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For Johnny and Joe




FOREWORD

This is the story of a battle. A battle fought in the skies over the Arctic and over Russia, on an American Strategic Air Command Base, and in the minds of men. Its duration was only two hours.

It is a chaotic story, because battles usually are chaotic. It is a pitiless, cruel story, because pitilessness and cruelty are inherent qualities of battle, and especially a battle fought out with modern nuclear weapons.

Most important of all, it is a story which could happen. It may even be happening as you read these words. And then it really will be two hours to doom.

Yours and mine and every other living creature’s.


eForeword

An apocalyptic nightmare for the modern age, Peter Bryant’s Red Alert is the gripping thriller that inspired the nightmare comedy of director Stanley Kubrick’s classic 1964 film Dr. Strangelove, or How ILearned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb. The novel was first published six years earlier, just after the Soviet Union entered the Space Age, and its tale of nuclear brinksmanship echoes the fresh fear and paranoia of an uncertain time.

The English writer Peter Bryant, ne Peter George (1925-66), brought to Red Alert a strong personal antipathy to the nuclear arms race that had heated up between the world’s major powers. A former R.A.F. pilot who had become involved in the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, George was deadly serious when he wrote the novel, which was originally published in the U.K., as Two Hours to Doom under his nom de plume Peter Bryant. The satirical tone that dominates the film was Kubrick’s innovation, a way to drive home the story even more clearly to an audience that, by 1964, had seen a number of apocalyptic nuclear thrillers. Bryant did not like the idea, though he collaborated on the screenplay and later wrote a novelization of the film, which he dedicated to Kubrick. A pessimist about the world who continued to write about the doomed outcome of a world with nuclear arms, Bryant committed suicide in 1966.


“ALABAMA ANGEL”
09.45 G.M.T.

Moscow: 12.45 p.m., Washington: 5.45 a.m.

THE CREW OF Alabama Angel, fourteen hours out from a Strategic Air Command base just north of Sonora, Texas, were over the hump. They were approaching the last turning point, and the boring hours which had ground round the clock face with agonising slowness in the earlier stages of the mission, now seemed to be hurrying on, allowing them to anticipate hot food and a comfortable bed, at the British base where they would spend the next two months.

It had been a long flight, and a hard one. From Sonora they had struck due north, the hours and the miles slipping away from them until, over, Baffin Island, they had made their first rendezvous with a tanker. Alabama Angel, a B-52 type inter-continental bomber, had drunk deeply from the tanker, then hastened on to a second rendezvous over the frozen wastes between the Northeast Foreland of Greenland, and Spitzbergen.

There again a KC-135 Stratotanker had been waiting patiently for them, ready to slake the thirst of the eight great engines. Now, as the bomber approached her final turning point, she was fully topped up with fuel. There was enough in the tanks to take her on to any target assigned to her inside Russia, and still leave enough to get back to a base in the States without further refueling.

But that was on a war mission. Today was peace, and Alabama Angel would merely reach her final turning point–called in Strategic Air Command jargon the X point–and turn her sleek, arrow, shape away from the vitals of Russia and towards the British base where the wing of which she formed a part was being rotated on normal overseas temporary duty.

In all, thirty-two bombers of the 843rd Wing had left Sonora fourteen hours before. Like Alabama Angel, all of them were now a hundred miles or so from their X points. In the case of Alabama Angel, the X point was Bear Island, a small dot in the Barents Sea roughly midway between the northern tip of Norway and Spitzbergen. The X points of the other bombers of the wing were as widely separated as Schmidt Island in the Arctic Sea, and Bahrein in the Persian Gulf. They had only one geographical factor in common. They were all approximately two hours flying time from a Russian target of prime importance.

As the bomber approached the X point the crew began to brighten up. For hours past, conversation had been confined to the technicalities strictly necessary between crew members to keep an eight jet bomber flying. Now it became more general. The navigator was busily plotting the final course. Soon they would be on the last leg, and the boredom of the preceding hours would be forgotten in the anticipation of what was to come. Their last visit to England was still fresh in their minds.

As a matter of policy, all SAC wings were regularly rotated between their own home base in the Continental United States and bases overseas. It accustomed the crews to operating in all kinds of climate and airfield conditions. It was tough on the married men, of course, but that was the price of belonging to an elite organisation. The single men were unanimous in thinking it a great idea.

