that he knew her and that once, very briefly,
they had been lovers.

Claire hadn’t seen him yet and Chris considered making
a hurried excuse to the hostess and leaving, but knew im- __
mediately that it wouldn’t work and started toward them
slowly. After all, it had been a long time ago and a long
way from here, and none of these people could possibly
have known anything about it.

As he approached them, Gus and Claire were arguing,
not heatedly but with vigor, on the subject of fallout shel-
ters for the civilian population.

“It seems to me,” Barnes was saying, “that all the
arguments against the fallout shelter program sound like a
man debating the advisability of putting life preservers on
ships. “If the ship stays afloat, you’re better off on board.
He’ll admit that life preservers give you a chance to sur-
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vive in the water but then adds that the water might be
so cold you’d freeze to death, or it m'ght be infested with
sharks, etc., etc., etc. What it all boils down to is that if
you don’t have a life preserver when the ship goes down,
you are unquestionably going to drown.”

“You may drown anyway,” Claire said.

“Granted, but at least you’d have a chance, and—"
Gus broke off as he saw Chris. “Here he is now. Claire,
this is my deputy, Colonel Chris Tolliver. Chris, this is—"

“We've met, General Barnes,” Claire said quietly. “We
met in Tokyo—hcw long ago was it, Chris?”

“Ten years ago, during the Korean War,” Chris said,
so stiffiy that he was afraid Gus would notice something,
Ten years ago. My God, had it really been that long?
He had just come back from his twentieth mission over the
Yalu to discover Della had decided to take the children and
return to the States because her father had been elected to
the Senate and needed an official hostess in Washington.
It hadn’t entered her head that her husband might need
her, too. He had thought it was the end of his marriage,
and when he had met Claire . . .

B “It’s good to see you again,” Claire said, extending a
and.

She doesn’t look any older, Chris thought as he took
the hand. How old had she been anyway? Twenty?
Twenty-one? He remembered she had been a graduate
student in foreign affairs and had taken a teaching job in
Japan for the summer in order to gain experience.

Gus was looking from one to the other of them with
one eyebrow slightly raised, and Chris dropped her hand
and tried to think of something to say. “Ah ... . what
are you doing in Denver, Claire?” he blurted.

“Miss Robinson is going to be working with us, Chris,”
Gus said.

“Youmeanat. . . ?

“Yes, at our new project,” Barnes said. “I told you
the State Department would have a representative in our
group.’)

So Claire Robinson was going to be a part of Command
Post D. Chris could hardly believe it. That they should
meet again anywhere was coincidence enough, but that they
should find themselves working together was almost in-
credible. He wondered if Claire knew the full significance
of the Command Post and then remembered that Gus had

25

224



said the others wouldn’t know until such time as it became
necessary to tell them.

“We were discussing the fallout shelter controversy,”
Bamnes said, “and I'm afraid I haven’t held up my side of
the argument very well. Why don’t you take over for me,
Chris? You used to feel quite strongly on the subject.”

Yeah, he had felt strongly on the subject, Chris thought,
very strongly. He had felt that the arguments against shel-
ters were ridiculous or worse, but now with Wing D hang-
ing over the whole world like a gaint skull and crossbones,
what difference did it make?

“I was telling the general that people now look on atomic
war as unthinkable because it would be so horrible.”

“People have always looked on war as unthinkable,”
Chris said. “Before the First World War, they confidently
told each other that a major war was impossible because
the economies of the great nations couldn’t stand it. But
just because people think war is impossible has never
stopped one from starting.”

“I know, but everyone has such a horror of atomic war
that they won’t even face it. If you give them a shelter
program, they’ll lose some of their horror and a psychology
for war will begin to build up.”

“There’s already a psychology for war,” Chris said, won-
dering why they were standing here debating an issue al-
ready rendered academic by the project to which they
were assigned. “It’s being raised and nurtured by our so-
called right-wingers and superpatriots, and I'm sure the
same type of persons are doing the same thing among the
Russians.”

“Perhaps . . . perhaps.” Claire looked impressed and it
pleased Chris because he could see she was no Jonger an
intense young girl but a completely mature woman with
an important State Department position and the ability to
form and voice her own opinions. “You could be right
about the war psychology,” she went on, “because we have
information that there is a definite power struggle going on
in the Soviet leadership right now between a war party and
a peace party.”

Chris’ eyes narrowed and he glanced at Gus. Gus didn’t
say anything but his eyes were even more haunted than
when he had told Chrns about Wing D.

“Who’s winning?” Chris tried to make it sound light.

“As far as we know, the peace party is,” Claire said.
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“Alexei Ignatov, the new Premier, is a very tough young
man who has faced up to the facts of the atomic age and
decided H-bomb war would mean the end of his country
and his party. He doesn’t want that, but his group is op-
posed by some old-line Stalinists who still believe it is pos-
sible for Russia to win a war. They are intensely patriotic
and fanatically Communistic and don’t have Ignatov’s
modemn outlook. He’s kept them in check so far and is con-
centrating on his plans for economic expansion.”

“He also seems to be concentrating on expansion in
Berlin,” Chris said.

Claire smiled, but there was an undercurrent of worry
in her voice. “I hope he forgets that because State has
decided we won’t tolerate any interference with our Berlin
convoys. We refuse to let them use what the Germans
call sausage tactics on our position in Berlin.”

“Then it sounds to me like we’re heading for trouble,”
Chris said. “They’ve been slowing down our convoys for
several days now.”

“Ignatov is in a spot where he has to keep up the old
agitation over Berlin whether he wants to or not,” Claire
said. “The war party is too strong and the Chinese have
too much influence for him to drop it. We just hope he
doesn’t miscalculate and go too far.”

“Yeah, I hope so, too,” Chris said, aware in spite of
his fear and anxiety of a fecling of wonder and respect
for this woman who was talking so knowledgeably on the
subject. It was hard for him to believe that this was the
same girl he had made love to in.a tiny room in a small
provincial Japanese inn, the girl he had thought he was
falling in love with.

“It appears to me they must know we've reached a posi-
tion of overkill vis-a-vis the whole Soviet system that
makes any adventures absolute madness and—" Barnes
was saying.

“Oh, here you are, darling,” Della’s voice cut in as she
came up silently behind Chris and slipped an arm through
his so unexpectedly that he almost jumped.

“Oh, Della, we . .. you know General Bames, of
course,” Chris said, “and this is Miss Claire Robinson.
She’s with the State Department and will be working with
us.”

For a brief moment, neither woman said anything, just
eyed each other in silent appraisal. Della had known there
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was a woman in Tokyo—that was what had brought her
back to Japan—but she had never known her name and
there was no reason now for her to suspect it was Claire,
but there was something very close to hostility in her voice
as she greeted her. “How do you do, Miss Robinson. So
you’ll be working with Chris?”

“Yes, Mrs. Tolliver, and—"

“That’s very nice, I'm sure.” Della cut her off and
turned back to Chris. “Frank Donovan is still waiting to
talk to you, darling.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot, I—”

The music from the radio that had been playing softly
below the level of conversation faded suddenly and a voice
took its place. “We interrupt this program to bring you an
important news bulletin.”

Chris stepped over to the radio and turned it up,
feeling the same prickling at the back of his scalp as he
had every time he had heard those words in the last
few years.

“The State Department has announced that three U.S.
Army convoys have been held up along the Berlin auto-
bahn for as long as three and four hours and there is still
no sign that they will be permitted to go through.”

Chris’ eyes met the tormented ones of Gus Barnes.

“Informed sources in Washington have intimated that the
attitude of the Soviets suggests another Berlin blockade is
about to be put into effect.”

“So now it starts,” Chris muttered, “so now it starts.”

“Chris,” General Barnes said, “I'd like to see you and
Miss Robinson for a moment before you go home.”

“Yes, sir,” Chris said and leaned closer to the radio,
‘but there wasn’t any more news. The music was playing
again.

“Darling,” Della said, taking his arin again, “Mr. Dono-
van is waiting.”

“Goddamn it, don’t bother me with that nonsense now!”
Chris said, shaking off her arm. “Didn’t you hear the
news bulletin?”

Della stared at him without saying a word and then
turned and walked away across the room, holding her
shoulders very stiff and straight.

Chris watched her go, knowing that wouldn’t be the
end of it. He'd hear more, plenty more, from her when
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they got home. To hell with it, he thought. She ought to
have better sense at a time like this.

So instead of following her and apologizing as he knew
she expected him to, he made his way back to Gus and
Claire.

29



Chapter
4

GENERAL Nixorar ILicH ARIsTOV sat quietly in the
outer office of the psychologist who was administering the
battery of tests given to all Soviet officers in positions of
authority at }CBM bases or atomic bomber forces. The
three psychological tests were part of the Human Reliability
Program, but they didn’t worry General Aristov because he
knew he was sane and rational. Anyone who wasn’t
couldn’t have reached the rank of general in the Soviet Air
Force. He was a little nervous, but he attributed that to
the fact that he’d been sitting bere thinking about his wife
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and children and the new command that would take him
away from them.

A tall, muscular man of fifty-five, the general had a
broad face and a shock of blondish hair. His eyes were
intensely blue and the hands that kept reaching up to
L%uch the rows of medals on his tunic were large and

ny.

His nervousness irritated him. It was almost as though
he weren’t sure of the decision he had made regarding
his new ICBM regiment, it was almost as though . . .

No, that wasn’t it. It was because of Sonya and the
two boys. Sonya was his second wife, a tall, dark-haired
girl with brown eyes and slightly Asiatic features that sug-
gested a remote Tartar ancestor. He had grown very fond
of her during the three years of their marriage, and was
justly proud of the two healthy sons she had borne him.
She was twenty years his junior, almost the age his
daughter would have been had she lived, and far more
beautiful than his first wife.

But he sometimes wondered if he could ever love her
as much as he had loved Maria. She had been his boy-
hood sweetheart and they had married right after he made
captain. But that was long ago, so very long ago, and
Maria and her baby were so long dead.

He tried not to think about it, but the scene was too
deeply engraved on his mind, and now it swam before
him in all its gruesome horror. It happened during the
siege of Stalingrad. After his company had driven the Nazis
back for the moment, he’d rushed to his home to see
Maria and the child. He found the house still standing,
but inside—inside Maria was lying naked on the floor with
a German bayonet through her breast. Not far from her
was the tiny girl in a pool of her own blood. Someone
had apparently picked her up by the ankles and smashed
her brains out against the wall. Very efficient, those Nazis.
Why waste a bullet on so small a child?

Oh, how he had hated them after that! The war had
become a personal vendetta to him then, and he had fought
it with such cold, calculated skill and courage that he had
earned the rank of colonel before it ended. He still hated
them, but there were others he hated more. Stalingrad would
never have happened if the Western imperialists hadn’t
prodded the Germans into attacking Russia. It wouldn’t
have happened if the Americans had sent the supplies

31



they had promised, but of course they never intended to
send them. They wanted to see Russia destroyed. They
were as much to blame as the Germans themselves—more,
in fact.

He pulled his thoughts back to the present and Sonya.
Perhaps he could send her and the boys to the Ukraine
while he was at the new base. But how could he explain it
to her? And how could he explain it to others? That
was much more important. He didn’t dare do anything
that would call attention to himself, not even such a normal
thing as sending his wife and children on a short vacation.

His brooding was interrupted by a tall, bespectacled
young man in a white smock. “If you'll come in now,
General, we’ll complete the final test.”

In a few minutes, he was seated opposite the young
man, who handed him a card with a Rorschach ink blot on
it. “What does this look like, General?”

Aristov let his eyes flicker coldly over the card and
handed it back. “A dragon,” he said. “A fire dragon
about to destroy the world.”

The doctor handed him another one. “And this?”

“A city burning. New York.”

Dr. Leonid Sergeyevich Volin adjusted his glasses and
looked at the ink blot. “New York? How can you tell?”

“Because it’s burning,” the general snapped.

“Ah, I see. And do you think all American cities
should burn?”

Aristov’s eyes got even colder. “I'd rather see theirs
bum then ours.”

“Is there—ahem—much danger of that?”

“Yes. The danger has been growing ever since the pro-
capitalist traitors began to take over our foreign relations
and pro-United Nations people have packed the Politburo.”

Volin studied the big, blond man silently. He opened
his mouth as though to say something, but secmed to think
better of it as his eyes touched briefly on the insignia and
row of ribbons.

He handed the general another card but the man didn’t
even look at it. “For the last five years,” hc said,
“our entire foreign policy has been nothing but a series of
defeats. We were forced to back down in Cuba, in Laos
and in Vietnam, and now we’ll have another onc in Berlin
unless those limp-wristed cookie pushers develop some
badly needed backbone.”
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“To what do you attribute these ‘defeats,” General?”

“To treason! To the traitors who have allowed the
Americans to get so far ahead of us in the missile race
that we may never overtake them.”

“In that case, wouldn’t it be better to work for peace?”
Volin asked.

“On the contrary, young man. That’s the kind of think-
ing that will destroy us. If this kind of peace is allowed
to continue much longer, we’ll be outdistanced completely.”
He looked down at the ink blot. “Do you ever stop and
think about the Americans, Doctor?”

“No, not very often,” Volin lied. There was no point in
telling this man he had been to an American jazz concert
the week before and had been reading an American psy-
chology journal just before he arrived. “Do you?”

“Yes, 1 think about them a great deal,” Aristov said,
laying the card on the table and getting up to pace
nervously. “I think of America as a giant anthill with
two hundred million hard-working insects turning out mis-
siles and H-bombs as fast as possible. And when I visualize
it, I have a very great desire to kick over that anthill-—
like this!” His foot lashed -out and sent the wastebasket
flying across the office.

After the general had left, Volin sat staring at the re-
sults of the battery of tests he had given him. It was a
series he had given many Soviet officers, a routine psy-
chological check-up. He had run across minor deviations in
some of them, and even a few serious aberrations, but
pever in all his experience had he found a man with so
much authority so disturbed as this one.

An older colleague entered the room and Volin tried to
think of a delicate way to broach the matter but couldn’t.
Finally, he said bluntly, “General Nikolai Ilich Aristov is
insane.”

The older man paled. “No, Leonid Volin. No, he is
not. A little strange perhaps, fanatical even, but not insane.”

“Insane,” Volin insisted. “It is indicated by every test
I gave him.”

“Maybe you made a mistake in evaluating them.”

“Here, check them yourself. I’ve gone over them again
and again and there simply isn’t any other way to interpret
them. We shall have to report it.”

“Report that General Aristov is insane? You must be
insane yourself to suggest such a thing. Do you realize
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how powerful he is? We wouldn’t dare report such a
thing.”

“Why not?” Volin said. “Things have changed since
Stalin’s death. A man can speak the truth now.”

“Things haven’t changed that much, my boy. We could
end up in Siberia or worse if any of his friends ever find
out we even considered such a possibility.”

“But some of the things he said are direct criticisms of
Chairman Ignatov himself.”

“I’'m sure they are, but it isn’t our place to interfere in
the struggle over foreign policy. Either side could crush us,
and would, with no trouble at all.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Volin sighed, “but . . .”

“But what?”

“I understand that the general is in command of a
whole section of ICBM’s.”

“That is true.”

“Then suppose—"

“You worry too much, young man. With Marxist real-
ism, our leaders have thought of ways to prevent accidents.

nations. At least two.officers have to give the order before
the rockets can be fired, and the bases themselves have
son‘17ething they refer to as a fail-safe system, do they
not?”

“Yes, I’'ve heard that. The missiles can’t be fired without
a direct order from the Kremlin.”

“Well, then? Forget your fears, and just be glad yod
don’t have to turn in that report.”
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Chapter
5

THE FIGHT with Della started as soon as they left the
party. “You absolutely insulted Frank,” she said as the
car pulled away from the curb. *“You've been rude to
people before, but never anything like tonight.”

Chris’ hands tightened on the wheel and he determined
to hang onto his temper. “I don’t think you understand,
Della. I'm not even sure you can, but I'd like to explain
things to you one more time.”

“Oh, I'm pretty stupid all right,” she said and the
very calmness of her voice seemed to add to the sting of
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“I'm so stupid that I can’t understand why a man
Wants to deprive his family of all the things they deserve,
including his own company, in order to remain a poorly
paid officer in the Air Force when he could easily get
and hold an executive position that would pay him a sal-
ary equal to his ability for doing work he would enjoy.
Yes, I must be pretty stupid.”

“Della, you did hear the bulletin on the radio, didn’t

ou?”

“Of course I heard it. How could I not hear it when
you turned it up so high?”

‘lwe“?’l

“Well what? It was something about Berlin, wasn’t it?
There’s been something about Berlin on the news for as
far back as I can remember.” '

“The Soviets are starting a new Berlin blockade,” Chris
said patiently.

“And that means what?” she asked, leaning forward to
press in the mgarette lighter.

“That means we're entering a very cntlcal period, a
period of intense crisis that could end in war.”

“Oh, we’re always in a period of crisis,” Della said and
took a long drag on her cigarette. “Sam says the military
has to keep manufacturing crises in order to get their
appropriation bills through.”

“Sam is the type of Senator who will have to be
dragged kicking and screaming into the twentieth century
one of these days. I only hope he doesn’t do too much
damage to the country before then.”

“Oh, really, Chrs. I know you don’t like my father,
but you don’t have to parrot the opposition press. You
don’t know a thing about politics.”

“I may not know much about politics, but I do have
an idea of what’s good for the country.”

“And your staying in the Air Force is one of those
things?”

“Della, I—I can’t tell you about my new assignment. I
shouldn’t even hint at its importance, but—"

“Here we go again! ‘The top secret work I can’t tell
you about but which is so important I can’t waste any
time thinking about you and tke children.” I wonder where
I’ve heard all this before? You sound like an old phono-
graph record.”

“Goddamn it, Dclla, won’t you even try to understand?”
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“How can I? I'm stupid. I'm so stupid I want the same
things other women’s husbands get for them. I want a nice
house and good clothes, I want Tommy and Vikki to go
to good schools, and most of all I want to live in the
same place for years and years and years.”

“Nobody will have any of those things if the Berlin
situation gets out of hand,” Chris said grimly.

“That’s right, tefl me about the big, bad atom bogey
man. Tell me all about him.”

Chris turned the car into their driveway. “If youd
think about something besides yourself once in a while,
you’d know living like a millionaire isn’t very important
in a world threatened by atomic destruction,” he said
tightly.

“Living like a millionaire? That’s funny. That’s really
very funny considering the way I'm actually living.”

Chris slammed on the brakes and brought the car to an
abupt, jerky stop in front of the door and waited for her
to get out.

Della turned and looked at him silently for a few mo-
ments in the semidarkness. She seemed to be trying to
gauge the depth of his anger before she went on with
what she had to say. This habit of hers particularly an-
gered him because she was rather good at reading his ex-
pressions and it irritated him that she could.

“I’d like to talk about this some other time when you're
calmer,” she said. “I had hoped that you’d see it my way
more quickly, but 'm afraid Frank isn’t going to wait for
you. There are other men who can do the job and—”

“I don’t give a damn about the job,” Chris said from
between clenched teeth. “Can’t you get that through your
head? I don’t give a good goddamn whether he gets some-
one else or not! I've already got a job and I'm keeping
it! You understand? I’m keeping it!”

“I was right,” Della said. “You're not in any. condi-
tion to discuss this rationally so we'd better wait.”

Chris didn’t say anything; he just sat squeezing the steer-
ing wheel so hard his knuckles were white.

“And it isn’t as if it were the only good position that
will come along. Sam will be only too glad to get you
something and—"

“Goddamn Sam!”

“Really, Chris, aren’t you acting rather childishly?” Della
asked, opening the car door and getting out.
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Chris gritted his teeth and didn’t answer.

“Aren’t you going to put the car away?” she asked
when he continued sitting there.

“No, I’m not.”

“Don’t you think you should? The dews get pretty heavy
this time—"

“I'm going for a ride,” he interrupted.

