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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Prologue


Last in, Julius Pechall shut the airlock and spun the ancient wheel. He felt the bars slide home; one light in the array changed from red to green. Even as he turned, his companions were lost to sight in the comforting swirl of hydrocyanic gas as it filled the compartment.


This was the best moment: relaxed, free of fear, cocooned in friendly death; a respite from tension, a brief period of solitude, of no-thought.


All too soon the shower, then the drying wind. He and the rest rotated slowly, arms raised, grotesque marionettes performing the prescribed choreography. They stopped, waiting.


All lights green: airlock opening. Beyond, the secure warmth of the library of Congress …




I.


1984 …


The mere thought of that year filled many people with anxiety, yet their apprehension had no logical basis: All the ingredients for Orwell’s nightmarish vision had existed in 1955, but Orwell had chosen 1984, and logic could go to hell.


Not since the 1660s, when half of Europe had similar fears for 1666, had there been so much quiet disquiet. For astrologers, seldom unemployed since the fourth century B.C., the early 1980s were golden years; and when someone announced the existence of a new comet, and predicted it would cast its ill-omen radiance in the spring sky of Orwell’s year, a variety of natural disasters was effortlessly added to the catalog of woes to come. Of course, most folks denied any real belief in the predictions; it was “fun,” no more. Perhaps; but those who claimed to be able to read the future continued to prosper. The human mind, it would seem, had made minimal progress since the seventeenth century.


But 1983 came first, a year that brought with it a catastrophe so awful, so earthshaking, it made any atrocity man had ever inflicted on man seem absurdly insubstantial.


Many had done their best to shut their minds to it, had refused to think about it — until it was upon them, taking their children, shattering their lives.


1983 was not the year the world grew up, but it was the year humanity lost its last shred of innocence.




II.


Even when it began cannot be known. The chronology is virtually meaningless, but it is improbable that anything could have happened earlier than 1916. Beyond question the largest concentration of Events occurred in the 1970s — the largest so far, that is. The first Event, well documented and attested, occurred in 1974.


On April 12, at 0800 Pacific Standard Time, a USAF F-4, crewed by a pilot and an observer, took off from a California air base on a test flight. It climbed to forty thousand meters and, after various checks and tests, was cleared to climb another seven thousand meters and head seaward for two Mach 1 plus runs. At 0825 the ground control radar lost the aircraft’s blip. Urgent calls 0826 thru 0835 produced no answer from the plane. Consequently, full emergency procedure was initiated at 0837. At 0841 two more F-4’s screamed into the air, followed ten minutes later by specialized search aircraft.


The Combined Services Search and Rescue organization is very impressive, the net it spreads fine mesh. Lives cannot always be saved, but seldom does the SAR fail to come up with an answer. This was one such occasion.


After seventy-two hours of intensive effort, SAR headquarters reluctantly reported the F-4 lost at sea without a trace, cause unknown.


One of the few areas of genuine international cooperation is the distress communications set-up for ships and aircraft. Code words, procedures, and frequencies are the same worldwide. For aircraft there are two radio links, one HF, one VHF; both are monitored continuously by ground stations around the globe. Rarely does an aircraft in trouble go unheard.


At 1403 (local) on August 7, 1974, a radio man at the USAF base in Guam intercepted a Mayday distress call on VHF. He took a bearing and reported it to the station command post, where it was tied in with an unidentified radar contact that, noted at 1401, had already puzzled the duty officer enough for him to call the station commander.


While the chances of the unidentified airplane being hostile were minimal, no officer stuck with the responsibility dared treat this sort of situation lightly — not after Pearl Harbor. In this case, too many details were wrong: the plane’s radar was not transmitting the distress pattern, and when interrogated by ground radar the pilot gave a USAF-type response — but the wrong one. That was enough. The duty officer had automatically brought the base to yellow alert at 1401; at 1405 the sirens wailed for condition red. One minute later three fighters took off under full afterburner thrust and vectored to intercept the stranger, now six hundred kilometers out. At the same time the point defense SAM sites went fully operational. In case it was a genuine distress call, two Grumman HU-6 amphibians were rolling from their hangars before the howling of the sirens had died.


Events moved equally fast in the underground command post. The station commander, Colonel Marvin L. Buckner, a veteran of Korea and Vietnam, arrived on the run. A call had been put out to the stranger and an unintelligible answer heard; a second radar challenge evoked the correct response, the distress mode. The time was 1409.


By then Buckner had a microphone in his hand, buttoned to a transmitter on the distress frequency. He spared fifteen seconds to take in the radar plot: the intruder was five-fifty kilometers distant, tracking south at two thousand meters, estimated speed five hundred knots. On that course he’d never make the base. Buckner thought quickly, only dimly aware of the duty officer talking quietly into another mike, vectoring the fighters.