Alabama Angel’s crew were all single, and they were the youngest crew on the wing, with an average age of only twenty-three. In the States they were usually kept more than busy flying simulated missions, and participating in exercises which helped to illuminate weak points in various defence organisations. Then every three or four months the wing was rotated to a SAC base overseas. It didn’t leave a lot of time for the serious business of courtship and marriage. The majority of Alabama Angel’s crew, happy with their visits to European countries, and their vivid short passes to Fort Worth, and occasionally Dallas, were not too worried about it. Captain Clint Brown, the command pilot, saw it differently. He was heavily engaged.

Brown was the daddy of the crew, at the ripe old age of twenty-six. He was a tall, heavy-set man, fair-haired, slow in speech and movement, slow to anger. The steady type. Which explained why he had been given the command of a three-million-dollar, one-hundred-and-eighty-ton bomber at an age three years less than the average age of B-52 pilots. He came from Dothan, Alabama, but he had spent most of his life before joining the Air Force in Cincinnati, which accounted for his lack of Southern accent.

Brown glanced at his watch. Before take-off he had set it to Greenwich Mean Time. When you can travel one way about as fast as the world can rotate the other, time becomes confusing. Greenwich Mean Time, besides being vital for navigational purposes, gave an established central reference point against which you could deduct or add hours to give you local time. “Time to turn, Stan?” he asked.

Lieutenant Stanley F. Andersen, twenty-three years old and Alabama Angel’s navigator, laid his pencil down on his chart. “Thirteen minutes from now. New course will be two two zero. Estimate Lak-enheath twelve thirty hours. Give or take a few minutes, natch.”

Brown said: “Natch. Or a few hours maybe? How about that, men?”

“Nuts,” Andersen broke in, before the chorus from the crew that sometimes greeted his estimated times of arrival could howl derisively through the intercom. “You guys tell me one time I slipped up more than five minutes.” It was his invariable comeback, the one he knew they could not reasonably answer. But nevertheless they did. Earlier in the mission he would not have invited comment; earlier, the crew would not have made it. But always, just before the final turn, the holiday spirit came on them. Perhaps it was because right up to the time they reached the X point the awful fear was riding in the pressurised cabin along with them.

After X point things changed, and they were as near X point now as made no difference. Soon they would turn, and each pulse of power from the engines would be another few yards on the road to home. It made no difference whether home was North Africa, or Britain, or wherever else in the world SAC had decided to send them. Home was where they could touch down after a mission with the two unimaginable bombs that hung in the long bomb bay of the B-52 still safely in place.

To ride a few feet above an explosive power so potent that five or six B-52’s could have settled World War Two decisively for either side, did not worry them. There was little risk of accidental detonation. But all of them, as part of their indoctrination, had seen the films of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. All of them had been shown the comparative strength of the puny twenty kiloton bomb dropped then, against the fifteen megaton monsters which they carried.

Sometimes they did not carry the actual bombs, but concrete replicas of the same size, shape, and weight. Then the pressure was off. The mission was a happy one. But when the wing rotated overseas, carrying of the actual weapons was mandatory, as it was on any of the training missions which took the individual aircraft to their X points. And at those times fear was an inseparable companion on the flight. Not fear for themselves but for the world.

They felt it a little less perhaps because they were single men. But still they felt it. The Air Force was perfectly aware of this. A tighter individual check was kept on SAC aircrews than on any body of men in history. And when the strain became too much, when there were signs that the human spirit could endure no more of the hideous responsibility, men were quietly relieved and re-assigned to duty where their minds could slowly come back to normal under the healing warmth of the knowledge that, for a time at least, they would not be called on to destroy upwards of five million human beings at the press of a button.

The SAC crews accepted these things as reality. They believed they guarded the peace of the world as surely as they knew the price they must pay within themselves to do it. If they had been ignorant, unintelligent men it would have been easier for them. But ignorant, unintelligent men could not have flown a jet bomber. The aircrew were highly trained men of good educational background. They could think for themselves. The Air Force preferred it that way, even if it put a limit on the number of missions and years a SAC crew might be expected to operate efficiently.

So now, as Andersen called, “Three minutes to run,” and Brown set the new course on the gyro, the crew were happy. There is a peculiar intimacy which grows up between members of a bomber crew. After a few months together there is established between them an almost telepathic understanding. There was no need for anyone to ask Sergeant Garcia to break out two Thermos jugs of coffee. He knew as soon as they started on the home leg the rest of the boys, like himself, would want coffee. He reached up to the rack, and took down two jugs and a set of disposable containers. He was whistling quietly.