“At this time of night?”

“Yes, my dear, at this time of night, because if I don’t,
if I come inside and try to sleep, you'll spend the rest
of the night explaining to me in your calm, quiet,
exasperating manner why I ought to do what you
want me to do and not do what I know is right.”

“Now, Chris, that’s unfair. That’s the most unfair thing
you've ever said to me,” Della said quietly. If he had
been hoping for anger to creep into her voice, he was dis-
appointed. This added to his own anger and he gunned the
motor and roared around the circular drive and out into
the street.

He knew he was reacting childishly but he didn’t care.
He had to take his frustration out on something and the
car was the only thing available. He stepped down even
harder on the gas and the wheels spun and screeched as
the car burtled down the street.

Damn her . . . damn her, he fumed to himself. Why
didn’t she yell or scream, why didn’t she at least raise
her voice once in a while instead of using that pseudo-calm
tone—what a maddening way she had of saying foolish
things in such a reasonable tone of voice.

"Before he knew it, he had pushed the speed up to al-
most seventy as he careened through the deserted suburban
streets. It was after one by the dashboard clock as he
headed in toward Denver, calling himself a fool for driving
like a hot-rodder.

When he ran into a little traffic, he eased up on the
gas and slowed down, letting some of the tenseness leave
his shoulders. What he really wanted, he knew, was to be
at the controls of a plane, to be pushing a jet through the
sound barrier right now where the meaning of Wing D and
his wife’s gentle nagging couldn’t follow him.

He wished he could get in more flying time. He just
barely did enough every month to earn his flight pay, and
he felt the lack of it because he sometimes did his best
thinking at thirty thousand feet. All of this—damnit, all
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his problems came from having a desk job when he ought
to be commanding a squadron.

He’d like to drive out to the base right this minute
and check out a Sabre or a Starjet and—Wouldn’t that
be something, he thought, almost laughing at himself. A
slightly drunk chicken colonel showing up at one-thirty in
the moming and demanding a jet fighter to help him soothe
his jangled nerves. But he needed something, he really
needed something,

It was then that the thought which had been stirring
around in his subconscious came to the surface. What he
needed wasn’t a thousand-mile-an-hour ride through the
night sky, it was Claire Robinson.

He parked in front of the first open bar he came to
and went in to use the phone booth. He got her number
from Information and dialed it nervously. It rang a few
times before she answered it and he waited impatiently.

“Claire?”

“Yes. Who is this?”

“It’s Chris Tolliver, Claire. I hope I didn’t wake you.”

“No, I just got in from the party half an hour ago
and had some papers to go over. After what General
Barnes said, I wanted to be ready to move into our new
offices. Are you and Della at home?”

“No. I mean, Della is but I’'m not. I'm in a bar.”

“A bar?”

“Yeah. Can I come up and talk to you for a little
while, Claire?”

“But, Chris, it’s almost two o’clock.”

“I know it is, but I need to talk to you.”

“Tokyo was a long time ago, Chris,” she said, echoing
his thought of earlier in the evening, “a long time ago
and a long way off.”

“This is important, Claire, [—"

“All right, but just for a few minutes. Do you know
how to get here?”

“I’ll find it,” Chris said and hung up before she could
change her mind.

As he drove, he asked himself what it was that he
wanted from her. He had told her he wanted to talk, but
was that the truth? Did he really want to tell her about
the trouble with Della? Did he want to discuss Wing D?
Or did he just want to make love to her?

He convinced himself that he honestly wanted to talk.
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He wanted to tell her about Della and hear her opinion of
the moral struggle he was going through trying to stay in
the Air Force. He wanted to tell her about Della and
Della’s father and how they affected him.

Chris hadn’t lived with Della for sixteen years without
finding out something about what made her tick, and the
things he didn’t like about the way she ticked he blamed
on Sam Burton, U.S. Senator and now head of the power-
ful Space and Rocket Committee.

Della and Sam had always been extraordinarily close.
Sam’s first wife had died when Della was born and when
he married again five years later, it hadn’t been a par-
ticularly happy arrangement for either him or the child.
The second wife had been a narrow-minded prairie woman
and she had left her mark on both of them, even though
they came to hate her long before she died.

Sam had been running for his first public office and
Della had been fifteen when the second Mrs. Burton
passed away after a brief illness. From then on it had been
just the two of them, Sam and his daughter. She had
stood beside him, young, straight and proud, on platform
after platform in ome country town after another as he
moved up from one political office to another. She had
learned all the ropes, whom to smile at, how to arrange
speaking engagements and how to talk to women’s groups.
They were a good team and they made it the hard way
from City Attorney to County Judge to State Legislature
and finally to Congress.

Chris had broken up that perfect team. He had come
between Sam and his darling, politically useful daughter,
and Sam had hated him for it ever since.

Sam Burton was the reason Della was like she was;
he was the reason Della thought Chris had failed her
because he wasn’t dragging down heavy money in private
industry. Sam’s own blindness as to the condition of the
world was reflected in his daughter’s words and actions.

These were the things Chris wanted to talk eyer with
Claire. Maybe she could help him think of some way
to get through to Della,
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Chapter
6

CHRIS PARKED THE CAR in front of Claire’s apartment
building and went up the steps. She answered the moment
his finger touched the bell, and for a moment they just
stood looking at each other. She was wearing a dark green,
loosely fitting robe and her hair shone like burmished cop-
per in the lamplight.

“Well, Chris?” she said, stepping aside to let him in.

“Claire . . . I .. . you don’t really mind my coming
here, do you?”
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“No, I don’t mind, but I’'m not sure it’s wise from
either a personal or a professional point of view.”

“How do you mean?” he asked as she waved him to a
seat on the severely modern divan.

“I’m sure neither your wife nor General Barnes would
approve of out getting together.”

“It’s none of their business,” Chris said.

“Now, Chris, I told you before, Tokyo was a long . . .”

“I only want to talk to you, Claire. I’'m having trouble
and there’s no one else I can talk to.”

“You might try talking to Della.”

“Della is the problem.”

) “Oh.” Claire’s lips tightened and she looked away from
im.

Chris studied her profile, thinking that Della was a
much more beautiful woman, but this woman had more
depth. He realized that he’d been comparing them in his
mind ever since Claire had appeared so unexpectedly, and
now even Della’s golden loveliness was beginning to seem
shallow.

“Would you like some coffee?” Claire asked.

“No. I just want to bend your ear for a while if you
think you can stand it,” he grinned.

She smiled, too. “Listening to people has been part of
my job for a long time. What is it that’s got you so upset?”

His grin faded. “Claire, do you think I ought to leave
the Air Force with things as they are in the world?”

“Does Della think you should?” she asked.

‘lYeS-’,

“Well, you ought to do what you think is the right
thing to do.” :

“Let me tell you about Della and Sam Burton and
me,” Chris said, and starting backward from their quarrel
told her all the things that had been happening and what
he’d been thinking. He covered everything, including the
very real danger of war, except for the truth about Wing
D. That he couldn’t share with anyone, not even this in-
telligent, sympathetic woman who would be part of its
decision-making group. Wing D was something he had to
keep clutched tightly to himself even though it ate him
away like a cancer.

When he had talked himself out, Claire sat looking
down at her hands clasped tightly in her lap. “Chris
. - . when 1 met you in Japan, I knew you and Della
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were—well, that she had left you, and that’s why we had
what we had, but now . . .”

Chris leaned back on the divan. “But now?”

“Now it isn't any good, Chris, it isn’t any good at all.”

“You know,” Chris said, “if you don’t mind, I'll have
that cup of coffee now.”

She got up and moved across the room toward the
kitchen. Chris watched her admiringly and a little stirring
of excitement ran through bim. He shook his head to clear
it of forbidden thoughts and reached over to turn on the
radio. He had come here to talk—and just to talk, hadn’t
he? And he’d better keep it that way. The talking had
helped, too; he didn’t feel so tense and keyed up now.
Just being with Claire had calmed him down.

He turned the dial on the radio, hunting for a station
that was still on the air. He found one playing dance
music and left it on, assuming that sooner or later there
would be a news broadcast.

Claire came back carrying a tray with a carafe of
coffee, two cups and a plate of sandwiches. “I thought
you might be hungry,” she said, “but I’'m afraid peanut
butter and cheese are all I had in the house.”

“Cheese and peanut butter are fine,” Chris said, reach-
ing for a sandwich while she poured the coffee.

She handed him a cup and nodded toward the radio.
“Has there been any news?”

“No, nothing but music.”

“I heard something earlier you might have missed,”
Claire said, sipping at her coffee.

“What’s that?”

“The White House has issued a statement, That in itself
is very unusual at this time of night, unusual and omi-
nous. The President said the United States will not submit
to another Berlin blockade, nor will we organize an airlift
to avoid it.”

“That sounds like we mean to go through ‘it,” Chris
said, his appetite suddenly gone.

“It certainly does, and I happen to know there is at
least one contingency plan to force an armored convoy
through if they persist in blocking us off.”

“Damn!” he said, putting down his half-eaten sand-
wich, “Why now? Why do they have to start horsing
around in Berlin now?”

“It doesn't really surprise us,” Claire said. “Ignatov has
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been under a lot of pressure at home and from the Chinese.
He’s looking for a safety-valve crisis.”

“Some safety valve,” Chris said. “If we try to go through
with armor, there’s going to be shooting. Doesn’t he real-
ize that shooting in Europe could escalate so fast that the
nukes would be popping before the echoes of the first
rifle shot died away?”

“We don’t think that will happen. We think they’ll
back down if we send armor against them.”

“You think so, but—"

“There’s an element of doubt in all international rela-
tions.” -

“Yeah, I know,” Chris said. “I've been reading a book
called Fall of the Dynasties by Edmond Taylor. It fright-
ened me. Especially the account of how a comparatively un-
important incident in the Balkans developed into a world
war, with nation after nation stumbling into the abyss simply
because they miscalculated the intentions of the other side.”

“Yes, I’'ve read it too,” Claire nodded. “And it could
happen again. Things like that are always possible, but
we’ve made the best estimate of the situation we can, and
we think we’re right.”

“How do we know that they won’t hit us with both
barrels if we move in armor? How do we know they
aren’t poised to attack if we resist?”

“We don’t know for sure, but there are certain indica-
tions, outside of Intelligence data I won’t have access to
until Command Post D is activated, showing that they don’t
mean to go all the way.”

“Such as what?” Chris asked.

“Such as pulling certain key people out of their embassy
staffs, for instance,” Claire explained, pouring more coffee
for both of them. “We wouldn’t expect them to order out
all their embassy personnel, but there are certain persons
they wouldn’t want to sacrifice. We know their names
and we know they aren’t considered expendable. We also
know most of them are still in Washington and New York.”

“That’s not much to go on. Maybe we ought to be at
red alert right now with SAC airborne.”

“That would be a good way to accelerate the crisis,”
she said. “Then they’d have reason to believe we were
planning to pre-empt and attack them first. We’d have war
for sure then.”

“I guess you’re right,” Chris said, grinning at her crook-
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edly. And if we have war, we might have to use Wing D,
he thought, shivering in spite of himself.

“It’s a hard world to live in, isn’t it, Chris?”

“Yeah, but unfortunately it’s the only one we’ve got.”

“And let’s hope we can keep it,” she said quietly.

Chris looked at the attractive woman and wondered how
she had reached sych a position of trust in the State
Department that she would be assigned to such an im-
portant post. He asked her about it and she shrugged and
looked away.

“It probably sounds like momumental conceit, but the
Under Secretary said I was the best person they knew
of for the job. I have made a specialty of problems of
diplomacy as related to atomic war and—well, they picked
me, that’s all.”

“You're a strange girl,” he said. “When I knew you
before, you were so young and so . . . oh, I don’t know
. . . and now here you are, a mature career woman suc-
cessfully handling a delicate and tremendously responsible
position. I can’t help wondering how you got this way.”

She grinned. “I guess I’'m just that odd ball, a woman
with an inquiring mind. I can remember when I was a
little girl and people used to say to me. ‘Enjoy yourself
now while you’re a child. This is the most wonderful
period of your life,” I used to think they were crazy. How
could I enjoy myself when I didn’t know anything? I've
been trying to learn ever since. I guess that’s how I got
into trouble.”

“Why didn’t you ever get married?” he asked and was
sorry instantly.

She looked at him levelly. “For several reasons, Chris.
One of them is that I'm not sure it’s right to bring chil-
dren into the world in times like these.”

He thought of Vikki and Tommy and was on the
defensive at once. “People have raised children in worse
times. They didn’t quit during the Dark Ages, for instance.
If they had, none of us would be here now. They man-
aged to live through the dirt and terror of the Middle Ages
and—"

“But if the Dark Ages come again, Chris, our Dark
Ages, they could last forever.. Civilization was built up on
a rich planet with unlimited resources, and if it’s destroyed
by atomic war, it might be impossible to rebuild. Civiliza-
tion might slide on down and down into . . .” she stopped
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and shrugged her shoulders, then got up and came to
stand in front of him. “I've had another reason, too, Chris.
It seems I met a man in Japan once—maybe he ruined
other men for me.”

“Claire!” Chris pulled her down into his lap.

“Oh, Chris . . . Chris, it's been so long . . . so very
long,” she said. “I’ve loved you for so long that I—"

His mouth closed over hers and found her lips trem-
bling with eagerness. Excitement started to build in him as
he felt her warm breasts crush against his shirt front and
her hands at the back of his head straining him closer.
He and Della had been on such distant terms lately that
the feel of this woman’s body in his arms sent his passion
soaring and his hands began to move over her.

She seemed to abandon herself to his caresses for a few
seconds, but then she pulled her lips away from his and
stiffened.

“Please, Chris,” she said, “I’m no child.”

“That’s pretty obvious,” he said softly, fumbling with
the opening of the robe. He got his hand inside and cupped
the firm fullness of one breast.

“Stop it!” she said, pushing his hands away. “I'm
not interested in a heavy necking session.”

“I'm I'm not sure I understand you,” Chris said,
feeling rather foolish.

“No, I'm sure you don’t,” she said with a note of bit-
terness. “You don’t understand at all. You're sick and dis-
gusted with your relationship with your wife and you come
here looking for an easy lay to take the bad taste out of
your mouth.”

“That isn’t it at all,” Chris protested.

“Then what is?”

“Well . . . I got to thinking about Tokyo and how it
was between us there and . . . you seemed willingso. . .”

“Oh, Chris, you make me feel so cheap,” she said,
moving away from him.

“I’'m sorry,” he said, looking at her straight back and
firmly tucked-under buttocks.

“No, you shouldn’t be,” she said, turning back to face
him. “It was my fault. You were right. I was making a
pass at you. You just don’t understand how serious it
was. I don’t want you for just tonight. We played the one-
‘night stand bit once before and it wasn’t enough. 1 want
you for good and always, and that makes me an awful
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fool because you’re married. But I couldn’t stand to settle
for less this time . . . I just couldn’t.”

Chris pulled his eyes away from hers with a great effort
and sat staring down at his hands. He was surprised and
strangely shaken by her revelation. “Claire, right now I'm
not sure how I feel about us . . . and there’s Vikki and
Tommy to consider.”

She nodded. “THat’s right, there’s Vikki and Tommy
and a lot of other things to consider, including a certain
project called Command Post D. And it is so important
that it can’t be compromised by any personal complications
among its personnel.”

“So where does that leave us?” Chris asked.

“It leaves us at the point where I suggest you get up
and go home.”
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Chapter
/

GENERAL ARISTOV sat before a complex console of dials,
gauges, buttons and miniature television screens while the
hands of his deputy commander, Colonel Frol Kosygin,
ran rapidly over a duplicate console and continued the
countdown.

“ ..seven .. .six. .. five. . .” Frol's finger was
poised over the firing button. “Four . . . three . . . two
Aristov’s own bony hand hovered above the red button
on the board before him.
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“One . . . Fire!”

“Fire!” Aristov repeated and let his finger touch the
button without depressing it just as Kosygin had. He
checked one of several clocks above the console. Fourteen
minutes and fifty seconds had elapsed since the red light
had gone on indicating the start of .a practice alert. They
had completed the dry firing run that could have hurled
twenty-five ICBM’s, each armed with a thirty-to-fifty-
megaton weapon, against the United States if this had been
a real rather than a simulated attack.

“That was very good, Frol Pyotr,” Aristov said. “Very
good indeed. We'd have had our rockets off with ten sec-
onds to spare if this had been an actual attack.”

“An excellent drill,” Kosygin agreed, buttoning up his
uniform coat and picking up a clipboard with several
sheets of countdown procedure clipped to it, “but I
sometimes wonder if the situation is realistic.”

“How do you mean?” Aristov asked.

“I mean, are they likely to attack us that way—with-
out warning?”

“Are you doubting the perfidy of the capitalist war-
mongers, Colonel?” Aristov asked sharply.

“Hardly,” Kosygin said, glancing over his shoulder at
the television camera that recorded and relayed everything
that happened in the command post to a nearby secret
police bunker.

“Then wbat do you mean?”

“Well, it seems to me that in an actual attack situation
we would be on full alert to start with. That is, an attack
would come from the Americans only after a clash of
ground forces—sort of an extension of conventional war.”

“That is one way it could happen,” Aristov said, “and
this drill presents an alternative.” He spoke slowly and
coldly. He wanted the KGB agents who were watching to
make no mistake about his tone. Later he might want to
say Kosygin’s words had made him suspicious.

“But it seems to me that—"

“Frol Pyotr, I hope you understand that you are cast-
ing doubts on the defense policy of the Soviet Union,”
Aristov said, raising his voice.

Kosygin looked surprised. “I . . . I didn’t intend to do
anything of the kind, General.”

“Perhaps not, perhaps not.” Aristov was careful to sound
unconvinced,
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“If there is no further need for my services this after-
noon, General, I would like to leave the base early,”
Kosygin said.

Aristov nodded. “Of course. Go ahead. I'll remain here
at all times during this crisis.’

“Thank you, sir,” Kosygin said and withdrew through
the heavy security door that was the only entrance into the
command bunker buried deep in the Siberian soil.

Aristov let a slight smile cross his lips as the door slid
silently into place, leaving him alone except for the ever-
present eye of the KGB. He had managed to make Kosy-
gin look like a fool, if not something worse. Naturally,
there was no chance of either of the hypothetical attack
situations arising in connection with this base. The missiles
here were first-strike weapons and first-strike weapons only,
since they were aimed at taking out the major part of the
American command and communications network plus the
most essential of the SAC bomber and missile bases. For
some reason this hadn’t seemed to occur to Kosygin and
he doubted that the KGB men were sufficiently informed
on strategic concepts to realize it either.

The seemingly pointless discussion with Kosygin pleased
him because it fell in with his plans, as did also the
man’s desire to leave the base. It would all be used
against him, especially his reason for wanting to leave
early—a torrid affair with a young poetess.

“Yes, yes, indeed,” he murmured to himself, “that little
matter will count for plenty when the time comes, and
deservedly so.” He despised the man for his weakness. It
was one more sign of the moral laxness that was seeping
into Soviet society, and it was that very laxness that had
caused Russia to fall behind in the missile race with the
U.S.

Aristov got up from in front of the control console and
crossed to the cot that had been provided for him. That
was part of the instant readiness of the First Strike Com-
mand—the senior officer was always within a few feet of
the button that could hurl the rockets into action.

Still brooding about the steadily increasing American -
missile lead, Aristov took off his jacket and lay down. If it
wasn’t stopped, that lead, he was sure, would result in
their dominance of the U.S.S.R. But it would be stopped.
He would stop it.