If this was a suicide mission, maybe the pilot was crazy enough to assume the USAF would oblige and home him onto his target! On the other hand, if the guy was in real trouble, that plane had to be turned in the right direction fast. The fighters would not be up with him for another two or three minutes. That could be a long, long time …


Buckner called the intruder, demanding identification, beginning a sequence of events he would never forget.


Again the answer was slow in coming, the distant, lonely voice slurred, unsure; listening, Buckner had time to read a teletype thrust before him.


NO REPEAT NO USAF MISSION A/B THIS TIME WITHIN ONE THOUSAND KM YOUR LOCATION


“This — this is Mission AF 2419 — uh, no … Correction, Mission 2194. What’s going on? The sun’s all wrong — all wrong!” The voice climbed hysterically. “I’m lost! For Chrissake, help me!”


“Check that number,” snapped Buckner in a swift and unnecessary aside; his master sergeant was already pounding the Intercommand teletype. “Cool it, man!” The commander said sharply to the distant plane. “Report type of aircraft, nature of distress, and fuel state. Over.”


What the hell did he mean, the sun’s wrong? The basic aim of military discipline is not heel-clicking and salutes; it is to give a soldier the inner strength to obey when his whole being, his instincts, tell him to run like hell. It is no disgrace for a fighting man to foul his trousers so long as he obeys; and this is true of all armed forces, whatever their political color.


The tough discipline of the USAF got through to the pilot’s whirling, chaotic mind: For him the world was standing on its head, but the cold voice in his headset cut through the confusion.


“I’m riding an F-4, sir — fuel state, sixty percent remaining … My distress is …” There he broke. “The sun’s gone haywire! My gyro’s crazy!”


Everyone in the command post froze, staring dumbly at Colonel Buckner. No less staggered than his staff, Buckner gazed unseeingly at the radar scan for several seconds, then slowly depressed the transmit button.


“Say again type of aircraft. Over.”


They heard a half-strangled sob. Silence. Then the pilot spoke, his voice high-pitched, teetering on hysteria. “This is an F-4 … Christ! Foxtrot figure four! One, two, three, four! You read me!” The man was screaming.


Buckner’s mind reeled. In his time he’d hit some sticky problems, but nothing like this. Without inflight refueling, no F-4 could be that far from land, and certainly no USAF tanker was airborne.


The anguished voice returned. “For Chrissake gimme a heading!”


“Wait! Out.” Now another voice, calm and business-like, came in on the fighter channel.


“This is Bantam One. Target held. Closing.”


Buckner switched microphones. “Roger, Bantam One. Ed, this is Marvin. Watch your step. Hold your section off at strike range, close, and identify the target yourself. Be careful — suspect the pilot has blown. Out.” He switched mikes again. “Mission 2194. Take it easy, don’t panic. We hold you and your fuel state’s good. Assistance will be with you in two minutes. Maintain present speed, height, and heading.”


“Sure glad to hear that, sir!” The lost pilot’s relief was obvious. “I can’t figure — ” he broke off. “Hey — I see a ship!” Again the voice climbed dangerously, “Great — oh, God! What a beautiful sight — ”


The colonel cut in sharply. “Mission 2194! Maintain circuit discipline — ” The master sergeant, his face pallid, thrust another flimsy before him.


IMMEDIATE. NO MISSION 2194 CURRENT THIS THEATER. NUMBER LAST USED FOR F-4 TEST FLIGHT EX CALIF AIRBASE EVALUATED LOST AT SEA APRIL 12. PD VERIFY MISSION NUMBER AND REPORT PD


Before Buckner had time to fully absorb this incredible news, Ed’s voice filled the room.


“Base, this is Bantam One.” The speaker struggled to retain his professional calm. “I’m alongside the plane.” He hesitated, then threw away his official voice. “You’re not gonna believe this, Marvin, but it is an F-4! I’m not seeing things: here are details …” He gave tail number and squadron markings, ending with, “ … aircraft has no, repeat no, external weapon pack.”


Although outwardly calm, Buckner had to give himself five seconds to get his mind in gear. “Okay Ed, I’ve got that. Will instruct the stranger to take station two kilometers astern and one thousand meters below you — ” The utter impossibility of it all overwhelmed him. “Ed — you sure this is an F-4?”


“Marvin, I know how ya feel. I’m staring at the bastard right now, and I don’t believe it! But it’s still an F-4!”


“Okay, Ed. Keep your section back at engagement range — you copy that Bantam Two and Three? — If the guy even coughs, take him. Otherwise, come down to four hundred knots and bring him in. His reported fuel state is good. Will keep him on distress channel until he chops to approach control. Right now he needs things nice and simple. Acknowledge.”