In the same way Garcia knew about the coffee, Lieutenant Goldsmith, the gunnery officer, knew it was time to make the introductory remarks which would set the stage for his story. Goldsmith was the established comic of the crew. He was a small, lively, intelligent-eyed man, with a devastating gift of mimicry. His stories were invariably long, involved, amatory, and very funny. He rationed them strictly to one per mission. Now he said, “Say Captain, you remember the last time we hit London?”

Brown grinned. Whatever his reply, he knew that Goldsmith’s story would not concern London. It would deal with the home town or home state of one of the crew. But Goldsmith always liked to approach his story obliquely, through a series of conversational gambits as formal and as meaningless as the introductory movements of a minuet. He said, “I remember we hit London. Guess I don’t remember a heck of a lot of what we did there. Why?”

The crew listened attentively. They all recognised the preliminaries. Soon they would turn, Garcia would pass the coffee round, and Goldsmith would begin the story proper. “Well,” he continued, “you remember we went to that joint called the Celebrite? Just off Bond Street?”

“Sure.” This was a dialogue confined to Brown and Goldsmith the crew realised, which indicated that Brown would be the target of the story. They relaxed as comfortably as they could in their seats.

“Well, you remember we met a dame there?”

“Lots of dames,” Brown said affably.

“Yeah, but this particular dame. That figure, wow! That red hair, the real, deep, copper-red kind. That up from under look she kept giving me. Remember?”

“Sorry to break in,” Andersen said. “Thirty seconds to run.”

“Roger.” Brown stretched his left hand forward ready to select the turn control on the autopilot. “Well, I think I remember her.”

“Reason I asked,” Goldsmith said, but this time in an accent which was pure Alabama, the kind of accent the crew were always kidding Brown he should have, “was because she put me in mind of a lil’ ole gal I encountered in Dothan, Alabama. You-all know that place, Cap’n, sir?”

The crew exchanged pleased grins. With an operator like Goldsmith to entertain them for the next fifteen minutes or so, the last leg of the mission wouldn’t seem long. In a few minutes they’d be having coffee. And maybe this weekend there’d be a pass to London. Life in SAC was pretty good, all right.

So now they were almost at the X point, and once again nothing had happened. They had been briefed to turn at the X, but even if their briefing had been to carry on in to the attack, they would have turned. That was the Failsafe procedure, the system SAC had dreamed up to prevent any accidental attack sparking off a third world war. Unless positive attack orders were received in the air, SAC aircrews were under the strictest orders to go no further than the X point. They were only too glad to obey those orders.

“Ten seconds,” Andersen said. There would be nothing for him to do for a while after they turned. He settled himself comfortably to enjoy Goldsmith’s story.

“Well now, Herman, seems to me I heard of it some place.” Brown’s voice was carefree as he poised his finger over the turn control.

Garcia began to unscrew the top of a Thermos.

Brown’s finger started to move down.

There was a short clatter of morse. It lasted only ten seconds or so. Brown delayed the movement of his finger until the message had finished.

Sergeant Mellows, the radioman, said shortly, “Message from base, Captain. Wing to hold at X points.”


SONORA, TEXAS
09.55 G.M.T.

Moscow: 12.55 p.m., Washington: 4.55 a.m.

BRIGADIER GENERAL QUINTEN, Commanding Officer of Sonora Air Force Base, looked out through the armoured glass of his office window at the brilliantly fit, empty flight lines. His 839th Wing had gone off two hours before on a series of simulated raids designed to test the efficiency of the North American Air Defence system–NORAD as it was generally called. The 843rd, on rotation overseas from Sonora, were a few minutes from their X points on the other side of the world. Only a few lame ducks and light airplanes were left.

Quinten, a tall, spare, grey-haired man, slightly stooped and with the barely discernible beginnings of a small pot belly, turned away abruptly, and walked quickly to his desk. He sank into the padded chair which he seldom left when his crews were airborne, picked up a pencil, and made a few shapeless, meaningless marks on the note pad in front of him.

The office door opened and his exec walked in, as he was privileged to, without first knocking. Major Paul Howard, the exec, was tied to ground duty while waiting for a leg badly broken in an auto smash to heal. It was nearly well now, and Howard was counting the days until he could return to his crew. He did not enjoy staff work and administration, but he was a graduate of the National War College, a man marked for high rank in the future if he did not foul up on the way. He performed his exec’s duties efficiently and well, if without any great liking for them.

He placed a sealed envelope on Quinten’s desk. “My red line’s still out, General,” he said. “They haven’t located the fault yet.”