His plans were all made. He had made them very care-
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fully and completely before leaving Moscow. The crisis
that was building over Berlin would simmier down. His
friends in the Kremlin had assured him of that. Ignatov
didn’t have the courage to force the issue to a victorious
conclusion. The Americans would gain another great prop-
aganda victory over the Soviets, but they wouldn’t live
very long to celebrate it because even as it ended, a mes-
sage would come to this command center reporting an
American atomic attack on Russia. His friends in Moscow
would see to that. The message wouldn’t come over the
special Kremlin line from Ignatov’s office, but no one
except Kosygin would know that, just as no one but
Kosygin would know that of the two special code words,
one known to each of them, only one had been spoken.
No one but Kosygin would know there was no attack, and
Kosygin would be in no position to put his information to
use.

A buzzer sounded and Aristov got up and walked to
.the console where a white light was blinking to signify
someone was at the locked security door. The general
pressed a button and a television screen lit up, showing the
hall outside the door. A young captain with communica-
tion insignia on his collar was standing there.

“What is it, Captain Mazurov?”

“Top security message from the Kremlin, sir.”

“Very well.” Aristov pressed the button that caused the
heavily armored door to slide noisily aside, and the captain
handed him the message. It had already been decoded and
as the door closed again he read it.

To all air and rocket commanders: The crisis over the
Berlin corridor is expected to reach a climax within the next
few days. Reliable reports from Intelligence indicate that
American armor may attempt to force its way through to
Berlin. In such an event, the most serious consequences
could result. This is your order to place all bases on instant
alert status.

Aristov put down the paper and studied the red button
on the console. It almost sounded as though the Kremlin
intended to stand up to the United States. It almost
sounded as though there would be no need for his elaborate
plan to bring on an atomic war. It looked like it was
coming anyway.

No. . . . no, he couldn’t take any chances. He couldn’t
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trust a man like Ignatov to stand firm.- He, Nikolai Ilich
Aristov, had to present the Premier with a situation from
which he could not back down. He would go ahead and
fire his twenty-five first-strike missiles that would cripple
the American counterattack, and then telephone the Krem-
lin to tell Ignatov what he had done and point out there
was nothing left to do except hurl the full might of the
Russian war machine against the United States.

Aristov walked back toward his cot, glancing at his wrist-
watch as he did so. It had been half an hour since
Kosygin had left. He would give him another thirty min-
utes to get off the base and drive to the dacha of his girl
friend. Then he would “find” the planted papers that showed
Kosygin was a traitor. The KGB agents would discover him
with the girl and arrest him at once. He estimated it would
be a week before a replacement arrived and by that time
the fake message would have come and the missiles be on
their way.

He paused to look at the picture tacked up over his
cot. It was of his wife and children and was the only
personal touch in the room. He stared at their smiling faces,
his lips pressed tightly together. They were in Moscow and
if his plan succeeded, Moscow would be destroyed when
the Americans counterattacked. He wished he could have
sent them to some small town in the Crimea or the
Caucasus but that would have attracted attention to him.
Someone might have wondered about it and investigated.
He couldn’t afford that. His plans might have been re-
vealed and thwarted and the whole fate of Russia hung
on them.

Yes, his family would almost surely die, but so would
millions of other Russians. They would all die in the cause
of their country. That wasn’t really such a bad way to
die, to give one’s life for one’s country, was it? Especially
when many, many more Americans would die, too, and the
United States would cease to exist as a nation. No, that
wasn’t a bad way to die at all.

General Aristov lay down on the cot and composed
himself to rest for the short time that remained until he
must set the wheels in motion by “discovering” the papers
under Kosygin’s chair. After that, there would be no rest
until it was all over.
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Chapter
8

BLACK HEADLINES screamed from every corner of downtown
Denver as Chris Tolliver drove out of the city on the
morning Command Post D was to be activated.

“AMERICAN, RUSSIAN TANKS FACE EACH
OTHER!” one paper read.

“BERLIN CRISIS DEEPENS,” read another.

The lines of.worry etched themselves deeper between
Chris’ eyes as he thought about the hard news behind the
headlines. For three days now the Russians had refused to
permit American convoys to move on the autobahn to
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Berlin. Diplomats were scurrying back and forth across the
world as the confrontation between the two great powers
grew worse, The American Secretary of State demanded
that the blockade be lifted at once, but the Russians had
remained obdurate and even moved an armored division
into the support of units along the highway. Then the
American Second Armored had moved into position so
that its leading elements were almost muzzle to muzzle
with the big Russian Stalin II’s.

The crisis the Russians had forced was at its peak, but
it was generally believed they would back down if there
was an American show of force in the Berlin area. Chris
believed it, too, because it fitted in “with his feeling that
atomic war wouldn’t start at the height of a tension-filled
period but rather in a time of relaxation when the coun-
try’s guard was down. Intellectually, he didn’t believe that
war would come but emotionally he wasn’t so sure. That’s
why he had tried to talk to Della before he left home.

For once, she had been up before him, and had been
busy vacuuming the living room when he came out of the
bedroom pulling on his jacket.

“Good morning, Chris,” she had greeted him cheerfully.

“Good morning,” he had answered gravely. “I’d like to
talk to you for a few minutes, Della.” He had lain awake
most of the night, worrying about the way things were
going and had finally made up his mind what he wanted
done.

“Certainly, darling, if you make it fast. I'm awfully
busy,” she said and went right on with her vacuuming,

“I’d like to do it without all that noise, if you don’t
mind,” he said, pouring himself a cup-of coffee.

“What did you say?” she asked. “I couldn’t hear you,
your back was to me.”

%] asked you to shut that thing off and listen to me,”
Chris said, raising his voice.

“All right, dear,” she said, cutting off the motor. “I'm
too hapPy to argue with you this morning.”

Chris’ mind was so intent on what he had to say that
he didn’t ask the reason for her happiness, although he
knew most mornings she never opened her eyes before ten.

In the sudden silence, she looked at him expectantly,
“Well, Chris?”

“I. . . well, you know how things have been going in
Berlin,”
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Della shrugged disinterestedly. “The usual jawing back
and forth about nothing, isn’t it?”

“Maybe, but it could also be the beginning of World
War I1I,” Chris said.

“Oh, that agdin!” Della said, lifting her eyes toward the
ceiling in a gesture of long suffering. “World War III is
always on the way, isn’t it? From the way you talk, it’s
been on the way ever since the end of World War II—or
was it World War 1?7”

“Della, I'm serious,” Chris snapped. “This present situa-
tion worries me. Somehow it has a feel of not blowing
over like all the others have, or maybe something will hap-
pen after it’s over. I'm not sure.”

“Really, Chris, must we go through the whole' morbid
business again this morning?” Della asked.

“Yes, we must. ] want you to take Vikki and Tommy
and go to my sister in Gold Nugget.”

Della stared at him as though he were mad. “You want
me to do what?”

“I want you to take the children and get out of Den-
ver. Go to Susan’s and stay there until I call and tell you
it’s safe to come back.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Chris, this is too much! I
couldn’t possibly take the children out of school and—”

“Yes, you can. You can do it to save their lives.”

“I don’t understand you. If we Tan away during every
crisis, we’d be running all the time.”

“This isn’t like the others, I tell you. This is the big
one!”

. “Well, it doesn’t make any difference. I couldn’t
possibly go. Sam is flying in tomorrow and I've got to
meet him at the airport.”

“Sam is perfectly capable of stepping off an airplane
without your assistance, He’s always junketing around the
country. in one.”

“It so happens that I want to see Sam,” Della said.
“We've got things to discuss.”

Chris controlled himself with difficulty. The very mention
of Sam’s name was enough to make him see red but it
wouldn’t do any good to let his anger show now. He had
to talk to Della calmly and reasonably. He had to con-
vince her he was right.

“Della, listen. I'll be on duty for from forty-eight to
seventy-two hours. I won’t be able to leave the base or
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get in touch with you in any way if things get bad. I
know we’ve been having differences lately, but, please, I'm
asking you with the utmost sincerity and deepest concern
for your welfare, leave Denver for just a few days.”

Della looked at him without saying anything for a few
minutes and he could feel she was impressed. “Well, I sup-
pose it wouldn’t hurt Vikki to take a few days off, but
Tommy—"

“Vikki could help him study while he’s missing classes.”

“There certainly wouldn’t be anything else for them to
do in Gold Nugget.”

“Then you’ll do it?”

“I don’t know, Chris. Sam is coming and I’ve looked
forward to seeing him so much. I don’t want to go, Chris.”

“Della, this might be the most important decision we
ever make in our lives. I'm not asking for myself, but for
the kids. Will you get them out of town—please, for their
sakes?”

Her eyes narrowed while she thought about it, then her
lips curved briefly in a smile. “All right, Chrs. I'll do it.
P’ll get the kids out of Denver for a few days.”

He had left the house with a lighter heart, but now that
he was clear of the city and driving along the broad high-
way toward Dexter Air Force Base, he was worried again.
Why had Della smiled like that when she promised to take
the children out of Denver? Would she actually give up
meeting Sam or would she wait until tomorrow or . . .

He had no more time for speculation because he was
approaching the base now. Dexter Air Force Base was a
newly completed field located on the opposite side of
Denver from Lowry with its six Titan ICBM complexes.
It had been built for NORAD’s interceptors, but it also
served another purpose. It was a cover base for Command
Post D, -

Air Police with side arms and carbines checked Chris’
ID carefully before letting him through the double gates
and directing him to Base Operations. As he drove slowly
toward the big hangar, he could see most of the field.
There were at least a dozen Starfighters on the line with
air-to-air missiles slung under their wings. They were
fueled up and ready to go, and the rest of the base seemed
to be in an advanced state of readiness.

This didn’t surprise him, nor did the sight of some
twenty or thirty other fighters, Colorado-National Guard
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Sabres and Air Force Voodoos, dispersed in revetments
about the field. He whistled silently though when he saw
the six eight-engine jets at the far end of a line of hangars.
They were B-52 Stratoforts belonging to SAC, and their
presence here indicated SAC was at some form of modified
alert and was keeping its big bombers at non-SAC fields
because they weren’t such obvious targets.

Chris drove his car directly into a large hangar next to
Base Opp as he had been ordered to do and got out.
More Air Police moved toward him and again his ID was
checked thoroughly.

“All right, Colonel Tolliver,” the lieutenant in charge
said, “that’s your chopper over there.” He indicated a heli-
copter at the other end of the hangar, it’s rotor blades
turning slowly.

Chris got his briefcase out of the car and watched as'a
soldier drove it away before walking toward the copter.

The Pentagon wasn’t taking any chances with Command
Post D. None of its personnel ever approached it by
normal routes. All those assigned to it came to Dexter and
were lifted the fifty miles to the secret site. It was buried
deep in the solid granite of the Rocky Mountains, but it
might not be deep enough to resist a direct hit by a
hundred-megaton weapon. It was better to take no chance
of its location leaking out; no one wanted the enemy to
know where to place that H-bomb.

Chris climbed into the chopper and a young captain
waved him to a bucket seat. Claire Robinson, dressed in a
simple black suit and holding a large briefcase in her lap,
was already aboard. She was seated between two men, one
in an admiral’s uniform and the other in civilian clothes.

She looked up and smiled at him but her eyes were
clouded. They hadn’t had an opportunity to talk since the
incident in her apartment three days before.

“Admiral Johnson, this is Colonel Tolliver,” she intro-
duced them. “Colonel Tolliver is General Barnes’ deputy.
Chris, Admiral Johnson will represent the Navy at D.”

Chris saluted the big, bluff-looking man who spoke
with a soft Southern accent.

“And this is Mr. Orlando, our Civil Defense expert,”
Claire continued, turning to the civilian.

Chris nodded and they shook hands without particular
warmth. Chris had heard of Pete Orlando. He had been a
labor leader and a campaign worker for the President, and
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his appointment smelled of politics, but -Chris decided to
withhold judgment on him for the time being.

As Chris sat down, the pilot came through, smiled at
them and went on into the cockpit. A sergeant swung
aboard, saluted the admiral and the colonel and pulled the
door shut. “We’ll take off now,” he said. “Nobody else
going this trip.”

The helicopter moved out onto the ramp and lifted sky-
ward. Chris leaned back and tried to relax. The trip would
take about thirty-five minutes and would end in a moun-
tain valley fifty or sixty miles from Denver.

Once or twice he glanced at Claire but she wouldn’t
meet his eyes so he contented himself with watching the
unfolding panorama of the mountains beneath them. Right
on schedule, the copter settled down on a tree-studded pas-
ture and the sergeant opened the door.

At once, three Air Police appeared from among the
trees and scrutinized them closely, holding submachine
guns casually under their arms. “This way, please,” the
one in charge said, and they followed him down a path to
an area where the trees were older and more dense. He
paused under one of them and lifted a round metal door.
The Admiral stepped in, followed by Claire and then
Chris and Orlando, with the sergeant bringing up the rear.
They descended a short flight of stairs and found them-
selves in a small room about ten feet square.

“Walk toward the other wall, please, and stand with your
feet on the white line,” the sergeant directed.

Admiral Johnson went first, placing his feet on the
line while a panel slid open in front of him. A camera
lens was focused on him.

“We call it Little Brother,” the sergeant said. “It’s a
television camera from the security office. It checks every-
one in and out.”

One by one they all stood before the camera and
were identified, and then a door opened and they saw a
bank of elevators. An armed operator opened the door of
one elevator and they all filed in. There was an almost
sensationless drop and they were escorted out into a
brightly lighted corridor where a young lieutenant awaited
them.

“This way, please,” he said, smiling. “I’ll show you to
your quarters. You are scheduled to start standing watches
in the War Room in two hours and—" -
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The lights in the corridor flickered three times and a
buzzer sounded. “Attention! Attention!” a voice said from
above their heads. “Attention, all personnel. A blue alert
has been ordered. A blue alert has been ordered. All
personnel assigned to the War Room, report-there at once.
All personnel assigned to the War Room, report there at
once.”

The lieutenant led them hurriedly along to another door,
where they underwent another TV check along with a num-
ber of junior officers and enlisted men. They were ushered
down another corridor, down a flight of circular metal
stairs, past a guard room where men stared out at them,
guns in hand, from behind loopholed, bulletproof glass.
Then a final doer opened and they were in the War Room
at last.

It was almost a duplicate of those in The Hole at
Offutt Field and the Pentagon, although it was buried more
deeply underground and had somewhat more advanced
equipment. Its main feature was the Big Board at one end,
a giant plastic screen upon which could be projected maps
of any part of the world and all pertinent information to
show the military status at any particular moment. As they
entered, the map on the screen was one of the world
and the information being studied was in the form of red
dots, mostly on the oceans and in the harbors. Chris’
trained eyes told him immediately it was the disposition of
the Soviet submarine fleet.

The other walls were covered with television screens and
illuminated map panels, and through an open door he could
see a communication room where men were gathering in-
formation over teletypes, radios and switchboards.

General Barnes and an Army major general were stand-
ing with a tall, bony civilian before the big screen. Barnes
turned as Chris and the others entered and waved them
to a huge table that occupied the middle of the room.
“We’re all here now,” he said, “so we’ll formally place this
Command Post in operation without further ceremony.”

They all moved toward the table that had seven in-
dented seating places, each with its own console containing
buttons, small screens and information scanning devices.
Each chair bore a name and they quietly found their own
and sat down. General Barnes circled the table and took
his place at the head of it. He introduced the two men,
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General Bradshaw of the Army ground forces and Sidney
Kolski of the CIA.

“Gentlemen and Miss Robinson,” he began. “we’ve gone
to Blue Alert because we have been informed by the Penta-
gon that our ground forces in Europe are going to push a
convoy through to Berlin this afternoon.”

Chris felt the muscles in the back of his neck tighten.

“Offutt Field has ordered fifteen percent of SAC’s
bombers airborne and another fifteen percent to ground
alert. We want to be at the top readiness we can maintain
for a period of two or three days. If the Reds react with
counter ground fighting, we want to be able to upgrade
our alert instantly. If they should react with something
worse than ground fighting, we want to get into the air
the biggest strike force we can manage.”

Chris slid farther down in his seat and looked at the
dials and buttons that lined his console. One of the buttons
was red with a black D on it. There was a similar button
on every other console. Only when every button had been
depressed could Wing D be fired. It would take unanimous
agreement of those sitting around the table to fire the
rockets that would destroy the world. Chris tried to take
what small comfort he could from that.



Chapter
9

THE FIRST-STRIKE BASE commanded by General Aristov
had been held in an advance stage of alert for two days.
During that time he had been in sole command because
his deputy had been arrested, but his friends in Moscow
had been unable to send the false war message so his
hands were tied.

He spent the two days reading dispatches and pacing
the floor. Occasionally he turned on the radio, but he was
too wise in the ways of Radio Moscow to believe any
actual information about the trend of the crisis would come
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over its channels. They kept saying over and over that
America was threatening aggression in Germany and that
the heroic Soviet Army was standing firm in its determina-
tion to protect the freedom and peace of Berlin by pre-
venting the warmongers from sending in more troops and
German hooligans.

Aristov knew things were coming to a climax because
his alert had been upgraded twice and now resembled the
enemy’s Yellow Alert. All his rocket silos were fully
manned, with officers and men standing by to fire. All
he needed was the faked message from Moscow. He couldn’t
do a thing without that because of the watching eyes of
the secret police. There was even a control switch in their
bunker that could be used to abort an attempt to fire if
they doubted its official authorization.

So all he could do was wait. His plot to destroy the
United States was all set, everything ready to fall into
place, but he couldn’t act. He paced the floor with his
hands clasped tightly behind his back and waited.

In the anteroom of the Second Deputy Minister of
Defense in Moscow, the lights were burning brightly. Four
Amy officers and one civilian were waiting to speak to
Deputy Konev. The lone civilian was Dr. Leonid Sergeye-
vich Volin. He had spent a week of sleepless nights going
over and over in his mind the results of the tests he had
given General Aristov. He had also listened endlessly to
the advice of his older colleague: “Don’t be a fool, Volin.
Aristov is a party member and a hero of the Soviet peo-
ple. Anything you say against him will only get you in
trouble.”

Those words had frightened Volin, but something else
had frightened him more—the thought of a man he knew
to have definite paranoid hatred for the United States
sitting somewhere on a rocket base just waiting for a chance
to hurl destruction at it.

And so he had made his will and started to look around
for someone in the government he could trust and who
wasn’t a member of the so-called war party. He had
picked his wife’s brother, who was a minor official in the
War Ministry, and the man had been just as frightened
as he was and for the same reasons. He had suggested
Volin see another official whom he knew was friendly
toward the West. The official had been terrified of the
whole idea but had managed to arrange an appointment for
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Volin with the Second Deputy Minister of Defense, who
could take action if convinced of the seriousness of the
affair.

The Berlin crisis had resulted in the appointment being
canceled three times, and now Volin sat clutching his
briefcase with the proof inside it that he hoped would
persuade a layman of Aristov’'s madness. He had been
waiting ever since morning when the Minister’s secretary
had told him there was a possibility of seeing the man
between appointments. He sighed as he waited and watched
the steady stream of officers and officials move in and
out of the office.

He had no idea how much time he had. He didn’t even
know whather Aristov meant to take any action, but he
did know the general was capable of violence. He experi-
enced a feeling of extreme urgency he didn’t quite under-
stand, a desperate sense of having to hurry, and hurry
was the one thing he couldn’t seem to do.

At the first check point on the Berlin autobahn, a young
captain from Alabama and a major from New York sat in
their jeep and looked ahead at the roadblock the Russians
had thrown up. Behind it were three T-54 Russian medium
tanks with their guns trained on the jeep, and behind the
tanks was a battalion of troops sitting in half-track per-
sonnel carriers.

The captain looked over his shoulder at the four Ameri-
can tanks and armored personnel carriers. “Only ten min-
utes to zero now, sir,” he said to the major, checking his
watch.

The major nodded. “What do you think they’ll do when
we move forward, Stimson?”

“I don’t know, sir,” the captain said. “But in ten
minutes we’ll either be dead or on the road to Berlin.”

“Right. And if we’re dead, the rest of the world might
not live much longer,” the major said. “If it’s any comfort
to you.”

“It isn’t, sir,” the captain said. “It sure isn’t.”