“All right, Paul.” Quinten slit the envelope open neatly with an ivory paper knife, and unfolded the single sheet of paper it contained. “Let me know immediately they fix it, will you?”

“Yes, sir. Right away.” Howard turned and walked out of the office, closing the door softly behind him. He was thinking how old Quinten had got to look in the two years he had known him. Too much responsibility, Howard thought, too many long hours of sweating it out at a desk while crews carried out their training missions. Quinten had children and grandchildren. At least, one grandchild. Howard smiled as he remembered the party there had been at the club to celebrate that. But his crews were his children, too. As long as they were airborne, Quinten would be awake and at work, watching the plots of their progress round the globe. And if as happened very occasionally a crew was lost through accident, Quinten suffered all the grief of a deep and personal loss.

As soon as the door shut behind Howard, Quinten read the letter from SAC. It was a personal letter from the commander. It thanked him for his work over the past four years, assigned him to duties in the Pentagon, and informed him his relief would arrive the next day. Quinten had been expecting the letter for some time. He had already heard unofficially that he was to be relieved. He knew it was right, that every day he was pushing himself a little closer to the edge of complete breakdown. But to hear about it unofficially was one thing, to see it actually in writing another. He knew the move would mean a second star on his shoulder, but the knowledge was joyless. He knew, although the Air Force did not, that he was a very sick man. The specialist he had consulted privately in Boston during his last visit there had left him in no doubt of that.

He folded the paper. It was only when he tried to replace it in the envelope that he noticed how badly his hands were shaking. Without being really conscious of it, he watched the big second hand sweep once round the dial of the electric wall clock. 09.58 G.M.T. Quinten pressed twice on the button that would summon his exec.

Howard entered the office within twenty seconds of the bell. As he came in he saw that Quinten was holding the red line telephone in his right hand. His face was very pale, Howard thought, but his voice was quite firm as he said, “I understand,” and replaced on its rest the red instrument, the telephone which linked directly with SAC operations room.

Quinten took a deep breath. “Major, hold them at their X points,” he said. “Use the intercom in your office, mine might be busy. Right away.” His voice was calm and quiet, the impersonal voice of an officer trained to command, and experienced in the exercise of command.

Howard acknowledged the order, turned and hurried into his own office. His training forced him to pass the orders without letting his mind speculate on their implication. That could come later. For the present it was sufficient that within a minute of Quinten’s order the word had gone out to the 843rd. He returned to the commander’s office, and stood at the side of the desk ready for any further orders. So far he was not greatly disturbed by the order to hold. It had happened before, several times. Then it had been training, an exercise to test the efficiency of communications between base and the widely scattered bombers. Maybe this was the same.

The red line phone clamoured loudly and imperatively. Howard stiffened as Quinten reached for it. Maybe this was the call-off. But Howard thought not. He could not pin down any definite reason why he should be disturbed, yet somehow he was.

Quinten held the smooth red plastic to his ear, and listened for a few moments. His face was pale, his eyes haunted. He said, “Okay, I hear you. All right,” and reached out to replace the receiver. Howard noticed his hands were shaking badly, and he had difficulty in getting the instrument back on to its cradle. And at once Howard knew that this was it. This time it was real. An attack on the United States was under way, and the bludgeon of massive retaliation was about to start its swing.

Quinten said quietly, “All right Paul, you’ve probably guessed. We’re in a shooting war. Get the word out to the boys. Plan R. Use your office, and wait for acknowledgments. I’ll bring the base to Warning Red conditions.” He watched Howard swing round and walk quickly into the adjoining office.

Quinten first called the PBX. His mind was working fast, forgetting nothing. A mind not at its best, but still capable of carrying out an operational plan whose every detail was engraved on it with the heavy clarity of innumerable repetitions. He lifted the phone to the PBX, and was put through to the supervisor. He said, “This is the Commanding Officer. You recognize my voice?”

Second Lieutenant Manelli, drowsy towards the end of his spell of duty in the air conditioned PBX sunk fifty feet below administration building, forced himself to immediate alertness. “Yes, sir,” he said. “I recognise your voice, General.”

“All right, Manelli. I want Warning Red passed to all sections. Report back personally on any extension doesn’t answer or acknowledge. Got that?”

“Sure, General. Warning Red, report back personally any extension we can’t raise. Anything more, sir?” Manelli was itching to ask the C.O. if this was really it. But he didn’t. Like the rest of SAC he had been trained to know that needless questions wasted precious seconds.

“Yes, there is. From here on in the base is sealed tight. That includes incoming calls, as well as outgoing. We may have to deal with saboteurs pretending to be anyone from the President down. No calls from inside go out. No calls from outside are even answered, let alone put through. No calls. You understand?”

“Yes, sir. No calls in or out without your personal say so.”

“No calls at all, with or without my personal say so,” Quinten said patiently. “My voice can be imitated too, Lieutenant.”

Manelli swallowed. He was very young, and very proud of the responsible position he held on the base. He said, “No calls at all, General. Rely on me, sir.”

“I will, Manelli.” Quinten replaced the phone, lit a cigarette. He knew he could depend on Manelli. He was a good kid, keen on his job, not afraid of responsibility. Now, after goofing off like that, he would make sure he didn’t goof again. The PBX was tight.

Quinten drew on his cigarette. He could not expect Howard back with him for three or four, minutes yet. He ran briefly in his mind the main features of plan R. Then he flicked the lever of the intercom set, brought in the Communications Officer and the Tower. He said, “Close down your sections. Just as soon as all the eight forty-third have acknowledged. There’ll be nothing further for you to do, so you can get below ground.”

The Communications Officer, Captain Masters, said, “General, I have to ask for clarification of those orders. If I shut down, and the Tower, there’ll be no radio or teleprinter communication in or out of the base. Is that your intention, sir?”

“That is. Get moving on it. And Masters.”

“Sir?”

“You were quite right to ask. For your information, all that side will be handled from SAC. Now get started– Tower?”

“Sir?”

“Have all the acknowledgments come in?”

“Working on the last six, General.”

“O.K. Get your personnel under ground as soon as you can.

Quinten flicked off the intercom. He thought about Masters. The Communications Officer had been absolutely correct to make sure he had understood the orders. In the same way, he felt there had been a duty on his part to convey to Masters his approval of the query. An individual infantryman saw only his small part of the battle. The commander had to take account of the whole. Masters’ transmitters and receivers were his part of the battle. In the big picture, which Quinten saw over all, they had no place. Then he dismissed Masters from his mind as Howard walked back into the office. “All on their way, Paul?”

“Everyone, General. All acknowledged. General, Tower told me we’re closing down on communications.”

“Sure.” There were a hundred and one things Quinten wanted to start on. But this was his exec. He would have to sit in on the battle. Quinten lit another cigarette. “Here’s the way it is, Paul. The eight thirty-ninth will be kept airborne. No point risking them being caught on the ground. They aren’t armed, but the Russians don’t know that. The eight forty-third are off our hands. We won’t see them back here. By the time they’ve hit their targets and fought their way out it should be over one way or the other. Meanwhile, we’re liable to be attacked. No point in sacrificing personnel. That answer you?”

“Sure thing, sir.”

“All right. Let’s get to work. The base is at Warning Red. That’s from SAC. In addition I want the following implemented. Double up on defence combat teams. There’s no reason why there shouldn’t be an attack on this base by conventional forces. All privately owned radios impounded. Air Police will have the lists of owners. Got to face the possibility of instructions to saboteurs coming over them. For the same reason, all Air Force owned radios impounded too. Those first, and fast, while I see just what we’re going to hit.”

Howard swung into action, flipping switches on the intercom, sometimes with a phone in each hand while he gave out orders on one, received reports on the other. Among the reports was one from PBX that the General’s orders had been carried out. Every extension had been contacted and had acknowledged, the report added.

Quinten opened the safe built into the right pedestal of his steel desk. From it he took a bulky briefcase which was chained to a securing staple in the wall of the safe. He unlocked the case, fumbled inside it for a moment, then pulled out a sealed fifteen by ten envelope. He broke the seals of the envelope, and extracted a folder with a big red R stamped on it. He put the folder on his desk.

Howard replaced a phone on its rest, and made a final tick on his check list. “All cleared, General.”

“Fine. I’ll speak to personnel over the address system in a while. They’re too busy right now.” He opened the folder at the first page, scanned quickly down it. Needlessly. The words were etched indelibly on his brain. He was one of the five officers who had done the detailed planning on “R,” and on several other letters too. There was no aspect of the plan with which he was not minutely familiar. He looked up at Howard. “This is the big time,” he said softly. “The real big time. Moscow, Leningrad, Sverdlovsk, Stalingrad. Plus fourteen of the biggest bomber bases, the really important ones. Their one operational I.C.B.M. launching site, and the three they’ve almost completed. The biggest, Paul. That’s why it’s been assigned to the eight forty-third.”