“Our tanks will be going in any minute now,” General
Bradshaw said. indicating the clock that gave Berlin time.
Chris noted that there was five minutes to zero hour and
returned to checking his console:. There were lights on his
board showing the readiness of every missile base in the
world under the control of the United States Air Force.
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Every light was blue, indicating that ICBM and IRBM
bases from United States to Turkey and Okinawa were
now at blue alert.

Across from Chris, Admiral Johnson was receiving in-
formation as to the movements and state of all naval ves-
sels of the United States and its allies. Tracking informa-
tion on the movement of Soviet ships or submarines under
observation by American forces was also being given him.

General Barmes was getting data on Russian air and
missile forces, and he was studying it with the greatest
care since it was on these that the whole question as to
whether or not the Soviets intended to make war depended.

“I’d like to have the whole picture of enemy dispositions
projected on the big screen, if you please,” Barnes said,
glancing at the technician who sat at the control panel.

Almost instantly, a Mercator projection of the Eastern
Hemisphere was projected on the screen with varicolored
markers and dots scattered over it. The general looked
hard at it for a moment and then turned to the others, his
face relaxing a little. “You’ll notice that SUSAC hasn’t
moved its Bison and Bear bombers to their advance Arctic
bases.”

Chris knew this was important in evaluating the situa-
tion. SAC had a big advantage over SUSAC in that
American bombers could strike without moving from their
world-wide bases while the Russians had to move theirs
into prearranged sites. The fact that they hadn’t done this
seemed to indicate they weren’t ready for war. Of course,
the same thing didn’t hold true for ICBM’s. They could
strike on 2 moment’s notice.

“You’ll also note that the Soviet fighter bomber and
IRBM bases are at a state of alert, but not actually on
a war footing,” Bames went on and an electronic pointer
indicated dots scattered through Eastern Europe and the
Balkans. “In view of this, I am almost willing to predict
that when our tanks move forward, the Russians will with-
draw and let them pass.”

“I hope so,” General Bradshaw said, “because our armor
just started forward.”

The American jeep carrying the major from New York
and the captain from Alabama started down the broad
autobahn right on schedule, The tanks and infantry behind
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it began rolling at the same time, the whole convoy head-
ing for the waiting Russians.

.‘c‘lHere we go, Captain . . . here we go,” the major
said.

“Yes, suh, here we go, and they’re startin’ their motors,

t00.”
The major didn’t need to be told; he could see smoke
rising from around the three Red tanks. An officer was
standing beside one of them, waving his arms frantically
while the crews hurriedly buttoned up, closing the hatches
on the tops of the turrets.

The jeep picked up speed and the tanks came rumbling
right behind it with ninety-mm. guns trained on the Rus-
sians. There were only a few hundred yards from the
blockade now and the major could see East German
police standing behind it, but suddenly they turned and
darted behind the Russian tanks.

“I wonder whether that means they’re going to fight or
run?” he asked of nobody in particular.

“That first tank has got its gun trained right on us,” the
captain said.

“Yeah, I see it,” the major said, staring down the barrel
of the long 120-mm. gun. “I'd say we got ourselves a
real good chance of being the first casualties of World
War IIL.” .

The jeep was almost at the check point and two of
the tanks pulled up even with it and leveled their guns
at the Russians.

The Russian officer was standing in front of his tanks
now, waving his arms and yelling.

“I think Ivan there is trying to tell us something,” the
captain said.

“Yeah, he’s sayin’, ‘Yankee, go home!’” the major
said, “and if he don’t get out of the way, he’s goin’ home
in a box.”

The jeep reached the heavy wooden poles that marked
the check point and slowed just enough to let the tanks
pass it. The tanks hit the poles at twenty miles an hour,
turned them into splinters and rolled on through.

The Russian tanks revved up their motors and as the
American tanks came close, they started to move . . .
backward. '

A grin spread across the major’s face as he watched the
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three T-54’s and the personnel carriers behind them back
off the highway. Then he reached for his radio mike.
“Hello, Red One. This is Red Four. This is Red Four.
We’re going through! We're going through.”

In the War Room of Command Post D, Major General
Bradshaw looked up and grinned. “It’s okay! It’s okay. The
Russians have backed down and our tanks are going
through!”

A subdued cheer sounded in the room and everybody
relaxed and grinned at everybody else.

Chris Tolliver didn’t relax and he didn’t grin. His eyes
were still on the projection of the Russian strategic disposi-
tions. He could see nothing there to account for it. There
wasn’t one thing in all the flood of material being gath-
ered by Allied reconnaissance and Intelligence services
from all over the world to account for it, but he had a
deep sense of uneasiness.

“Will the Blue Alert be terminated now, sir?” he asked.

“Why, yes,” Bamnes said. “I was just going to suggest
we return to condition white right now.”

“I don’t mean just us, sir,” Chris said. “I mean our
world-wide defense posture.”

“Oh. Yes, I'd say it will.”

“Then may I respectfully suggest that Blue Alert be
held for twelve more hours, sir?”

Gus’s eyes bore into Chris’ and then he frowned and
looked up at the screen again. “And what do you base
your suggestion on, Colonel Tolliver?”

“I ... TIve...” Chrs hesitated. Could he say he
had a hunch? Could he say he had a feeling something
might go wrong? They’d probably laugh at him for being
a silly, fearful old woman. “Well, you see, sir, I’ve always
believed that a Soviet nuclear attack wouldn’t hit us in the
middle of a crisis, but during the period of letdown im-
mediately following.”

Gus’ frown got deeper. He knew Chris was aware of
the strain an alert placed on men and equipment, and
wouldn’t make a suggestion like this lightly. It just wasn’t
possible to keep bombers and tankers in the air indefinitely
and other planes loaded up and ready to take off. Only
a very small portion of SAC could remain airborne at any
given time unless it was a great emergency.

“What do you think, Charlie?”” Barnes asked the admiral.
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“We’ll be holding our ships on for a while in any
case,” Johnson said. “We want to check out the Soviet
sub dispositions during this crisis for future reference.”

Barnes raised a questioning eyebrow at Bradshaw.

“Ground forces are always at an advance state of alert,”
the general said. “The first-line troops are the ones that
count.”

“Miss Robinson, have you any further information from
State?”

Claire shook her head. “Nothing that has any bearing,”
she said, and he turned to the CIA man and got the
same negative answer.

Barres turned back to Chris. “You know this installa-
tion has no jurisdiction now. Chris. We would come into
full control only after the others had been knocked out.”

“A recommendation from you to the Pentagon would
carry a lot of weight, sir,” Chris said.

Gus Bamnes grinned unexpectedly and reached for a
white phone. It was a direct line to the Pentagon Com-
mand Post.

“Hello. That you, Fred?” Everyone in the room knew
that Fred was Frederick Taylor, Air Force Chief of Staff.
“How are you? Yeah, we’re a little shaken, too, but it
looks good.” He listened for a moment and then went on.
“The reason I called, Fred, is that we’d like to suggest
holding on Blue for a few more hours. “No . . . no, we
don’t have anything you haven’t, but—well, one of our
senior officers has made a calculation concerning the danger
of attack during a postcrisis period and I concur.” He lis-
tened again. “Yes, I know it’s a terrific strain on the men
and equipment, but we feel it’s important. You’ll do it?
Good. Thank you, Fred.”

Gus put down the phone and looked at Chris. “I hope
to God you’re wrong. I hope every one of us looks fool-
ish a few hours from now.”

“So do 1,” Chris said, wishing there was some way he
could call Della to make sure she had done as he asked.

Dr. Leonid Volin was still sitting in the anteroom of the
Second Deputy Defense Minister, but now he was alone
except for the broad-faced secretary in the ill-fitting Army
uniform who bent over her desk and avoided his eyes.

Volin finally got up and moved toward her. “I beg
your pardon, but . . .”
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She looked up and feigned surprise. “Oh, are you still
here, Doctor? I thought you had left.”

“I've got to see the Minister, young lady. It’s of the
utmost importance. The very safety of the Soviet Union
may depend on it.”

“Im sorry, Doctor. Maybe if you come back tomor-
ow...”

The door to the inner office opened and a short.
rather fat man emerged putting on a hat. “I’ll be in late
tomorrow morning,” he said to the girl and started past
Volin.

“Please, I have to see you,” Volin said, catching at
the man’s arm.

“I’'m sorry but I have an important,” the Minister said,
looking annoyed.

“But this is important. I have proof here you must see.”

“Proof? Proof of what?”

“That General Nikolai Ilich Aristov is a dangerous para-
noid who might start an atomic war at any moment,”
Volin said.

“What?” the man gasped. “What kind of nonsense
are you talking? Who are you?”

“I’'m a psychologist in the Human Factors Testing Divi-
sion of the Soviet Rocket Forces and—"

The Second Deputy Minister took him by the arm.
“Come, we’d better go in my office,” he said, casting a
worried look over his shoulder at the secretary and a se-
curity man who looked in the door at the sound of loud
voices.

In a few minutes, Dr. Volin had spread the papers
from his briefcase before the Minister and was explaining
and interpreting them.

Koven listened, shaking his head and asking a question
from time to time. “I don’t know,” he said finally, sitting
back in his chair and tapping nervously at his front teeth
with a pencil. “It doesn’t make sense. He’s an excellent
officer . . . a trusted man . . . and yet you tell me all
this right after I was told he had his deputy arrested on a
trumped-up charge of espionage.”

Volin felt fear hit him like a cold wind. “You mean he’s
alone out there at that missile base?”

“Yes,” Konev said, “He’s alone and—are you absolutely
sure of this?”
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“Yes, yes,” Volin almost shouted. “Can’t you call some-
one at the base and check what he’s doing?”

The Minister reached for his phone. “Connect me with
base Alpha Three,” he said. After a few seconds his face
went white and he put down the phone. “All incoming
calls to the base are being refused because it is now on
a war footing.”

“Oh, my God!” Volin sobbed, gathering up his papers
and starting toward the door.

“Where are you going?” the other man asked.

“To get my family and get out of Moscow.”

The Minister stared after him and then reached for the
phone again. “Get my my home,” he said crisply, “and
then get me the Kremlin.”

General Nikolai Tlich Aristov, wearing his full-dress uni-
form with all its medals, stood in his command post read-
ing a message that had just been handed to him.

His eyes took on a glassy look as he read: “The United
States is attacking the Soviet Union. Fire all rockets at
once. Long live the People’s Socialist Republic.”

He thought once of his wife and children and then
picked up a microphone. “Start your countdown at once!”
he ordered, his hand already hovering over the red button.
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Chapter
10

IN THE WAR Room of Command Post D, most of the
officers and civilian analysts had left their places around
the central table to stretch their legs or lie down on the
cots provided for an extended alert.

Chris and Claire were the only two still sitting there
and even they had relaxed considerably. She leaned back
in her chair and watched while he stretched with his arms
over his head.

“I'm sorry for the scene I made the other night, Chris,”
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she said softly. “I know you didn’t mean things the way
I took them.”

“Forget it,” Chris said. “I shouldn’t have gotten out of
line, but I was worried about all this mess and with
Della behaving the way she was—well, I just kind of
got ideas.”

She smiled at him warmly and he thought again how
lovely she was, but refrained from saying so for fear of
making a fool of himself a second time.

Gus returned to the table carrying a steaming cup of
coffee and a sandwich. “Chris, you and Miss Robinson
had better get some while it’s still hot.”

“Yeah, 1 guess we’d better,” Chris said, starting to rise.

A strident gong froze him in place as a message started
to appear at the base of the big screen. “ATTEN-
TION . .. ATTENTION,” it read, “ATTENTION ALL
COMMANDS. SAMOS SATELLITE 105 REPORTS
ROCKET FIRED FROM EASTERN SIBERIAN POINT.
NORAD.”

“Oh, no, no!” Claire said in the hush that followed.

General Barnes went chalk-white and his gnome’s face
puckered as though he might cry. He set down his cup
of coffee very slowly and carefully and sank into his
chair with a sigh of despair. ’

Summoned by the gong, all personnel returned hastily
to their places in the War Room. The general map of the
world dissolved from the screen and was replaced by a
polar projection. Several dozen markers were visible mov-
ing upon it but only one of them was important. It was
the red dotted line that had started in Siberia and had
now reached the edge of the polar icecap. It was picking
up speed as it arched slowly up over the rop of the world.

Every eye in the room was focused on the map, and it
seemed to Chris as though they were actually looking down
at the ice-covered region, watching a rocket speed across it,
instead of sitting hundreds of feet underground seeing an
electric projection relayed from an orbiting satellite.

The red streak moved faster, mounting rapidly toward
the North Pole.

“Maybe it’s a satellite launching,” Claire said, but there
was no conviction in her voice.

“No,” General Barnes said. “They follow a different
track to take advantage of the earth’s rotation. It can’t be
a satellite.”
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“A meteorite?” Orlando suggested.

“No,” Chris said. “Samos can differentiate between
meteorites and missiles.”

“But why only one?” Claire asked. “It can’t be an
attack with only one.”

“SAC isn’t taking any chances,” Chris said, indicating
the messages moving across the base of the screen. “It’s
ordering its tanker squadrons into the air.” He looked
again at the red streak, “Half an hour from blast-off to
ground zero . . . I wonder where that is.”

“We'll know more when it comes within range of
BMEWS,” Barnes said, meaning the Ballistic Missile Early
Warning System with its 3,000-mile-range radar stations in
Greenland and Alaska.

“Not that it’ll do us much good,” Chris said. “Nothing
can stop an ICBM once it’s launched.”

Letter by letter, 2 new message flashed across the screen.
“NORAD TO ALL COMMANDS. YELLOW ALERT.
YELLOW ALERT.”

And before there was time to react to that, another
tape started: “SAC TO ALL WINGS. SCRAMBLE ALL
AIRCRAFT.”

“Damnit! There’s got to be more thac one missile for
them to do that,” Johnson muttered.

“Samos 105 has passed beyond range,” Chris said. “It’s
over the curvature of the earth from Russia and Siberia
now. For all we know, a hundred may have followed the
first one.”

“And all we can do is sit here and watch,” General
Bradshaw fumed. ,

“That’s our job, General,” Claire said.

“I know, I know,” he said impatiently, “but I'd rather
be up there in a plane fighting.”

“Against what?” Barnes barked. “Think you could stop
that bird in a jet?”

“No, of course not, but—"

“SAC TO ALL ICBM WINGS. START COUNT-
DOWN. FIRE ON POSITIVE CONTROL.”

Chris felt the blood drain out of his face. Gus saw it
and said quietly, “That’s just a precaution. Our Atlases
and older Titans need time to get ready. They won't fire
without further orders.”

“BMEWS REPORTS MISSILE AT 080, SPEED 7000
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KNOTS. TRATECTORY INDICATES IMPACT AREA
IN CONTINENTAL US.”
Chris’s eyes blurred and his hands clenched.
“BMEWS REPORTS TEN MISSILES. TRAJECTORY
. RED ALERT! RED ALERT! RED ALERT!

“Oh God, no,” Claire moaned, “no . . . no. . . no.”

“Red Alert. Red Alert,” a loudspeaker boomed over
their heads, and a klaxon sounded somewhere in the com-
plex, followed by the distinctive noise of armored doors

iding shut.

“BMEWS REPORTS 25 ICBM’S ESTIMATED IM-
PACT AREAS: WASHINGTON, OMAHA, VANDEN-
BURG, MCCOY, MACDILL.”

“SAC is going to catch hell,” Admiral Johnson said.

“Not SAC,” General Barnes corrected him, “SACs
bases. SAC itself will be airborne.”

“Thank God we stayed on Blue Alert,” Chris said.
“Yes, that was good thinking on your part,” Gus. said.
“I dida’t really believe it would happen,” Chris said. “I

said it but I didn’t really believe it.”

“FURTHER ESTIMATED IMPACT AREAS: COLO-
RADO SPRINGS, MARCH FIELD, TITAN BASES AT
TUCSON, DENVER.”

Denver' It hit Chris like a body blow.

“Why Denver?” General Bradshaw wondered out loud.
“Why the hell Denver?”

Had Della listened to him? Chris’ thoughts churmed.
Had she left like he’d asked her? Had she packed up the
kids and taken them to Susan’s? If she hadn’t—my God,
he dido’t dare think of that!

“They might know there’s a secret command post in the
area,” Gus was telling Bradshaw, “and there-are Titans at

wrYy.

“Well, they won’t get us,” Johnson said. “We’re two
hundred and ﬁfty feet under solid granite.”

“Denver isn’t,” Clair said, watching Chris. .

Chris pushed buttons savagely on the board in front of
him, trying to submerge his terror for his family in the
flood of information that was pouring in to them. He
scanned the latest reports, compared them with the carlier
ones, checked and rechecked his data, and then got Gus’
attention. “General Bames,” he said formally, “there’s
something wrong with this attack.”
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“Wrong?” Gus repeated, looking a thousand years old.
“It seems to me it’s very successful, Colonel. They’re going
to take out eight SAC bases, clobber Washington, Denver,
Colorado Springs and God knows what else, including
murdering six or seven million Americans.”

“But look at what they’ve not doing,” Chris said im-
patiently. “Where are all the fighter bombers, the Bison jets
and the Bear turboprops? Neither DEW or BMEWS have
reported anything but those 25 ICBM’s, Where are the rest
of t!)xem? Why haven’t there been attacks reported in Eur-
ope?”’

" “How the hell should T know?” Barnes snapped, but
turned to question General Bradshaw.

Chris fired a series of rapid queries at Admiral Jolnson
before his attention was drawn back to the screen.

“PRESIDENT AUTHORIZES ALL FORCES TO AT-
TACK. SAC TO ALL UNITS: ATTACK. ATTACK.
ATTACK. PLAN C FOR CHARLIE.”

“Plan C is counterforce,” Bames said.

“Why not all out?” Bradshaw demanded.

“Because counterforce is our best bet. Since they haven’t
thrown everything in yet, we might catch some of their
stuff on the ground.”

“Gus, listen to me,” Chris broke in. “This should have
been a Time on Target attack and it iso’'t. They’re not
hitting us as hard as they could in a surprise attack.”

“So they’re not coordinated as well as they should be.
I guess that’s a break for us, but right now I'm too sick
at heart to appreciate it.”

“But why didn’t they at least throw in all their ICBM’s?
Intelligence estimates were—"

“Intelligence had been wrong before, goddamnit!” Gus
exploded. “Either they don’t have them or they’re saving
them for a second strike.”

“What about the missile-firing subs? We’ve always con-
sidered them a big threat even if they’re not the equal of
the Polaris. They have a lot of subs with nine-hundred-
mile range rockets and even some with twelve-hundred-mile
range.”

“gI’ve read the summaries as well as you have, Chris.”

“I know you have, but I just asked the admiral and he
says the Soviet subs aren’t even on station for an attack.
The Navy hasn’t found one in an offshore area—they
think most of them are still in their home bases.”
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“What about that?” Barnes asked Johnson directly.

“It’s true, Gus,” the Admiral said.

Barnes turned back to Chris. “All right, what conclusion
have you reached?”

“I think it's fairly safe to say they’ve fired only one
wing,” Chris said.

“One wing? That’s crazy!”

“Of course it is. It's almost as if—Gus! Remember
what you said to me before I left your office in Denver
the other day?“ .

General Barnes looked blank for a moment then his
frown got deeper. “You mean about a madman in a posi-
tion of authority?”

“Yes. Isn’t this the kind of thing some nut might do?”

“Maybe. but surely they weed out the potential psycho-
paths the same as we do.”

“They do,” Claire said. “They give every one of their
military people a thorough checking every three months.
The only thing I can offer is that we know the situation
inside Russia is unstable, and some fanatic could have fired
one wing in the aftermath of the Berlin backdown.”

“Bven if it’s true, there’s nothing we can do mow.
Our first strike is on the way,” Barmes said.

“Well, at least it’s strictly counterforce. It’s aimed at
their bases and missile complexes, not their cities, so we
won’t be deliberately killing millions of Russians.”

“Why not?” Bradshaw asked. “This is no time to hold
back for fear of killing a few enemies.”

“It wasn’t planned specifically to save lives,” Gus said
caustically. “It’s simply the wisest military .expedient to
make their weapon delivery system the main target.”

Someone had turned on a civilian radio and a voice
with a trace of hysteria in it announced: “This is Conel-
rad. This is Conelrad with Civil Defense information. En-
emy ICBM’s are approaching the United States. Denver
may be a target area. Take cover. Take cover. There is no
time to evacuate the city. Take cover at once.”

Chris felt his concern for his family sweep over him
stronger than ever. Had Della done as he’d asked? Were
the three of them safe in Gold Nugget with Susan? Dear
Lord, they had to be . . . they just had to be.

“FIRST IMPACT ESTIMATE 10:45 ZULU TIME.”

Every eye sought the Greenwich Time clock and then
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the one with local time. Four minutes. Four minutes until
Denver would be wiped off the face of the earth.

“This is Conelrad. This is Conelrad. Take cover. Attack
is imminent. Take cover.”

“Those people,” Claire said. “Those poor people. What
can they do?”

“They can die,” Admiral Johnson said bleakly. “That’s
all they can do . . . die!”

“Goddamn them . . . goddamn those murderous, lousy
Red swine!” General Bradshaw cursed.

Gus Barnes sat twisting a pencil in his fingers, seeming
to shrivel still farther inside his uniform.

Chris and Claire stared at the clock. watching helplessly
while its sweep hand ticked off the seconds to doom.
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Chapter
1

AT SAC AND NORAD BAsEs at home and overseas, planes
were warming up while others were loaded with fuel and
bombs. Already, 25 percent of SAC’s two thousand B-47’s,
B-52’s and B-58's were in the air, and those that had been
on fifteen-minute alert were even now following precon-
ceived flight patterns toward previously chosen targets in
the Soviet Union.

From New York to Okinawa, Atlas and Titan ICBM’s
were undergoing countdowns while the quick-firing Titan II
and Minuteman lifted toward the sky on trails of flame. A
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few minutes after the order to attack, nearly fifty of the
60-foot-long birds were headed away from Malmstrom AFB
near Great Falls, Montana, and the other hundred were
nearing the end of their short countdown. At Vandenburg
in California, at Cheyenne, Wyoming, Atlas crews sweated
out the longer fueling and checking operations to get their
missiles on their way. Still other Atlases were being raised
from the concrete bunkers at Fairchild AFB in Washington,
Forbes AFB in Kansas and Warren AFB in Wyoming.

In the Mediterranean and North Sea, American carriers
were starting their attack runs toward launch areas from
which to send their bombers and fighter bombers roaring
toward Soviet peripheral targets. Also moving, but much
more slowly, were the Polaris submarines with their 1,500-
to-2,500-mile missiles. Under no urgency to fire before
being knocked out, the sub weapons were being held back
for a second strike.

At fighter fields in Germany, Italy, France and Turkey
aircraft with kiloton weapons nestled under their wings
took off while Thors in England and Turkey started their
countdowns.

From all over the world, the most terrible and destruc-
tive power man could build was being activated and aimed
at the U.S.S.R. and its allies.

But the United States would suffer first. Of the twenty-
five missiles from Aristov’s base, twenty-two reached their
targets or were near enough to inflict tremendous damage.
Of the three that went astray, the first landed in the
Canadian North Woods and incinerated incredible amounts
of timber, thousands of animals and a few trappers. The
second, aimed at the complex of bases on the tip of
Florida, pitched into the Gulf of Mexico and did no dam-
age except for causing enormously high tides along the
coasts of Louisiana and Mississippi. The third bomb, in-
tended for London, struck in Ireland and took out several
small towns with a population of only a few hundred
instead of the larger city’s millions.

Washington was hit just twenty minutes after the warning
arrived at the White House, and ten minutes after Civil
Defense sirens began their warning wail. Thirty million tons
of death swept over the nation’s capital just as pale-faced
secretaries and frightened clerks poured out of office build-
ings and Pentagon officers stuffed papers into briefcases.
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The White House and Capitol were vaporized instantly
and the Pentagon with its deeply buried War Room ceased
to exist. Death and desolation spread on past Bethesda,
Maryland, and Arlington, Virginia. Most of the government
and over a million people died in a few seconds.

New York had no warning at all. It dissolved in a fire
ball a mile across, taking with it ten million persons. Man-
hattan Island turned into an arm of the sea, and Brooklyn
and the Bronx disappeared as though they never had been.
Fire storms swept over Long Island and parts of New Jersey,
consuming eveything in their paths with indiscriminate
haste and violence.

Another thirty-megaton weapon devasted Holy Loch,
Scotland, catching two Polaris subs and their tenders. Wiped
out with them were three hundred Ban the Bomb marchers
who had been picketing the base.

Chicago wasn’t hit directly; it was drowned in a tidal
wave created by its bomb falling into Lake Michigan. San
Francisco lasted for one millisecond of incredible terror.

Los Angeles had thirty minutes’ warning, time enough
for its streets to be tumed into jam-packed, unmoving
lanes of cars trying to head east and north. Heavy traffic
was just approaching the SAC base at March Field when a
bomb hit it, while another ripped into Vandenburg and
caught it with its Atlas still on the ground. The towns of
Santa Barbara, Santa Maria and Ventura were demolished
by fire and blast damage extended as far south as the San
Fernando Valley. Riverside and dozens of other communi-
ties in the heavily populated Orange County region went
up with March Field, and fire storms from both bombs
began at once and within a few hours almost surrounded
Los Angeles in a sea of flame. Since the city itself hadn’t
been hit, its water supply was still intact and the fire De-
partment was able to hold off the holocaust with the help
of west winds.

The other fourteen ICBM’s were all aimed at SAC air
bases or missile complexes and had mixed success. Offutt
Field was first to go and even The Hole, buried fifty
feet deep, disappeared. Atlas and Titan rockets were de-
stroyed with their countdowns incomplete, and two hundred
SAC bombers went up in flames with their bases. Only
the fact that they had been on Blue Alert and so many of
them dispersed to fighter and commercial fields saved eigh-
teen hundred of them and enabled them to strike back.
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At Command Post D, they waited and watched as the
bombs fell one after the other and destruction was indi-
cated on the big screen by black circles.

It was the longest and bleakest four minutes Chris had
ever sat through.

“Denver and Colorado Springs will go any second now,”
Bradshaw said.

Chris jerked his eyes away from the screen and the
clock. He didn’t want to see or know when the black
circle appeared where once had been a beautiful city with
hundreds of thousands of contented citizens. He didn’t want
to know when they died—and maybe his own family
along with them.

He didn’t want to look up and he didn’t, but there
was no way of not knowing when the bombs struck. The
.War Room shook—it shook as though the hand of God
had reached out of the sky and grabbed the Rockies by
the nape of the neck and shaken them sharply. The lights
flickered and died and the air was filled with the feel and
taste of plaster dust.

Then the full force of the blast hit and Chris felt him-
self almost lifted out of his seat. Claire’s hand found
his in the darkness and he held it tightly, wondering if
the whole mountain was going to come down on them.

In a few moments the auxiliary power cut in and the
lights came back on. They all stared around at each other,
faces white and eyes frightened.

“Close . . . damn close,” Orlando said in a shaky voice.

Chris released Claire’s hand and stood up compulsively.
His thoughts almost overcame him and he braced himself
against the table. Had Della and Vikki and Tommy died
in that hell? Why hadn’t he stayed until he was sure they
were on their way to Susan’s? Why hadn’t he insisted? -
Why hadn’t he . . . Why? Why? Why?

Gus Barnes reached for the phone that connected him
with other sections of the Command Post, checking for
damage and casualties.

“Sit down, Chris,” he said when he put the phone
back in place. “All right, everybody, we’re still in busi-
ness.” He looked at each of them in turn before continuing,
“SAC and NORAD are both knocked out and we’ve had
no report from the Presidential CP so we automatically
take over operational control of all United States forces.”

Every back straightened, although the faces remained pale
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and the eyes haunted, as the full implications of what the
general was saying came home to them. With them now
rested the awesome responsibility of directing and control-
ling the government and defense of their stricken country.

Chris took a deep breath and looked down at his
board. He noted the several hundred ICBM’s that had
been fired, the ones that had been destroyed before they
got off and the several hundred Titan II's and Minutemen
that still remained in their underground silos waiting for
attack orders. And, of course, there were the one hundred
and fifty missiles of Doomsday Wing, Chris shuddered as
the red button with the black D drew his eye.

“We should be able to see the effects of our counter-
force strike pretty soon,” General Barnes said. “Will you
switch to a projection of the U.S.S.R. now, please?”

The map of the United States with its black circles
faded and was replaced by an unmarked one of Russia.

“Right now, the first of our birds will be arriving at the
Soviet military bases and communication centers.”

For a long moment the screen was clear and then black
splotches began to appear, the first one on the Kamchatka
Peninsula.

“That’s the new ICBM base,” Chris said.

“The sub pens at Archangel got it that time,” Admiral
Johnson said, indicating another mark.

“See that one in the heart of Poland? That took out
the rail heads the Russian Army in Europe depends on
for supplies and reinforcements,” General Bradshaw said.

“The people,” Claire faltered, “God help all the poor
people who are dying today.”

“God help them nothing!” Orlando snorted. “How about
our own people? Those monsters have killed twenty or
thirty million Americans and will probably Kill a lot more
before this is over.”

“We’re getting our revenge for them,” General Bames
said in a voice devoid of pleasure. “We’re hitting them a
dozen times harder than they did us.”

“Look at that series of explosions in the lower fringes
of Arctic Russia,” Chris said. “Those are their advance
staging bases.”

“I hope we got most of their Bears and Bisons with
that.”

“Wouldn’t they already be in the air on the way to hit
us?” the CIA man asked.
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“Not if Tolliver is right about their firing only one
wing,” Barmes said. “If it’s true, we’re probably getting a
lot of their stuff on the ground.”

“If it really was am accident, what will they do now?”
Claire asked.

“I don’t know,” Bames said. “Throw the rest of their
stuff in, I guess, since there’s no turning back. I only
hope they hesitated long enough to give ours a real chance
to work.”

Suddenly Orlando bounced from his chair. “Look at
that!” he yelled, waving his arms. “Look at that one!”

“Right down the Kremlin’s throat!” General Bradshaw
chortled as a black dot appeared where Moscow had been.
“Scratch Moscow!”

Chris looked at him grimly.

“You don’t honestly think we got any of the brass, do
you?” General Barnes asked caustically. “Hell, they’ve had
forty-five minutes to an hour to lift them out by helicopter.
They’re probably sitting in a room similar to this right
now planning their next move.”

Bradshaw looked rather sheepish. “Yes, I suppose you’re
right, but—"

“So why cheer over killing a few million poor factory
workers?” Barnes glared around the table, “We didn’t get
the brass, I'm sure.”
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Chapter
12

AN HOUR EARLIER, Andrei Alexei Ignatov, Chairman of
the Communist Party and Premier of the Soviet Union,
bad been about to sit down to dinner in his private quar-
ters in the Kremlin with his wife and sister when a white-
faced-secretary opened the door and came in.

Ignatov was a rather small man with a dry, precise
manner and as unlike his bombastic predecessor as it is
possible for a man to be. He looked at the secretary,
anger glinting behind his rimless glasses, and waited for
the man to speak.
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“Sir, there’s. . _a. . . a phone call,” the man gulped.

Ignatov shook his head in exasperation. “I’ve told you
and told you, Igor, that I don’t wish to be disturbed at
dinner—particularly not by phone calls. When things are
organized properly, all necessary phone calls can be handled
during hours allotted to them.”

“But, sir,” the secretary insisted, “this one is extremely
urgent.”

“Oh, very welL Who or what is it?”

_‘;I'hecall. . .is . . .1is on the red phone,” the man
said.

The Premier’s face was composed but pale as he crossed
the room. He glanced at his wife and sister once and then
hurried from the dining room to his office.

He approached the red phooe cautiously and put it
gingerly to his ear. “Ignatov here,” he said in a louder
voice than he had intended.

“This is General Aristov,” a strange voice said, “T am
calling to inform you what I have done for the protection
of our great party and country.”

Ignatov heard the note of hysteria in the other man’s
voice and went cold all over. “What have you done?” he
demanded hoarsely.

“For the glory of the Soviet Union, to save us from
being destroyed by the lying, conniving capitalists, I have
just fired the twenty-five ICBM’s under my control at the
United States.”

“You've what?” Ignatov gasped.

“I have just done what you should have ordered done
a long time ago,” the man babbled on. “T have fired all
my missiles at the Americans. They will completely destroy
Washington, New York, San Francisco, Chicago and all
bases of their air force.” —

“You must be mad!” Ignatov snapped, pushing buttons
on his desk to summon aides.

“On the contrary, J am sane and you are mad. I have
taken the one step that can assure victory for Russial”

“You idiot! Don’t you understand there can be no vic-
tory in an atomic war?”

“That’s what cowards like you have tried to make us
believe,” Aristov said, “but with the crippling blow my
bombs have dealt them, our main attack will wipe them
out.”

Men were hurrying into the office, and Ignatov signaled
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one of them to get on the extension. “There will be no
main attack,” he said.

“You have no choice,” Aristov said. “I have made your
decision for you. You have no alternative but to throw the
whole force of our might at them and complete what I
have begun.”

“Why did you do this awful thing, General?” Ignatov
asked, more to keep the man talking than because he ex-
pected an answer. He wrote rapidly on a pad in front of
him while his military aide read over his shoulder. Get on
a direct phone to First Strike Base. Contact head of MV D
there and order General Aristov arrested immediately. He's
launched an unauthorized attack on the United States.

“T did it to save the Soviet Union,” Aristov was saying.
“To rescue it from the path of shame and defeat that
traitors and weaklings in the government have been leading
it down. I did it to prevent a sell-out to the United Na-
tions and—"

Ignatov put his hand over the mouthpiece and said to
his aide, “He’s mad! Stark, raving mad!”

“Sir, may I point out that you should leave Moscow at
once?”

“Leave Moscow?”

“Yes. The American counterattack will certainly strixe
here. I’'ve already sent for the stand-by helicopter.”

“I’m going to hang up now,” Aristov said, “so that you
can give the orders for a full-scale attack. My rockets will
strike their targets in twenty-five mimutes so you haven’t
got much time.”

Ignatov’s hand was shaking as he put down the phone.
“He says the rockets will land in twenty-five minutes.” He
looked at the teletype machine in one corner of the room.
“Maybe I should warn the American President and tell
him—”

“Tell him what? They couldn’t begin to evacuate their
cities in that length of time. Besides, they've probably
known about it longer than we have. Their Samos satellites
are constantly overhead.”

“Then they will have time to fire their missiles and
get many of their planes in the air?”

“That’s right, sir,” the Air Marshal said. “A good por-
tion of their SAC was already airborne because of the Blue
Alert in effect during the Berlin business.”
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“I wonder if Aristov knew that.”

“The fool couldn’t have picked a worse time to hit
them,” the Air Marshal said angrily. “If he had to do it,
why didn’t he . . .” He stopped in mid-sentence, squared
his shoulders and said more calmly, “Will you give the
order now, sir?”

“What order?” Ignatov knew exactly what the man
meant but for once in his life he didn’t want to face facts.

“The order for the rest of our forces to attack.”

“Isn’t there an alternative?” Ignatov asked, looking
around at his advisers.

“The American counterattack will have been launched
as soon as they were sure they were being attacked. Part
of it must be on the way already. If we don’t do something
at once, our forces will be caught on the ground.”

“Perhaps if we gave it more thought, called in the
executive committee of the Politburo . . .” a Party leader
suggested.

“There isn’t time!” the Air Marshal said, emphasizing
every word by pounding on the desk with his fist. “Every
second is costing us! Every second American ICBM’s are
getting closer.”

The Premier’s secretary scurried back into the room.
“Your helicopter is ready, sir,” he said.

“You’ve got to give the orders before you leave here,”
the Marshal said. “If you wait until you reach the com-
mand post, it will be too late.”

Ignatov shook his head as though to clear it. “See that
my wife and sister get aboard the helicopter,” he said to
his secretary. “I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

“Remember there isn’t much time to get away, sir,” the
secretary said.

“And there is less time to give those orders,” The Air
Marshal said harshly.

Ignatov looked at the marshal and found his face like
granite. He looked around at the others again but found
only expressions of fear and bewilderment. “I don’t know,”,
he said. “It doesn’t seem right to let a madman destroy
the world—if there were some other choice.”

“There isn’t. The American rockets are on their way.”

“The helicopter is waiting, sir.”

“If we called on the hot line . . .”

“It’s too late for that,” a foreign affairs adviser said.
“By now the American President has left Washington.”
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“The rockets are coming!” the Air Marshal shouted.

“Yes, and in a few minutes, millions of our people
will be dying . . . and so will Communism,” the Premier
said, and it wasn’t quite clear which he considered the
bigger tragedy.

“The helicopter, sir.”

“The rockets! Thg rockets! You've got to give those
orders!”

“Very well,” Ignatov said. “Give me the red phone.
I'll give the orders.”
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Chapter
13

THE SCREEN was filled with movement now. In daddition
to the tracks of the ICBM’s going toward Russia, there
were the slower-moving blips that were SAC following them
in. And now something else started to appear.

“BMEWS REPORTS TWENTY-FIVE UNKNOWNS
CROSSING BERING SEA AT 35,000 FEET. SPEED 600
KNOTS.”

“What do you make of that, Chris,” Gus asked.

“It could be some of our planes returning from Kam-
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chatka Peninsula, but from their speed I'd say they’re
most like Bison Jet bombers.”

“Then you think we missed some of them?”

“We were bound to,” Chris shrugged. “I’d suggest scram-
bling all available long-range fighters in Alaska at once so
they can be vectored in by the time those babies come in
range of Dew Line radar.”

o “Right,” General Barnes said. “We’ll call this Raid No.
ne.7’

“Raid No. One” appeared on the screen beside the blips.

“SKUNK REPORTED AT COORDINATES JIG
EASY ABLE 35, EASTERN SEA FRONTIER SENDS.”
The words flashed on first and then a blip to represent the
submarine showed on the map just off Miami.

“That’s our first sub contact,” Admiral Johnson said.

“DEW LINE RADAR REPORTS TEN REPEAT TEN
UNKNOWNS AT 30,000 FEET, SPEED 500 KNOTS,
HEADING DUE SOUTH OVER BAFFIN BAY.”

“There’s Raid No. Two,” Chris said. “Bear turbojets.
Our fighters should be able to eat them up.”

“DEW LINE REPORTS FIFTEEN UNKNOWNS AT
39,000 FEET OVER BEAUFORT SEA COMING IN AT
ONE THOUSAND KNOTS.”

“Wow! Those are fast, damn fast!” Orlando said.

“I estimate those will be Bounder delta wing craft,”
Chris said. “They haven’t been fully operational as yet,
and this must be an experimental group. They’re capable
of Mach 1.7 and can reach almost sixty thousand feet.
We'll have to watch those babies.”

“Raid No. Three,” Bames said to the technician and it
appeared instantly on the screen. “I want our fastest fight-
ers vectored in on that one.”

Information was flooding onto the screen now and more
was coming in on teletype and radio than could be ac-
commodated. Slips of paper were being thrust in front of
those concerned by hurrying messengers, and other, smaller
screens were lighting up.

“RAF REPORTS V FORCE BOMBERS ATTACK
LENINGRAD, ODESSA AND AIR BASES IN STALIN-
GRAD AREA.”