“Sure,” Howard said. His own Wing was the 839th, but he recognised the lightness of Quinten’s assessment. The 843rd had the B-52.K’s. They were the first wing to have the K’s, the only wing which was fully trained on them. It was right those targets should be assigned to the 843rd, because they were the targets that mattered. Once they were destroyed there would be no further massive attacks on the States.

At the back of his mind he was still conscious of a vague disquiet. He sought for it desperately. There was something he had to ask Quinten, he knew. His eye fell on the intelligence summary he had placed on Quinten’s desk an hour earlier. He said, “Sir, that base isn’t operational. The I.C.B.M. one I mean. According to today’s summary, they’ve hit trouble. It’s out for anything up to a month. Something to do with faults showing up in the metal structure of the firing pits. You read it?”

“Why no,” Quinten said, “I didn’t read it yet. But I can’t say I’m surprised. The way they rushed the construction job through to frighten the N.A.T.O. politicians, they were bound to hit trouble some time.” He got up from his desk, paced to the window, stood looking out. “That only leaves the manned aircraft: the Bison Jets and the Bear turbo-props, which means we’re in with a real fighting chance. Better than evens, much better.”

“Seems kind of funny though, General.”

“What does?” Quinten swung round to face him. “Well, sir, you wouldn’t figure they’d pick a time their only operational missile battery that can hit the States is out. I don’t get it.”

“Maybe they intended us to think that way, Paul.” Quinten’s voice was quiet, reflective. “Maybe they thought we’d get the news and write off the threat for a week or so, lift our guard a little. It’s been known to happen before in the history of war.”

“Sure. I suppose so. It’s peculiar, though.”

Quinten smiled briefly. There was no humour in the smile, just a passing half second’s bitter amusement. “They’re peculiar people,” he said. He was going to say something else, but again the red line phone shattered the quiet.

Howard said, “I’ll get it, General,” and began to walk over to the telephone.

Quinten said sharply, “Leave it to me, Major. I want to speak to the Security Officer. Personally. Have him come up, will you?” He walked back to the desk, picked off the receiver, listened to the message as Howard went out of the office. Then he began to speak.


“ALABAMA ANGEL”
10.00 G.M.T.

Moscow: 1.00 p.m., Washington: 5.00 a.m.

THE ORDER to hold at X point left the crew of Alabama Angel quiet and uneasy. Like Major Paul Howard, back at Sonora, they had known it happen before. But never quite so late, Usually the warning order was issued at least twenty minutes before X point. They told themselves this was just another exercise, another of the endless variety of surprises SAC kept dreaming up to ensure that, when the time really came, nothing could surprise them. But Goldsmith did not continue with his story. Garcia slowly screwed the top of a Thermos tight again, replaced it and its companion in the rack. Nobody said anything much, because nobody wanted to risk disturbing Sergeant Mellows, the radioman. Bight then, Mellows was the most important man in the crew.

Clint Brown held the plane in a steady port orbit. As soon as Mellows had passed the word to hold at X point he had taken over manual control of Alabama Angel. There was no particular need for him to have done it. The autopilot could hold height, speed, and rate of turn, just as well as he could. Better in fact, he thought wryly, as he noticed he had lost a hundred or so feet since he took over. He made the small correction required, and wondered just why he had taken over. He thought it was almost certainly because, if the word came, he wanted at that particular moment to have the bomber under his control as well as his command. It occurred to him he had never felt that way before when the order had come to hold. He concentrated grimly on his instruments, waiting like the rest of the crew. But with a chill presentiment that he already knew what the message would be.

Sergeant Mellows’ whole being was concentrated on the green flicker of his visual tune indicator. He was very conscious that for the moment he was the centre of attention. Later his role would probably be unimportant, but for now he was carrying the ball. His sensitive, technician’s fingers caressed the tune and gain controls of the receiver. For one long, frightening second he wondered whether he would suddenly forget all his training, forget his tune technique, even forget the morse code. He was the youngest of the crew, and the least experienced. He came very near to panic, until suddenly, magically, the first stammer of morse in his earphones was coming through clear and slow. He scribbled down the message letter by letter. No possibility of a mistake at that speed. He thought scornfully that the operator back at Sonora was pretty punk. He was not aware that SAC instructions limited the speed of attack orders to the equivalent of twelve words per minute. SAC did not intend to have a target spared because of an error in transmission or reception.

Mellows said, “Message from base, Captain. KNHF, AGRB.” His throat was dry, and he found it difficult to speak. “That decodes as Wing attack, plan R, sir.”