“GERMAN AIR FORCE REPORTS FIGHTER
BOMBERS ATTACKING FORWARD ELEMENTS OF
RUSSIAN ARMY AROUND BERLIN.”
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“AMERICAN FIGHTER BASES IN GERMANY UN-
DER ATTACK BY RUSSIAN FIGHTER BOMBERS
WITH CONVENTIONAL AND KILOTON RANGE
NUCLEAR WEAPONS.”

Behind Chris a group of voice radios had gone into
action to put the Command Post in contact with NORAD
squadrons and fighter director units. He could hear fighters
being vectored in toward the three approaching Soviet
raids, and occasionally the voice of a pilot answering.

“Hello, Apricot One. Hello, Apricot.One. This is Apri-
cot Two. I have skunk at forty thousand. I have twenty-
five skunks at forty thousand. Course zero seven five. Esti-
mate speed six hundred knots. Estimate intercept 1853
Zebra time. We are attacking.”

The sound of war. The sound of a desperate, dinning
war being fought in the sky with heat-seeking rockets and
rapid-firing cannon was coming into the room now. Young
Americans were hurling their fighters into the path of the
oncoming Soviet bombers. Men were dying high above the
Arctic wastes, and other men had to sit here and listen
to it.

“Chris. . . Chris. . .” Gus Bamnes called.

“Yes, sir?” Chris said, looking up to see Bames holding
a telephone in one hand.

“There’s a man at the surface entrance who claims to
be Sam Burton.”

Chris stared, unable to comprend for a moment, unable
to take his mind away from the battle. “Sam Burton?”

“Yes, Sam Burton. Your father-in-law, the Senator,” Gus
said. “He landed his light plane at the copter field.”

“How in the hell did he know this place existed?”

“He’s head of some committee or other, isn’t he? He’d
know it was being built even if he didn’t know what it
was for.”

“Oh,” Chris said and felt all his resentment against
Sam building up stronger than ever. “What the hell does
he want?”

“He says he’s come to take command,” Gus said grimly.

“WHAT?” Chris came up out of his seat.

“He says he’s the highest-ranking United States official
left and as such has the right to assume command.”

“That sonofabitch! Is he?”

“We don’t know,” Gus said. “We don’t know whether
the President got out of Washington in time. He should
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have been picked up by helicopter and flown to his secret
command post, but it was destroyed, too . . . almost as
soon as Washington was,”

“But it couldn't have been. None of the ICBM’s—"

“No, it wasn’t one of them. It must have been a kilo-
ton weapon did it, and we don’t know how. Maybe a spy,
but anyway it’s gone.”

“Then the President is dead?”

“We have to assume so.”

“What about the Vice President and the others in the
line of succession?”

“The Vice President was speaking at a political rally
in Madison Square Garden. The Secretaries of State and
Defense were flying overseas. We haven’t been able to
raise their plane. The Speaker of the House and the Presi-
dent Pro Tem of the Senate were probably in Washington.,
We don’t know what happened to them, but we haven't
heard from them, so we can only assume that—"

“I see. Well, what are you going to do about Burton?”

“T ... well...” For once in his life Gus Barnes
seemed to be unsure about making a decision. “What do
youhthink, Miss Robinson? You know about protocol and
such.”

“I think someone higher in the succession must have
survived, surely some Cabinet member or a Senator with
more seniority, but unfortunately we’re not in communica-
tion with them. I guess you should let him come here and see
what happens.”

“Chris?)’ )

“I’d lock him outside,” Chris said harshly. “I don’t trust
him as far as I can see him.”

Admiral Johnson shrugged his ‘shoulders. He was too
busy with submarine reports coming in from all over the
world,

“We ought to have him here,” General Bradshaw said.
“We're going to have decisions to make and it won’t hurt
to have a man of his standing in on them.”

“Senator Burton is an influential man,” Orlando said.
He had taken his coat off and his white shirt was stained
with sweat, “I think we ought to hear what he has to
say.”

)i(olski, the CIA man, nodded his head in agreement.

General Barnes raised the phone to his mouth and
said, “Bring the Senator down at once.”
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Chris shrugged and turned his eyes back to the screen
and his own console of lights and buttons.

“MID CANADA LINE REPORTS TEN SKUNKS AT
ON E THOUSAND FEET, SPEED 560 KNOTS. COURSE

“Goddamnit, that bunch got through Dew Line,” Chris
said. “They must have come in at treetop level.”

Gus Barnes picked up a mike and growled into it,
“Raid No. Four is approaching Canadian border. Tt con-
sists of ten aircraft. Order Bomarc squadrons to stand by
to attack with SAGE guidance.”

Bomard missiles were supersonic rockets that carried
atomic warheads. They could knock down bombers at
three- or four-hundred-mile range.

“How we doing on Raids One, Two and Three?” he
asked Chris.

“We’ve intercepted Raid One, but don’t have a report
yet. Our fighters are closing with the others. I don’t like
the looks of Raid Three. At least some of those Mach 1.7
aircraft are going to get through. Our fighters have gone
to afterburners and still they aren’t closing fast enough.”

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic,” a voice radio spoke
up behind Chris. “Fantastic” was the call of Command
Post D. Chris turned and looked at the operator of the
radio.

“Fighter direction Dutch Harbor calling,” the man said,
and then into the mike, “Fantastic. Identify youself. Over.”

“Fantastic, this is Apricot One. Apricot Two and Three
have intercepted Raid No. One. Repeat Apricot Two and
Three have intercepted Raid No. One. Splash fourteen
skunks. Engaging five others. Six skunks have turned back.
Repeat . . .

“Good! Damn good!” Gus Bames said. He had left
his seat to stand near Chris.

At that moment, the armored door in one wall of the
War Room glided open and an Air Police captain with
drawn automatic escorted Sam Burton into the room.

Chrs stared at his father-in-law with distaste, all his
exhilaration at the success of the interceptors fading. Sam
Burton was a small man, a Banty rooster of a man, Della
was fond of saying. A small man with a big head and
an agpressive walk. His eyes dartcd around the room
and then he strode toward General Barnes.

Bames went halfway to meet him and extended his
hand.
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“Well, General,” Burton demanded in an astonishingly
deep voice, “are we winning or losing?”

“We’re not losing, Senator,” Barnes said warily.

“Not losing? Hmmmm, That doesn’t mean we’re win-
ning, does it?”

“Well, it—"

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Peach One.
This is Peach One. We have Raid No. Five on our screens,
Forty-five skunks at one thousand feet. Four hundred knots.
Distance two hundred miles south.”

“Damn it, what are those?” Admiral Johnson demanded.

Chris was watching the screen as the blips appeared.
“Medium bombers. Ilyushin IL-28. We call them Beagles.”

The Senator’s face darkened. “Aren’t those the ones that
were in Cuba. You mean to tell me you've let them sneak
those planes back in under our noses and—"

“We have Cuba covered like a blanket,” Chris said
coldly. “By their course, they must be coming from a
hidden base in the Caribbean area—Guiana maybe.”’

Gus Barnes spoke into the voice radio. “Peach One,
this is Fantastic. Use Bomarc and Nike missiles. Scramble
all fighters.”

“This is bad,” the admiral said. “We didn’t expect to be
hit in the belly.”

“We’re going to have to expect a few surprises,” Chris
said, but he wasn’t as calm as he sounded. He was think-
ing about the fate of the cities of the South and Southwest
as the Russian mediums bore in on them with bombs big-
ger than those that leveled Hiroshima and Nagasaka under
their wings.

“Those bombers shouldn’t have been there,” Orlando
said. “They shouldn’t have gotten this close.” He was
passing the word for red alerts in cities along the Gulf
Coast and his eyes were wild.

“I promise you there will be an investigation as soon
as Congress reconvenes,” Senator Burton boomed. “And
I also . . .” He stopped as his eyes lighted on Chris and
he seemed to see him for the first time. “Chrs . . .
Chris, my son, I'm afraid I have bad news for you.”

Chris stiffened as the older man came toward him. It
could only be one thing. Burton took a crumpled telegram
from his coat pocket and handed it to Chris without an-
other word. Even though he knew what to expect, the few
words hit Chris like an icy spray. “Will meet you Denver
airport on arrival. Della.”
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“T was supposed to get to Denver just when the bomb
hit,” Burton said. “I was delayed by head winds and
couldn’t get word to Della.”

Chris sank down in his chair and buried his face in
his hands. She hadn’t listened. She had been too eager to
see Sam to do as he asked. She was—she was dead . . .
dead . . . and so were Vikki and Tommy.

“I’'m so sorry, Chris,” Claire’s voice sounded like it was
a thousand miles away.

“Now, son, we know it’s hard,” the Senator said. “It’s
as hard for me as it is for you—she was my little girl,
you know. But in times like these, we have to be brave
and—"

Chiris looked up at the man, searching for some sign of
real emotion but could find none. Anger at Burton’s hy-
pocrisy fought with his own grief and Chris doubled up his
fists and started to rise from his seat.

“Senator, if you'd like to see something of our opera-
tion,” Gus Barmnes said hurriedly, taking the little man’s arm
and leading him away.

Chris sank back in his chair, trying to focus his eyes
on his console and to force his mind back to awareness
of what was happening on the big screen. But all he could
think about was Vickki and Tommy and Della . . . dead
. . . all of them dead. His whole family blown up in a
senseless, cruel, unprovoked attack. He had wondered if he
could ever really hate the enemy, and now he knew. He
hated them with a fury he had never experienced in the
other two wars he had fought in.
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Chapter
14

“APPLE ONE. Apple One. This is fantastic, Scramble Apple
Two, Three and Four against Raid No. Three. Raid No.
Three has able classification. Repeat able.”

Chris was caught up again in the urgency of what was
going on in the War Room and his personal grief receded
to a dull ache. His worry about the ten fast Bounders heading
for the industrial heart of the nation was foremost with the
raid that had come in so close to the Gulf Coast without
being discovered running a close second.

“Two sugar skunks destroyed at coordinates How Mike
One Four,” the voice radjo announced, and Admiral John-

95



son grinned. Submarines were his specialty and sugar
skunks were enemy subs.

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Peach One.
This is Peach One. Bomarcs have hit Raid No. Five. Splash
ten skunks. Thirty-five skunks still coming in at about one
hundred miles out. We have scrambled Peach Two, Three,
Four and Five.” .

“Damnit, the Bomarcs didn’t do as well as they should
against Five,” one of the younger men behind Chris nrutt-
ered. “Sure hope the fighters do better.”

“They’ve got to,” Chris said, “or we won’t have any
Gulf Coast.”

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Peach One.
Skunks have broken formfation and are scattering for attack.
Peach Three and Five should be in contact any minute
now.”

Chris took a quick glance at the screen. There were
no new raids and all present ones had defensive forces
assigned to them.

“Hello, Peach One. This is Peach Three. Visual sighting
of ten skunks. Visual sighting of ten skunks at twenty-five
miles from coast. We’re going in. Go, man, go!” _

There was comparative silence in the room for long
seconds and every eye in the room concentrated on the
Southern coastal area of the big screen map. N

“Hello Dog Easy Three Four Five. I'm ditching. 'm
ditching. Stand by, please.” .

“What does that mean?” Senator Burton asked.

“One of our fighters is going down. He's asking a de-
stroyer escort to pick him up,” General Barnes explained.

“Hey, look out! Look out! Rockets! Rock—" the voice
was cot off in the middle of a word.

“Splash four skunks. Splash four skunks.”

“That one is getting away! That one there low over the
water is getting away! Go get him, boys!”

Chris’ hands were gripping the arm of his chair as though
it were the stick of a fighter and he was aiming rockets or
cannon fire at an enemy bomber. _

Civilian radio suddenly boomed into the temporary quiet.
“Associated Press reports atomic explosion in Galveston
area. I repeat, atomic—"

“Three skunks at Zebra Four Three Two. Go, man, go!”

“Splash two skunks. Splash two skunks.”

“May Day. May Day. ’'m ditching at coordinates Able
Dog Three Two. I'm ditching 24—
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“This is Algiers. This is Algiers, Louisiana. New Orleans
has been hit. New Orleans has been hit by an H-bomb.
Oh, my God, look at it! Look at it!”

“Skunk at ten o’clock. Skunk at ten o’clock. Come on,
you Tiger Cats, let’s take them!”

“Fantastic, this is Peach One. Peach Two and Four
have joined Three and Five. Fighting is moving inland. New
Orleans and Galveston reported hit.”

“Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Plum One. This is
Plum One.”

Chris tore his mind away from the fight along the Gulf
Coast and took this call himself._“Go ahead, Plum One.”

“Roger, Fantastic. Plum Three reports scratch Raid No.
Two. Scratch Raid Two. Ten skunks down. Ten down.”

“A clean sweep,” Gus Barnes said. “Good work, Plum
Three.”

“We now have Raid Six. Repeat Raid five zooming in
at thirty thousand feet, coordinates How George Three
Four, heading due West four hundred miles off Boston. Raid
Six is—"

Chris looked at the screen and then at his own charts
quickly. “Scrub that,” he said. “Those planes at coordinate
How George Three Four are a squadron of our B-58’s
orbiting while waiting for attack orders.”

“Scrub Raid Six. Scrub Raid Six,” voices repeated be-
hind him.

“We have an estimate now of the success of our Soviet
missions,” Kolski, the CIA man, said, looking up from
a report an aide had handed him. Everybody looked at
him expectantly. “Estimate is three-fourths of Russian inter-
continental bombers were destroyed in our first strike.
Ninety percent of all Soviet ICBM’s were knocked out.
From fifty to seventy percent of all operational medium
bombers have been knocked out. Seventy percent of all
IRBM bases have been hit. Our attacks are still going in
with moderate to heavy losses.”

1t was good news. The American counterforce attack
had been even more successful than could have been ex-
pected.

“Hello, Fishtrap Charlie One. Hello, Fishtrap Charlie
One.”

“Who the hell makes up those call numbers?” General
Bradshaw said with a chuckle.

“Hello, Fishtrap Charlie One. This is Fishtrap Charlie
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Ten. I have one sugar skunk at coordinates Fox Baker
Ten Nine.”

“Hello, Fishtrap Charlie Ten. This is Fishtrap One.
Hold sugar skunk. We’re on our way.”

“That’s a jeep carrier hunter killer group after a sub,”
Admiral Johnson explained.

“Bogies at four o’clock. Bogies at four o’clock. This is
Pomegranate Four Leader. Pomegranate Four going in—"

“Hold your fire, Pomegranate Four! Hold you fire. This
is Achilles Six. This is Achilles Six returning from mission.”

Chris checked his charts again and picked up a mike.
“Hello, Pomegranate Four. This is Fantastic. Ignore com-
munication from Achilles Six. Confirmation Easy How Jig
One. Achilles is down. Those are skunks. Go, man, go!”

He returned back to the techs on the screen. ‘“That is
Raid No. Six. Coming acro$s the Atlantic Coast.”

“Pine Tree line reports Raid Three coming in. Raid
Three coming in fast.”

“It doesn’t look like we’re going to get those Bounders,”
Chus said.

“Order all Nike bases to stand by at estimated target
areas,” General Barnes ordered. “What are the targets?”

“So far they seem to be heading for the Chicago, De-
troit, Pittsburgh areas,” Chris said.

“This is Apple One. Apple Two and Five report failure
to overtake Raid Three, I'm ordering Bomarcs to fire.”

“Affirmative, Apple One. Order Nikes to stand by also.”

“If Raid Three gets through, we’re going to lose what’s
left of Chicago, Pittsburgh, Detroit and Philadelphia,”
Bames said.

“They’re aimed at the whole huge industrial complex of
the Northeast, and I'll bet each one of them is carrying
a pair of twenty-megaton weapons,” Chris added. “I’d like
to move a couple of squadrons of Starfighters from the
Eastern seaboard to try and head them off.”

“That would mean leaving the whole coastal area open,”
an excited officer said. ;

“New York is already gone,” Chris said, “and if the rest
of it is attacked, it’ll be from subs, not aircraft.”

“What about Raid Six?” Gus asked.

“Raid Six is a minor effort by long-range recon planes.
Pomegranate Four is on top of it. Those twelve hundred
mph plus Starfighters just might stop the Bounders.”

“Move the planes,” Barnes said.

“General, I protest,” Burton said. “I protest the way this
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whole operation is being run. Not only are you holding
back a large number of ICBM’s and other weapons while
these attacks go on, but now you are pulling out defense
units from one area to defend another.”

Barnes sighed and tried to ignore him.

“I’'m asking you again, why are you holding back part
of our forces?” Burton rumbled in his deep voice.

“We are only holding back our reserves,” Bames said
wearily. “We're not interested in wiping out their cities
needlessly. We want to destroy their military capability, not
just ki)l human beings.”

“I’ve heard about enough of this.” Burton raised his
voice still more. “What kind of talk is this when we’re in
a struggle for our very existence? Isn’t it the business of
war, sir, to kill the enemy?”

“The business of war is to win,” Barnes growled.

“Pine Tree Line reports Raid Three is breaking off,
skunks taking separate courses.”

“Pass that along to Apple One if they didn’t get it,”
Barnes said. “Order—"

“I've had enough of this—this defensive battle,” Senator
Burton shouted. “You are holding back striking power that
would annihilate the Russians in one blow. I want to know
why you won’t use it?”

Both Chris and Gus Barnes tumed to stare at the Sen-
ator incredulously.

“What did you say?” the general’s voice was like some-
thing out of the grave.

“Don’t try to fool me, General. I know that in addition
to the ordinary forces you haven’t yet committed, you are
also holding back a weapons system called Wing D that
would wipe out every human being in the Soviet Union.”

“No...no...my God, no,” Chris said under his
breath and his knuckles went white as he gripped the arms
of his chair.

“What is it, Chris?” Claire asked, fear in her eyes.
“What is it?”

He shook his head and didn’t answer.

“Is that true, General Barmes?” Burton thundered.

“We do control such a system, Senator,” Barnes said,
“but it is a weapons system of special power for most

unusual circumstances,”
“For most unusual circumstances! Good God, man!

They're taking the United States apart brick by brick!
These are unusual circumstances!” Burton raised his eyes to
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the ceiling of the War Room. “The military mind. I'll
never understand the military mind. Can’t you understand,
General, that this is the time to—"

Chris stood up. “Senator Burton—Sam, please leave it
alone,” he pleaded. i

Burton ignored him and renewed his attack on Barmnes.
“I’'ve never been a militarist, but I've always been a good
American, General. And equally good Americans are dying
out there while we sit here in safety. Hesitation to use a
weapon that might save them simply because it interferes
with some prearranged plan of yours—”

“Senator Burton,” Gus interrupted gruffly, “we have
struck a tremendously powerful ‘counterforce blow at the
Soviet Union in accordance with the best doctrine we have
been able to conceive. Considering the Intelligence estimate
you heard a little while ago and the strength of the cur-
rent Soviet attack, it is my opinion that we have broken
their backs. God knows, any atomic warfare is catastrophic,
but we have been able to blunt the worst of it and—"

“Granted, but you have this Wing D which could end
the whole thing rght now,” Burton insisted.

“And that’s exactly what it would do, Sam,” Chris said,
trying to keep his voice low and firm when he wanted to
scream at the man. “It would end the whole thing for
everybody in the whole world! Wing D isn’t just a new
weapons system, Sam. Wing D is the final weapons sys-
tem. It would mean the end of all human life. Do you
understand?” ,

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Chris, and
I’'m going to try to forget your tone of voice because I
know you’re under an emotional strain due to the loss of
your family.” ' _

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Apple One.
Bomarcs in contact. Bomarcs in contact. Five—correction,
seven skunks down. Eight still on course, Estimated targets:
Detroit, Pittsburgh, Milwaukee, Philadelphia, Chicago.
Maybe Boston and Portland also.”

“Order the Nike batteries to fire when their radar picks
up the attackers,” General Barnes ordered.

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic.”

“My God! My God! They’re coming in! They’re>coming
in!”

“Fire Nikes! Fire Nikes!”

There was several minutes of suspenseful silence.
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“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Apple One.
Scratch six skunks on Raid Five. Scratch six skunks.”

A loud cheer broke loose in the room but died quickly
at the next words. “Atomic explosions reported in Detroit
and Chicago areas.”

“I’ve had enough of this,” Sam Burton roared. “I've—"

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Toronto Con-
trol,” a cool British voice broke in. “Scratch Raid Four.
Splash all skunks.”

“Good for the RCAF,” someone said.

“Two more of our cities are gone,” Burton said. “Two
more cities and millions more Americans. I think I've been
more than fair in dealing with you people, but the time
has come for me to assert my authority as the highest-
ranking official in this Command Post.”

“Sam, you’re going too far,” Chris Tolliver warned.

“I don’t think so, Chris. You’re upset, and rightfully
so, because of Della and the children, but you have no
right to oppose my authority now that I’ve decided to take
over Command Post D and use it to its fullest extent.”

“What do you mean by that?” Barnes said harshly.

“I mean we will use all weapons available, including
your precious Wing D.”

“You idiot! You loud-mouth demagogue!” Chris grated,
reaching for the forty-five at his hip, only to find another
hand on top of his, holding his down with surprising
strength.

“Senator Burton,” Claire-said. “This Command Post is
an agency of the executive branch of the government since
it comes under the Defense Department. General Barnes is
the highest-ranking representative of the Defense Depart-
ment and the appointed commander of this Command Post.
I am the highest-ranking civilian member of the executive
branch, and as such, I—”

Burton didn’t laugh outright. The circumstances were so
serious that even he couldn’t do that, but his power-hungry
eyes showed definite amusement. “My dear Miss Robinson,
I happen to know this War Room was set up to give
positive control to our war effort, and all representatives of
the services have a voice in it.” He looked at the others
around the table. “I am assuming command in order to
use the full potential of this base. I expect the cooperation
of the senior officers present from all services. Do I get
it?”
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“I’'m with you, Senator,” Orlando said.-“Our cities are
being knocked off one by one.”

“I think you’re the legal representative of the govern-
ment,” Kolski said.

“I say you’re usurping power you have no right to,”
Claire said, “and I protest most vigorously.”

“And you, General Bradshaw?”” Burton asked.

“I think we ought to finish this war and finish it
right,” Bradshaw said.

“Can’t you understand it would mean finishing the hu-
man race?”” Chris said. “Wing D is—”

“We also understand that you’re exaggerating, Chris,”
Burton said. “We know it will destroy Russia, and I don’t
see how it could be any more powerful than that.”

“Those rockets are a Doomsday Machine, I tell you!
The bombs in them are encased in cobalt and will—"

“This is no time for a speech, Chris. Do you vote to
let me take over, son?”

“I'll see you in hell first!” Chris said and meant it. He
knew just as sure as he was standing there that he’d put a
bullet between his father-in-law’s eyes before he’d let Wing
D be fired.

The Senator’s eyes glittered as he met those of General
Barnes. “And you?”

“I’'m in command here,” Gus said, “by order of the
President of the United States.”

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Peach One.
This is Peach One. Splash Raid Five.”

“That’s the last of them for now,” Chris said.

“The President is dead,” Burton said, ignoring what had
gone on. His eyes swung to Admiral Johoson. “You have
the deciding vote, Admiral.”

The admiral’s eyes flickered. “I don’t know. I think
we've got them by the short hair. We’ve got a dozen of
their subs in just the last hour and—"

“Remember, I'm the legal head of the United States
Government, Admiral.”

“That’s a lie!” Claire said hotly, her eyes flashing.

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. Dogwood reports six
sugar skunks out. Fifteen Mike skunks destroyed or taken.”

“Mike skunks?”

“Merchant ships,” the Admiral said. “Dogwood is East-
ern Frontier reporting. We’ve sunk six Soviet subs and fif-
teen merchant ships.” He looked down at his console.
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“Fifteen merchant ships on the East Coast, five in the
Caribbean and twelve in the Pacific. I can’t understand
why we've picked up so many of them.”

“Admiral, this board is taking a vote,” Burton snapped.
“The vote is tied and we’re waiting for you to break it.”

The admiral’s bluff manner disappeared. He looked tired
and confused. “I don’t know . . . we . . . we seem to
have them licked . . . but I've always obeyed civilian au-
thority. For thirty-five years I've never disobeyed it, but—"

“They obey it now, too, Admiral,” Orlando said. “Let’s
get those Wing D rockets off before they launch more
attacks. We’ve lost a dozen cities already.”

“Admiral,” Claire put in, “I am the highest civilian
authority here and 1—”

“Nonsense!” Burton roared. ‘“Vote! Goddamnit it, man,
vote!”

“I think—I think the Senator should assume authority
and—"

“Very well,” Burton said triumphantly. “Now we will
proceed to win this war. Stand by to fire Wing D.”

Chris’s hand went to his forty-five and the gun was
coming out of the holster.
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Chapter

Curis, No!” Claire gasped as the forty-five came up level
with the Senator’s stomach.

“Fire Wing D,” Burton commanded, not even seeing the
gun. “Fire. . . Fire. . .”

“Hello, Fantastic. Hello, Fantastic. This is Stargazer
calling Fantastic,” a strong voice drowned out the Senator.
“Fantastic, this is Stargazer. Able priority message for Fan-
tastic.”

Gus Barnes moved to take the message himself. “This is
Fantastic, Stargazer. Go ahead.”
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“Fantastic, this is Stargazer. We have been trying to
contact you for several hours. Stargazer had Tall Man on
board. Stargazer had Tall Man on board.”

“Tall Man—that’s the President’s code,” Claire whis-
pered. “The President is alive!”

“Fantastic, here is message from Tall Man. He left Star-
gazer some time ago and will contact you on another cir-
cuit shortly.”

“What’s all that about?” Burton demanded. “Why are
you all just standing there?”

“The message means the President is still alive, Senator,”
Claire said. “He is alive and on his way here!”

“It’s a trick, it’s a Russian trick,” Burton sputtered. “I
will not be put off. Fire Wing D.”

“You can’t make that decision now, Senator,” Barnes
said quietly. “Only the President can.”

“The President is dead! Both Washington and his secret
command post were completely destroyed.”

“No, Senator. That message was from the cruiser North-
ampton which was equipped as an alternate command
post for the President,” Admiral Johnson said. “He must
have been in the air when his command post was knocked
out and the helicopter took him on to the cruiser.”

“I don’t believe it,” Burton said flatly. “And there isn’t
time for him to get here. We’ve got to use everything we
have while there’s still time, before the Soviets wipe out
all our cities.”

Chris slid his forty-five back in its holster.

“Can’t you see this is our chance to wipe out the
enemy once and for all?” Burton raged on, obviously
feeling power slipping from his hands and getting more
rash. “You voted to let me take command so now why
won’t you obey me?”

General Bradshaw eyed the pompous little man with
suddenly angry eyes. “We voted to obey you when we
thought you were the highest authority available. Can’t
you get it through your head that you haven’t any now?
For God’s sake, man, sit down somewhere and let us get
on with our job.”

Burton stared open-mouthed at the general, his eyes wide
and his chin jutted forward. For once he seemed to be
without words.

It was at that moment that the one telephone in the
room which had been silent all through the long hours be-
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gan ringing. It had a peculiar, insistent ring and was in-
stantly distinguishable from every other phone in the War
Room. Before it could ring a second time, General Bamnes
was across the room and reaching to pick it up.

“The hot line,” he said. “It’s the hot line.”

) Everyone in the room was on his feet and straining to
ear.

“Hello. Yes, this is the American Command Post.” The
General listened for a moment. “No, the President is not
here but we expect him momentarily. Will you keep the
line open? Good. We will let you know as soon as he
arrives.” He put the phone down and' turned to face the
others. “That was the Russian Premier, Ignatov. He wishes
to speak to the President.”

From breathless silence the room turned into bedlam
as everyone tried to talk at once.

“He wants to apologize, I'll bet.”

“They want to surrender.”

“Maybe they’re demanding we surrender.”

“What a lot of damn nerve, calling up the President
after what they’ve done.”

“General Barnes, what do you think they want?” Claire
finally managed to ask above the babbling.

Gus shrugged. “I doo’t know. We’ll just have to wait
until the President gets here. In the meantime, we’d better
get on with the war.” )

The teletype began to tap again and the radios to chat-
ter, and everyone'turned back to his assigned part of the
operations.

Forty-five minutes later, the President arrived at Com-
mand Post D. During that time, the hot line phone rang
twice mere.

“They’re sure anxious,” General Bames said.

The President came into the room surrounded by a
small group of officers and civilians.

Chris watched as the tall, straight figure moved across
the floor. The last time he had seen him on television he
had seemed a young man. Now he looked old and
crushed by the weight of responsibility. Chris couldn’t help
wondering if the President’s family had gotten out of Wash-
ington, if part of the grief on his face was for his own
loss as well as those of his country.

“Mr. President,” General Barnes reported, “the Russian
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‘remier has been on the hot line three times in the last
wour.”

“I'll talk to him at once,” the President said, something
almost like hope lighting up his face for a moment. He
started for the phone the general indicated.

“Mr. President, I strongly advise against it,” Senator
Burton said. ““I think it’s a trick of some kind.”

The President’s eyes flickered briefly at the man, but
he didn’t answer as he picked up the phone and pressed
the button to make it ring wherever the Russian leader
was,

“Mr. President, Mr. President, I tell you it’s a trick,”
Burton said.

“Be quiet, please,” the President said, and turned to
General Barnes. “Have you a Russian interpreter here?”

“Yes, sir,” Gus said and beckoned to a scholarly-
looking warrant officer who had been sitting at a small
table tabulating combat reports. “Will you come here, Mr.
Hudson, please.”

“Hello,” the President said into the phone. “Yes, this
is the President.” He touched another button on the base
of the phone and both his voice and the one at the other
end were audible all over the War Room.

“This is the Soviet War Command room,” the voice
said in English. “Premier Ignatov wishes to talk to you.”

“I am waiting with a translator standing by,” the Presi-
dent said.

“I will speak your language if you have no objections,”
a dry, precise voice said in only slightly accented English.

“That will be fine, Mr. Ignatov,” the President said.

“First, I would like to make a statement,” Ignatov said.
“Officially, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was. in
no way responsible for the twenty-five ICBM’s launched
against the United States earlier today. We were, however,
forced to make other attacks when our homeland was hit
by the furious American counterattack. The original attack
with the rockets was carried out by a madman—"

“Excuse me, Mr. Ignatov,” the President interrupted.
“Did you say a madman? And you expect us to believe
it?”

“Mr. President, it is the truth. A general in command
of one of our rocket bases was insane and fired those
weapons without orders. I have a doctor who will be glad
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to give you detailed medical proof as to his mental state.”

“Assuming what you say is true,” the President said,
“you can’t change the fact that you attacked us with the
rest of your forces, It’s too late for—”

“But maybe not too late to stop all this,” the Russian
said. “Most of the population of both our countries are
still alive and—" ,

“Do I understand that you want to arrange surrender
terms?” the President asked.

“No, we will not surrender,” Ignatov said with a touch
of asperity. “Instead, we demand you cease your attacks on
our forces at once.”

“Mr. Premier,” the President said with a touch of acid
in his voice, “from where I sit, you aren’t in a position to
demand anything.”

“We have obviously lost the first exchange,” the dry voice
admitted. “The fact that you were in a state of alert when
our madman fired the first rockets at you put us at a
great disadvantage. Your counterforce attack destroyed
most of our missiles and bomber forces, even most of our
rocket-firing submarines were caught in port and largely
wiped out.”

Everyone was listening with held breath to what seemed
to be an admission of defeat.

“However, we do have one weapon system you are not
aware of,” Ignatov went on. “It consists of nearly three
hundred merchant ships and large trawlers, each carrying
from one to five ICBM’s capable of reaching most Ameri-
can cities and towns from various ocean areas. These ves-
sels are either now or will soon be within range of their
individual targets. In exactly one hour, we shall commence
firing them. These weapons will reduce the United States to
rubble unless you agree to stop all attacks on the Soviet
Union and destroy your remaining weapons.”

The President’s face had gone whiter than his spotless
shirt, but his voice was calm and unhurried as he said,
“This could be just a bluff, Mr. Ignatov.”

“I’m afraid it isn’t,” Admiral Johnson spoke up sud-
denly. “We’ve been wondering why we’ve contacted so
many Soviet and satellite country merchant shipping in
American waters since the attack began. And every one of
them we came up with either blew itself up or went down
before our ships could board.”

The President’s shoulders sagged a little.
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“You have one hour in which to decide, Mr. President,”
Ignatov said. “Call off your attack or our ships will fire.”

“I’'ll call you back when I have reached a decision,” the
President said and replaced the phone in its cradle. He
sat staring blindly at it with everyone watching the agony
on his face, but no one, not even Sam Burton, offering to.
interrupt his thoughts. '

Chris’ thoughts were racing even as he knew the Presi-
dent’s must be. Old freighters equipped with IRBM’s. They
had come up with the perfect launching platforms. The Q
ships of World War III. The U.S. had talked about some-
thing similar in the NATO mixed command, and now the
Russians had done it. The whole idea seemed so obvious
now. The Russians had had hundreds of IRBM’s, rockets
with too short a range to reach the United States from
any Soviet base. That was why they had tried to get them
into Cuba back in 1962. They thought it would partly off-
set the American lead in ICBM’s. Now they had discovered
something a thousand times better than any island.

They must have gone around the world buying up small
numbers of the countless old freighters that had wandered
the seas for years. No one noticed a few at a time. Then
they must have taken them into Russian ports and had as
many IR’s as each could carry emplaced on them after
reinforcing the decks and providing phony deckhouses to
hide them. Then they had been sent back to wandering the
seas of the world, rusty old tramps drifting from port to
port, picking up a little cargo occasionally but always stay-
ing fairly close to American waters. They probably flew a
dozen different flags but always had a Communist crew and
technicians aboard. And always in times of crisis they
must have drifted inexorably toward the coasts of North
America where they were now waiting—waiting with nine
hundred IRBM's aimed at the United States—that was
more than enough to destroy it forever.

Goddamnit, Chris cursed to himself. Why didn’t I come
up with this gimmick? A country with a Navy like ours
could have picked up those old hulks one at a time with
no sweat at all. It was too late to think of that now. Or
was it? Maybe if they could . . .

He looked over at Admiral Johnson. “Have you got a
lot of destroyers, Admiral?” He knew the answer before
the man spoke. He read navy literature as well as that on
aircraft and missiles. He knew the Naval Institute Proceed-
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ings as well as he did his own professional journals.
There had never been enough destroyers in either World
War. There weren’t enough to deal with submarines then
and there wouldn’t be enough now to deal with this new
menace.

“Are you seriously asking me how many destroyers we
have, Colonel Tolliver?”

“Yes. Suddenly they’re very precious to me. How many
have you got . . . a thousand? Maybe fifteen hundred.”

The admiral looked him straight in the eye and laughed
with no amusement. “I’m afraid not, Colonel. We've had a
little difficulty with our budget since SAC became the be-
all and end-all of defense. We have about three hundred
good boats, DD’s and DE’s with some frigates to lead
them. And we’ve got our hunter-killer groups of small car-
riers and DE’s. I've turned everything we’ve got loose on
those freighters. We're doing all we can. We just don’t have
enough to do it with.”

Chris exchanged glances with Gus Barnes. Maybe they
and the others like them since Billy Mitchell’s time had
pressed their advantage a little too ruthlessly. Maybe before
this war was over, it would be decided by Johnson’s Navy
or Bradshaw’s Infantry—or maybe, if the story of man had
at last run its course, maybe it would be decided by Wing
D.

The President stood up and looked around. “TI have
made my decision, gentlemen. I have not asked your advice
because I feel it is my moral responsibility to make it
alone.”

“Mr. President,” Senator Burton said, “I would like to
suggest that you use the weapon system known as Wing D
at once. If it had been used a couple of hours ago like 1
wanted, there would have been no—"

“Senator Burton,” the President’s deceptively quiet voice
lashed like a whip. “I have made my decision.”

Burton backed away, trying to escape the look in the
President’s eyes. His ruddy face paled and he seemed to
know he had just come to the end of his political career.

The President picked up the phone and pressed the
button.

“Yes, this is Ignatov. What have you decided, Mr.
President?”

“Mr. Ignatov, I was hoping not to have to tell you
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this, but you leave me no choice. We, too, have a weapon
you are unaware of—one we have held back.”

“And what is that?” There was the faintest hint of
worry beneath the prim exactness of the Russian’s English.

“Do you know the concept of the Doomsday Machine
Mr. Premier? Have you heard of such a weapon?”

“Yes, I think I have,” the man said slowly and there
was a muttering of Russian in the background. “We have
read such nonsense in your capitalist press. It is a science
fiction chimera, our scientists say. A thing the imperialists
use to frighten children.”

“I almost wish that was true,” the President said. “But
we have made a Doomsday Machine, sir. We have a wing
of ICBM’s with large enough bombs and a sufficient coat-
ing of cobalt around them to kill everybody in the Soviet
Union. In fact, the radiation placed in the atmosphere by
these rockets would kill every person on earth.”

There was utter silence for a few seconds and then the
babbling in Russian broke out again.

“We would not fire this weapons system or even threaten
to fire it unless the very existence of the United States were
threatened. It is my best judgment that the nine hundred
IRBM'’s aboard your ships do just that. The United States
will not go down alone. If you destroy us, we will destroy
you.”

“I—this is lies,” Ignatov said. “We do not believe you.”

“We have the bombs,” the President said simply, “and
we will use them if we must.”

“But this is monstrous! You must all be mad, you
Americans!”

“No, not mad, but very determined that freedom shall
not perish from the earth,” the President said.

“There is no point in prolonging this conversation,”
Ignatov snapped. “We do not believe you. It is what you
call a bluff.”

“You can call that bluff,” the President said and his
voice was strained but without a tremor. “Or you can be
sensible and send some of your scientists to see for them-
selves.”

“See for themselves?”

“Yes. If your ships will hold their fire, we will hold
ours while you send rocket and atomic bomb experts over
S(l;u;ve can show them we really have a Doomsday Ma-
chine.”
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There was a pause at the other end and a great deal of
talk, and Ignatov came back on his voice was subdued
and low. “If you will make arrangements, Mr. President,
we will send scientists by plane to any field you name.
After they have confirmed what you say, we will talk
again.”

“Mr. President,” General Barnes said, “I must protest.
We have beaten off most of their bomber attacks, and I'd
rather not take a chance on giving any of their planes
free passage. They might be loaded with scientists, but on
the other hand, they might contain H-Bombs or some other
new weapon.”

The President nodded. “Our military object to permit-
ting your planes to fly through our defenses. We will send
our planes for your scientists.”

“No!” Ignatov almost spat the word. “Haven’t you done
enough to us already without trying to sneak more planes
through our air space to—"

“I might remind you, Your Excellency,” the President
said with an edge of anger to his voice, “that it was you
who attacked first.”

Chris felt a hard knot of fear in his stomach. Was it
going to end like this, each side too fearful of the other
to do anything to save the world? Someone had to do
something—but what?

All of a sudden he found himself on his feet. “Mr.
President, may I suggest something?”

The President looked at Chris, his brows puckered in
annoyance. “Yes, Colonel, what is it?”

“Couldn’t we compromise?”

“Yes, yes, a compromise seems to be in order, but—"

“If an American pilot were to fly to a Soviet field in a
single fighter plane that obviously couldn’t carry much
of a bombload, and the Soviet scientists were waiting there
in a jet airliner with a Russian co-pilot aboard, the Ameri-
can could fly the Russian plane back here and both sides
could be assured that no trickery was involved.”

The President didn’t say a word to Chris; he simply
spoke into the phone very rapidly, outlining the plan
he had been offered.

“That will be acceptable to us,” Ignatov said after a
brief consultation with his aides, “but we must warn you
that the pilot will face some danger.”