There was silence in the cabin for all of ten seconds. Goldsmith spoke first, but only because he was the first to be able to put thoughts into words. “My God no,” he said, and then, as realisation grew in him that the orders could only mean an attack on the States was under way, “Where have the bastards hit? What have they …”

“Shut up!” Brown’s voice cut through Goldsmith’s words with warning coldness. The message had not shocked Brown as much as the others, for his presentiment had warned him it was coming. Now he had to jump right in while they were still shocked, and lean on them with all the weight of his own authority and the authority behind him. He had to hit them with the single important fact that he was in command, and they obeyed him instantly, or else. That way, he would have a crew. Any other way he would have nothing but an unruly mob.

He picked on a name. Not because he expected any particular trouble from that man, in fact quite the reverse, but because it was he who had spoken first, and a specific warning to an individual is always more effective than a vague threat to a crowd. “Goldsmith,” he said, “if you speak once more before I give you leave, you’ll face a general court when we get back to the States.” His voice was cold, and precise. It left no room for any doubt he meant exactly what he said.

He waited just long enough to make sure his warning had sunk in. Then he continued, in the same cold voice. “That goes for everyone in the crew. Let’s not have it happen again.”

There was silence for all of ten seconds. Goldsmith broke it. “Captain?” His voice was tentative, but quite steady now.

“Yes?”

“I was out of line. Sorry.”

Brown grinned. He was grateful to Goldsmith. Quite unintentionally he had given Brown the chance to weld the crew into a tight combat team right at the start, to get them over the inevitable initial shock of the attack orders. Brown thought he could ease off now with perfect safety provided he got them busy right away on their combat duties.

He said, “That’s O.K., Herman. Forget it. Break out the orders, Stan. Garcia, you distribute them.”

Stan Andersen unlocked the metal drawer built in under his chart table. It contained half a dozen fifteen by ten envelopes exactly the same in appearance as the one Quinten had opened. Altogether SAC had twenty-one alternative plans, lettered from A through U. But of those, only six applied to the 843rd. Their targets were the vital ones, simply because they had the most modern, best defended bombers in the Command. If any bombers flying could fight their way through the supersonic fighters, the ground and air launched missiles, which the Russians had sited to defend those targets, the 52.K’s could. So naturally, the vital targets were theirs.

Andersen broke the seals on the envelope marked “R”. The others he had already replaced in the steel drawer. It contained an incendiary device which could be operated manually in event of emergency, and would be set off by an inertia switch in event of the bomber crashing.

Garcia distributed the individual folders. There was one each for radar and radio; one for the gunnery officer, the engineer, the bombardier. One for each of the two crew members whose duties would begin and end with twenty minutes’ work a few hundred miles from the target. And for the navigator and the captain, a copy each of a bulkier folder which included the orders for the other crew members as well as their own.

Brown glanced quickly at his orders, saw that he did not need to alter height or speed on the first leg, and said, “First course as soon as you like, Stan. Don’t wait to plot it, a rough heading will do.”

“Kay. Roughly zero seven five.”

“Zero seven five.” Brown glanced at his heading indicator. Two three zero. He increased the rate of port turn, the servo controls calling for no more effort from him to tilt the huge swept back wings than he could supply with the tip of a finger. He rounded out of the turn, made the inevitable small correction, and said, “Steady on zero seven five.”

Andersen noted the time, set his ground position indicator to the co-ordinates of Bear Island, and fed into the machine the wind velocity he had computed on the run up to the X point. The speed and height were already set. From now on the gadget would automatically compute his ground position, and display it in ever-changing co-ordinate figures. Provided of course, that the wind and speed Andersen fed in was accurate. A large provision at fifty-five thousand feet. His busy fingers moved rapidly over the chart, measured distances and angles, transmuted them into marks on a spherical slide rule, noted the resultant figures on his log. He had quite forgotten his girl in Klamath Falls, Oregon. It was not a likely target.

Brown’s girl lived in Seattle. He had met her when, with other 843rd pilots, he had gone to the Boeing plant for a three day conference on certain tricky points which had shown up after the 52.K’s had flown five or six training missions. She worked as a stenographer in the accounts offices there. A tall, lissome brunette, the girl he had planned to marry at the end of his next overseas duty. He tried to put out of his mind the knowledge that Seattle and the Boeing plant would certainly be a priority target. He succeeded, but only by plunging into the detailed check of crew assignments.

First communications. “Mellows, you got the acknowledgment off?”

“Yes, sir. Aircraft number and the second group. AGRB. Like we were briefed.”