“What kind of danger?”
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“The truth is—" The Premier sounded embarrassed.
“We have been unable to arrest the man who started the
war. He has taken refuge with certain disident elements
and they are in control of a few air bases and defense
installations. When the order goes out to permit your plane
to enter, they will not obey it.”

“I see. Well, we’ll see if we can find a man willing to
take the chance,” the President said.

“Mr. President,” Chris spoke up again, “I'd like to
volunteer for the job, especially since it was my idea.”

The President looked at Chris and seemed to be consid-
ering the offer. Gus Barnes frowned and Claire put out a
band toward Chris as though in protest.

“Mr. President, my wife and children were in Denver
when it was hit. Doesn’t that give me some sort of right
to fly that mission?”

General Bamnes sighed and turned back to his console.
Claire dropped her hand and the protest in her eyes
changed to sympathy.

“Yes, Colonel, I think you might be just the man for
the job,” the President said. “Mr. Ignatov, we have found
our pilot. His name is Colonel Chris Tolliver. He will
leave here as soon as we can make proper arrangements.”

“We will do anything we can to help him,” Ignatov
said. “I will put experts on now to plan codes and routes
to be followed.”

“Thank you,” the President said and turned the phone
over to an aide. He walked over to where Chris was
standing. “You say you lost your wife and children?”

“Yes, sir.”

“You have my deepest sympathy,” the President said. “I
lost mine in Washington.” He turned and walked away to
study the big screen.

Gus Barnes took hold of Chris’ arm. “I'll get you a
Starfighter. It’s the fastest and best thing we have in my
opinion. You'll:have a full defensive armament.”

Chris nodded.

“Dexter Field is still operative. I'll have you taken there
by copter, and arrange for tankers to refuel you on the
way.”

“Yes, sir,” Chris said, but he was watching Claire, who
had come up behind Gus.

Gus turned and saw her, looked back at Chris, and
started to move away. “You'd better get ready to leave,
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Colonel. Maybe Miss Robinson could give you a last-
minute briefing—from the State Department point of view.”

Claire moved closer. “Why, Chris? Why do you have
to do it?”

“I don’t know—rguilt complex or something, I guess,”
Chiris said, looking at the tears standing in her eyes. “I feel
that I'm to blame in some ways for the fact that my chil-
dren died. I asked Della to take them away to my sister’s
in Gold Nugget, but she was so anxious to see her father
that she didn’t listen.”

“You can’t blame yourself for that.”

“Yes, I should have done more. I had such a strong
feeling of disaster. Maybe I could have done more to save
all the others who died, too. Maybe we all could have. At
least I have a chance now to do something to save those
who remain.”

“Chris . . . Chris . . . be careful . . . I love you.”

“Ready. Colonel?” someone called.

“Coming,” he said, grateful that he didn’t have to answer.
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Chapter
16

A REDHEADED YOUNG copter pilot lifted Chris out of the
meadow above Command Post D and had him over Dex-
ter Field in half an hour.

The fighter field was a mess. Its short runways were
lIoaded with incoming and outgoing traffic. In addition to
the jet fighters standing fueled and ready on the line, Chris
counted fourteen B-52's with air-to-ground missiles slung
under their wings and ground crews swarming over them.
There were dozens of other planes of every variety.

“Things look busy,” Chris said.
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The redhead nodded. “With SAC dispersed and God
knows how many fields knocked out, we have to use
everything we’ve got.”

“I hope there won’t be any trouble about getting my
plane ready and giving me clearance to take off.”

“You’ll get off if everything else has to stand down for
the rest of the war. You've got top priority straight from
Tall Man. They’ve already ordered two tankers to rendez-
vous with you.”

“Good enough,” Chris said and watched the chopper
pilot pick his way in among the landing patterns of a big
707 jet airliner and a lumbering Air Force C-54.

“Denver Municipal is out and so is the fighter complex
at Lowry, so this is a real mess,” the young man said.

“What’s the heavy haze?” Chris asked. “Colorado air
is usually so clear.”

“Forest fires. The Denver bomb started a fire storm that’s
still burning and has spread to millions of acres of timber.
From the air, it looks like the whole state is on fire.”

Chris felt his heart lurch. God! God! Denver gone! The
reality of it struck home with a force it hadn’t had deep
in the command post. Denver was actually gone and his
whole family with it. If only—he tried to wipe the ache
out of his mind, tried to think only of what this flight
might mean, how it could prevent any more tragedies like
Denver happening.

A sleek Starfighter was waiting on the line with a full
armament of defensive weapons on board as Gus had
promised. A few minutes after the copter landed, he was in
the cockpit of the big jet interceptor and ready to go.

The plane felt good under him as it lifted off the run-
way. For the first time since the war began, he was able
to lean back and relax. He was in his natural element
now, and for just a little while he could forget the terror
and death that were sweeping the earth below him. As the
plane streaked northward, he looked up at the hurrying
stars with hope in his heart.

He landed at a Canadian Air Force base to refuel and
took off again almost at once. Over the Canadian Arctic,
a big KC-135 tanker refueled him again and another topped
him off as he approached Soviet air space. Ten minutes
later he was crossing the White Sea and heading toward the
Leningrad area.

“Hello, Crusader. Hello, Crusader,” a voice spoke sud-
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denly in his ear, using the code name the President had
assigned ‘to him. “Hello, Crusader. This is X-ray Point.
This is X-ray Point.”

It was the Russian command post calling him in English.
“Hello, X-ray Point. This is Crusader. Go ahead.”

“Crusader, we have a message for you. Three, repeat
three unauthorized aircraft in your vicinity. They are in the
hands of rebellious officers who want to prevent your mis-
sion. We are sending an escort to your assistance but it
will not reach you for half and hour.”

“Crusader to X-ray. Roger and thanks.”

Chris’s eyes went to his radarscope at once. Almost
immediately he saw the three blips that must be the rene-
gade Russian fighters. They were about forty miles away
and closing fast. In a few minutes they would be within
range of air-to-air missiles, and he had to assume they were
equipped with heat-seekers that could follow his jets like
homing pigeons.

They were thirty miles distant now and spreading out
to attack. Chris pressed the button arming his air-to-air
missiles and cut in the afterburner of the Starfighter. The
big plane shivered as it reached 1300 mph and 1350. When
the lead Russian plane was twenty miles away it began to
appear that in spite of his superior speed they were on a
course that would intercept him, Chris started to climb and
take evasive action.

At fifteen miles, he saw a smaller blip break away from
the first plane. A missile had been fired. Instantly he
pressed his own firing button and launched a defensive mis-
sile. It would approach the heat-seeker and attempt to
lure it away from the Starfighter with its own rocket ex-
hausts.

The enemy fighters were closing in now, one coming in
from above and two from below. Two more blips appeared
on the screen as they fired their missiles and reached out
toward his plane like fingers of death. Just at that mo-
ment, his decoy blew itself up and destroyed the first of the
three missiles.

Chris watched the other two, waiting for them to reach
a point where his last decoy might have a chance of get-
ting them both. The twin streaks were converging on his
plane at speeds in excess of two thousand miles an hour
so he didn’t have long to wait. When they reached a point
about four miles away and were at their closest, he fired.
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The seconds from the time he pushed the button to the
time the decoy approached the enemy missiles seemed to
stretch into an eternity. Then there was a blast up ahead
and to the right and all three blips disappeared from his
scope. “Got them—got both of them!” he breathed in relief.

But the three fighters were still boring in, only ten
miles away now, and his hand went to the trigger of his
own heat-seeking weapons. “Okay, boys, let’s see how you
like some of your own fun,” he said and fired.

In a moment they were outlined on the radarscope. The
Russian fighters took instant evasive action, spreading still
farther apart and going to speeds that approached his own
1260 mph. One plane didn’t make it. With uncanny ability,
the missile hung on its trail, following it through a slow loop
and then a steep dive before blasting into its tail section.

Chris saw the explosion but he didn’t see the second
missile go off. It didn’t follow either of the two remaining
enemy jets; it found a much greater source of heat. They
had been approaching Leningrad, which was nothing but._
a huge lake of fire against the Southern sky, and the
second heat-secker had headed for that great sea of flame,
ignoring the smaller heat of the two fighters.

The two Russians came roaring back after him with
afterburners cut in and jets painting white vapor trails
across the dark canvas of the night sky. “Okay, boys,
come on,” Chris said and tested the two M-61 20-mm.
rotating cannon mounted in his wings. Those guns could
pour out seven thousand rounds per minute and would cut
a plape to pieces. But he didn’t fool himself by thinking that
the Russians didn’t have something just as good.

At speeds of over a thousand miles an hour,_there is
only the most split of seconds to fire. The two MIG 17’s
came in with cannon blastirg, and Chris felt the Star-
fighter shiver as they scored a couple of hits. When they
were gone, he was relieved to find his planc still respond-
ing perfectly.

He caught one of them with a single burst from the M-61,
and it seemed to dissolve as hundreds of shells tore it to
pieces. Then it was all over as other planes swarmed around
them and blasted the onc renegade out of the sky.

“Hello, Crusader. This is X-ray flight. We'll escort you

in.
“Roger, X-ray flight. Thanks.”
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The Russian didn’t answer and Chris wondered how they
.must be feeling after having destroyed one of their own
planes to protect an American.

A few minutes later he was setting the Starfighter down
on a field forty miles from Leningrad. Setting it down and
almost wrecking it because of the sixty-mile-an-hour wind
sweeping across the field. The fire storm in Leningrad was
drawing the air toward its center, feeding on its oxygen.
Chris shivered as he looked at the sky in the direction of
the city. It was the color of bloed.

A Soviet officer greeted Chris as he climbed down out
of his ship.

“Welcome, Colonel Tolliver. Did you have a good flight?”

“Considering the reception committee, I guess it was
all right.”

“Is there anything T can do for you?”

“Yes, you can get those men away from my plane,”
Chris said as mechanics and ground crew personne] swarmed
around the Starfighter.

“But I don’t understand. They are to service it. Why
do you want them away?”

“Because in three minutes,” Chris said, “it is going to
blow up.”

The officer nodded and there was understanding in his
eyes. The plane would be left here when the colonel re-
turned to the United States and naturally they wouldn’t
want it to fall into Russian hands.

The area was quickly cleared, there was a blast in the
cockpit and in a few moments the Starfighter was en-
veloped in flames.

Chris watched it regretfully and then turned to the Rus-
sian. “Is the plane ready I'm to fly back to the United
States?”

“Yes, sir, and the crew is aboard.”

“The scientists ”

“They are ready to board at any time. We thought
you might like a short rest first.”

“I"ll go aboard at once,” Chris said. “I'll rest when this
flight is over. Maybe we can all rest then.”

“Yes, I suppose you’re right,” the man said. “Come,
we will ride. It is at the far end of the field.”

They got into a Russian-built jeep and Chris was con-
scious of the stares of the soldiers and mechanics swarming
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around. Some were hostile and some were merely curious,
but all were apparently fascinated by seeing an enemy
officer in their midst.

A few minutes later they pulled up beside @ big Tupolev
TU-104A. Chris looked up at it. It was a transport ver-
sion of the Russian Badger bomber and was fast, but it
couldn’t make the nonstop flight he had been hoping for.

“Arrangements have been made for refueling at Prague
and London,” the officer said.

“Okay,” Chris said. “Let’s get those scientists aboard
and get going.” .

The Russian saluted and Chris returned it. The man
hesitated for a moment and then smiled. “Good luck on
your mission!”

“Thanks,” Chris said and swung aboard. He went forward
to the pilot’s compartment and found a radioman and radar
operator on ecither side of the entrance and a big, husky,
blonde girl sitting in the co-pilot’s seat.

“Do you speak English, Miss?” Chris asked, taking the
pilot’s seat.

The girl looked at him out of hostile brown eyes. “Yes,
all of us in this crew speak it.”

“Good. I'm not familiar with this plane so I'd like
you to take it up.”

“I wasn’t aware you were to give me orders,” the girl
sulked. “I’m not used to taking orders from the enemy.”

“Well, Miss, there’s two ways of looking at it. First,
T'm the pilot and you’re the co-pilot, and even in Russia
co-pilots take orders from pilots. Secondly, if this mission
is a success, we won’t be enemies because the war will be
‘over. If it isn’t a success, we and everybody else in the
world will be dead and it won’t matter anyway.”

The hostile brown eyes wavered. “I suppose that’s true.
I will do what you want. My name is Sonia.”

A few minutes later a pair of husky MVD agents herded
twelve men and two women aboard. They were a tired,
weary-looking lot dressed in rumpled clothes they must
have slept in. A stewardess came on board with them and
Sonija started the engines.

She lifted the plane up into the fiery red sky and headed
west. Chris leaned back in his seat and tried to relax but
there was a gnawing uncertainty in him. Everything seemed
to be going well but . . . could the Russians really be
trusted? They certainly seemed to have done their share to
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make the flight a success but . . . Ten minutes later when
they had reached thirty thousand feet he still hadn’t shaken
his uneasiness.

“Colonel! Colonel!” It was the radar operator.

“Yes, what is it?” Chris was alert instantly, turning to
see the man bending over his scope.

“Rockets. Someone has fired ground-to-air rockets.”

“Goddamn it! Who? Why?”

Sonia glanced up from her instruments. “The rebels.
General Aristov and some of the others are still in control
of a few posts. Troops have been sent to rout them and
we thought it was safe.”

“How many rockets?”

“Six,” the man said. “They are coming up fast about
fifty miles away.”

“Are you sure they’re after us?”

“All other fighting has stopped. They have to be firing
at us.”

“How far away now?”

“Thirty-five miles,” the radarman said.

“Let me have the controls,” Chris said to Sonia. “What
will this aircraft do?”

“Do?” The girl looked puzzled.

“What'’s her top speed?”

“Oh. Five hundred and fifty, maybe a little more.”

“And those ground-to-air missiles?”

“Close to two thousand.”

Chris pursed his lips in a whistle as he estimated how
fast the missiles would overtake them and pushed the trans-
port to her ultimate speed.

“We can’t outrun them,” Sonia said. “We don’t stand a
chance.”

“I know we can’t outrun them,” Chris said, looking at
the horizon. “What are they, radar or heat-seekers?”

The girl hesitated and then shrugged her broad shoulders.
“Almost all our antiaircraft missiles are heat-seekers.”

“Qkay,” Chris said and swung the TU-104 into a wide
turn. He was glad now it was the smaller, faster transport.
With it, he just might have time to do something before
they were blown out of the sky.

“What are you going to do? Why are you tuming back?”
Sonia asked. “You aren’t going to try to land,” are you?”

“No, I'm not going to try to land,” Chris said, his eyes
on the hellish skyline where Leningrad lay.
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Sonia’s eyes widened as she saw the direction in which
they were headed. “You—you’re not goingto . . . ?”

“They’re heat-seekers, aren’t they?” Chris stared at the
giant column of flame that climbed thousands of feet into
the air. “How low do you think we can go without being
fried?”

The girl shook her blond head.

“Well, we’re going to find out,” Chris said, ‘“because
we've got to lose those babies or we're dead.”

“But—but the bombs will fall into the city.”

Chris looked at her and then jerked his head at the
inferno in front of them. “You don’t think there’s anyone
left alive in that, do you?”

She looked and then turned her face away. It was like
staring into the bowels of hell. There was no sign that a
city had ever stood there. There was nothing but self-
feeding flame. Chris put the plane into a power dive and
watched the speed indicator climb past 600 and up to-
ward 700. “Hang on, kids,” he said. “Here we go!”

The flames were coming up to meet them, reaching for
them with fiery, eager fingers.

“Where are the rockets?” Chris asked as they dropped
to twenty thousand feet.

“Ten miles behind and gaining fast,” the radarman said.

“We’re going to make it to that fire, but 1 don’t know
if we’re going to make it through it,” Chris said, dropping
the craft another five thousand feet.

“We’re going into the flames—oh, God, the flames!”
Sonia moaned and her round face was white.

“Five miles . . . they’re almost on us,” the radarman
said.

“Now,” Chris said, “now,” and they were passing through
the raging turbulence above the inferno. He slitted his eyes
almost shut and put his arm in front of his face, but the
glare was still bright through his eyelids and the heat in the
plane was intense. He pulled the TU-104A up and hoped
the wings would hold.

The ship quivered and her nose came up and the jet
engines clawed for altitude while Chris gripped the controls
and wondered if she’d stay together. She did and suddenly
the flames were falling away below them.

Chris turned to Jook at the girl. She was pale and
seemed to be praying. He grinned. ““You build strong air-
craft,” he said.
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“The rockets are gone,” the radarman reported. “They
plunged straight into the flames.”

“Right,” Chris said. “Now we’re on our way.”

“We build strong planes . . . you grow strong pilots,”
Sonia said and all her antagonism was gone. The radio-
man came forward and handed her a message. She read
it and then looked up. “It is from the command post.
The base that fired o us has been taken and Genperal
Aristov has been killed.”

Twenty-four hours later, Chris stirred and awakened in
his sleeping quarters in Command Post D. He had slept
for ten hours, too exhausted even to stay awake while
American helicopters whisked the Russian scientists to their
inspection of Wing D. Now he stirred because someone
was knocking on the door.

“Come in,” he called sleepily, and Claire opened the
door. She looked fresh and rested and was smiling. “You
look like you have good news,” Chris said.

“I have,” she said. “The Russians have seen Wing D,
and have reported to Ignatov that it is what we say it is.
The Russians have asked for peace.”

“Thank God . . . Thank God!” Chris said, feeling the
weight of Wing D lift from his soul for the first time
since Gus had told him about it.

“It is wonderful, isn’t it?” Claire said, sitting down on
a cot beside the bed. “It wasn’t exactly unconditional sur-
render but they've accepted terms that might mean real
peace at last.”

“I'm glad,” Chris said, but his smile faded as be re-
membered it was too late for him.

“Chris,” Claire said, reaching for his hand and abso-
lutely beaming. “I have more good news for you.”

“What do you mean?”’

“I called your sister.”

“What?” He hardly dared to give thought to the sudden
hope that filled him.

“Vikki and Tommy are safe with her, Chris. Della sent
the children on ahead while she stayed to meet her father.”

“Poor Della,” Chris said. “I’'m glad the kids are safe,
but it’s a shame she didn’t believe what I told her enough
to go herself. She’d be alive if it wasn’t for that nut of a
father of hers! And he doesn’t even care.”

“Chris?”
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Chris put out a hand and covered hers where it rested
on his arm. “Let’s not talk about it, Claire. Della and 1
had some good years together . . . and this has been an
awful shock.”

“Of course, darling,” she said. “There’s no rush. We'll
be seeing a lot of each other during all the work that has
to be done here. You’d better get up now, lazybones, Gen-
eral Barnes has been asking for you.”

He felt a rush of warmth and gratitude toward her
and as she closed the door behind her, he knew they
would indeed be seeing a lot of each other.

The End
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DOOMSDAY WING

The Beginning Of The End

In the War Room of Command Post D the military
and civilian analysts stared in horror as the message
appeared on the big screen:
ATTENTION ALL COMMANDS! SAMOS
SATELLITE 105 REPORTS ROCKET FIRED
FROM EASTERN SIBERIAN POINT. NOR-
AD.
A projection of the polar region appeared on the
screen and all eyes followed a red dotted line
that started in Siberia and had now reached the
edge of the icecap. It was picking up speed as it
arched up over the top of the world.
SAC TO ALL WINGS. SCRAMBLE ALL
AIRCRAFT.

BMEWS NOW REPORTS 25 ICMB's..ESTI-
MATED IMPACT AREAS: WASHINGTON,
OMAHA, VANDENBURG, McCOY, Mac-
DILL, COLORADO SPRINGS, MARCH
FIELD, TITAN BASES AT TUCSON, DEN-
VER...

PRESIDENT AUTHORIZES ALL FORCES
TO ATTACK! ATTACK! ATTACK! PLAN
C FOR CHARLIE.START COUNTDOWNS...
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