“O.K. Check these points. Complete radio silence. Listen on what wavelength?”

“Nine two one five kay-cees, Captain. That’s a frequency, not a wavelength.”

Brown smiled. “Too technical for me. All right, code procedure?”

“I’ll read out what it says. To ensure the enemy cannot plant false transmissions and fake orders, once the attack orders have been passed and acknowledged the CRM 114 is to be switched into the receiver circuit. The three code letters of the period are to be set on the alphabet dials of the CRM 114, which will then block any transmissions other than those preceded by the set letters from being fed into the receiver. I’ve set up the CRM, Captain.”

“O.K., Mellows. Engineer?”

Master Sergeant Federov, three generations removed from the vast grain lands of the Ukraine, a taciturn, sturdy man whose only love was the smooth efficiency of Alabama Angel’s infinitely complex machinery, grunted his presence.

“No change yet. Check with me five minutes before point A. Bombardier?”

Lieutenant Harry Engelbach, not as taciturn as Federov, quiet in normal social intercourse because of an overwhelming shyness, had lost all trace of that reticence now. He said, “Primary target the I.C.B.M. base at Kotlass, Captain. One weapon, fused air burst at twenty thousand. Second weapon to be used if there’s any foul up with the first. Otherwise, the secondary target gets it. The supply centre for the Kotlass base just outside Archangel. Fused air burst at twenty five.”

“O.K. You have your target approach maps?”

“Yes. Approach and vicinity charts and transparencies for both. Kotlass should be easy, Captain. The aiming point is almost at the junction of the Dwina and Suchona rivers. They’ll show up real clear on the scope.”

“Let’s hope so. Gunnery?”

“Gunnery,” Goldsmith said. His voice was calm and steady, differing from normal in the absence of the flippant bantering note that usually was present.

“O.K. Herman, nothing for you yet. You can arm your hornets up ten minutes before A point. You happy about them?”

“I’m happy. I’d be happier if we could carry twice as many, but these ten beauties should do. I’ll check with you before I arm them.”

“O.K. Herman. Radar, you stay on search for now. You don’t begin counter measures until we turn in on the attack leg. We’ll check the counter-frequencies when I’ve altered course. How about it, Stan? You have that course for me?”

Andersen noted a final figure on his log, and said, “Zero eight one. Alter fifty seconds from now.”

“Roger.” Brown leaned forward to make the alterations on the gyro. There were only two of the crew he had to contact now; Garcia, and another sergeant named Minter. They had flown a lot with Alabama Angel, but neither of them had yet contributed anything more positive to the actual operation of the plane than serve coffee. Yet, without them, the present mission could not have been ordered.

“Ordnance?”

“Sir?” It was Garcia who answered, as he always did. Garcia was the live wire of the pair, a girl chaser, a likeable, volatile man. But from past experience Brown knew that Minter would be listening, and would carefully carry out any orders he was given.

“As soon as the navigator comes up with an estimate for A point, I’ll let you know about your job.”

“Estimating 10.41 at A point,” Anderson broke in quickly.

“Give or take anything?” Brown asked lightly. There was an appreciative chuckle from the crew. Brown was pleased. This was the delicate part, the instructions which might trigger again the emotional disturbance which had threatened when the attack orders were received. He went on quickly, “Don’t answer that, Stan. Only kidding. All right, you two, you can begin to arm them up at 10.33. Number one for twenty thousand air burst, number two twenty-five air burst.” Now. It was said. Any comment from the crew? Five seconds went by. None. Brown smiled again. He thought a cup of coffee would be good right now. “How about some coffee, Garcia?”

“Right away, Captain.”

Minter said slowly, “Hey Garcia, Bim for twenty air and Bam for twenty-five air, that right?”

“Sure,” Garcia said, “that’s right.”

Brown was staggered. He could understand how the crews of previous wars had often chalked names on high explosive bombs. But to give names to these things? He started to ask a question, changed his mind before the words had left his mouth. The bombs were Garcia’s and Minier’s special charges. The two sergeants had to arm them, convert them from inert if highly expensive chunks of metal, into killers with a power potential capable of removing a city the size of New York from the face of the earth. If they liked to give the weapons names that was none of his business, so long as their job was efficiently done. He felt quite sure it would be.

Two minutes later, while the crew read carefully through their assignment sheets, Garcia served the coffee. But Goldsmith did not tell his story, and nobody invited him to tell it. There seemed to be a tacit agreement the story would not be at all funny. Not now.
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