As Bantam One answered, Buckner called the stranger. In short, clipped sentences he passed along his instructions, adding, … and report name, rank, and number.” He glanced meaningfully at the duty officer, pencil poised over his clipboard.


In seconds the Intercommand teletype was chattering with the F-4’s answer. Sweating, Buckner spoke as casually as he could, trying to ease the tense atmosphere. “If that dope fits, coronaries will be two-a-penny in Omaha!”


The swift reply wiped out his weak attempt at humor. FLASH. ALL DETAILS MATCH PROFILE OF MISSING AIRCRAFT. IMPOUND PLANE AND CREW IN MAXIMUM SECURITY PENDING FULL INVESTIGATION BY TEAM FROM THIS COMMAND. TAKE ALL PRECAUTIONS.


As he read the last sentence, his face twisted in a sour grin: that put the weight firmly on his back. He concentrated on the first part, still trying to comprehend this incredible string of events. Suppose — somehow — the plane and crew had been captured and brainwashed? Instinctively he rejected that — the pilot was as much a Texan as he was. Suppose it had a nuclear device aboard and was hell-bent on a latter-day Kamikazi attack? What could he do? Again he rejected the notion; maybe the pilot was the best actor since Barrymore, but he didn’t believe that, either. Only one thing was certain — the man was terrified, lost; and again, why that weird bit about the sun being wrong?


He looked quickly at the radar plot; time was racing past, the formation barely a hundred kilometers out. He turned to the duty officer. “Chop 2194 to Channel Ten for final approach, Bantam One to cover him until he stops rolling. I want fire trucks and an armed guard to meet the plane, and once he’s in the circuit recall the HU-16’s.” He reached for his cap; this was one visitor he’d meet personally.


He never made it to the door. The duty officer chopped the plane to Channel Ten on loudspeaker. On the fighter channel Bantam One confirmed that the stranger was following orders. The duty officer cued the control tower.


“Mission 2194, this is Guam Control. QNH setting one zero zero six; reduce speed to two zero zero knots at one zero zero zero meters. You are cleared for runway two six, wind two four zero, ten knots, visibility unlimited. Approaching outer marker now. Over.”


They heard a series of clicks, a microphone cutting in, then out again, as if the pilot had trouble switching from intercom to radio. He spoke slowly, incoherently, his breathing heavy, irregular. He sounded drunk. “You … you say Guam?”


“That is affirmative. Check your speed — ”


It was more than the pilot could take; fifteen seconds earlier he might have had time to react, to absorb the shock. “Guam! That’s impossible!”


They were his last words.


The tower held the aircraft visually; it was over the inner marker, on the runway threshold, but not descending. It was too high, too slow.


“Abort!” screamed the controller. “Go round again — boost — ” The rest died in his throat. Nothing could be done.


The fighter seemed to hesitate, the port wing dropped as it stalled disastrously. The watchers in the tower hunched instinctively, each man mentally in the plane. Sunlight glinted on its upper surfaces, then the wing touched the ground; the plane cartwheeled, belching orange flame and black smoke as it careened down the runway: a wheel of fire spinning furiously, trailing black streamers, fragments arching upwards, sharply etched against the sun.


Four months late and five thousand miles off course, Mission 2194 had reached earth and died, its orisons the haunting wail of fire trucks and useless ambulances.




III.


When the investigation team arrived twenty hours later, preliminary inquiries had been completed.


The sad, obscene mess of torn and burned flesh had undergone postmortem examination by the station doctors. Faced with such appalling evidence, there was little they could say except that the man had died instantaneously at impact. Physical identification was impossible — he was identified by his dog tag.


After extensive aerial and ground photography, the wreckage had been moved to a hangar. Airframe and engine numbers were recovered, and a fuel sample taken from a tank which had, fantastically, survived.


At the same time, statements were taken from all duty personnel and from anyone who had witnessed the accident. The taped records of radio links were impounded and sealed, and the film that had been shot from the control tower was processed.


The investigation team consisted of a brigadier general, a full colonel, and a major. Brigadier Hal Kelly, USAF — “Bull” to a few close friends — a large, balding man with a slab of ribbons on his chest, wasted no time. Hardly out of his plane, he was firing questions at Colonel Buckner, checking arrangements, steno services, waving aside the suggestion that he might care to shower or eat. No, the investigation would begin right now; coffee and sandwiches in the office would be fine.


In any crash, the investigators have to determine what happened and who was responsible. Marvin Buckner’s conscience was clear, but he appreciated that his command’s part in the tragedy would be worked over in every detail. It occurred to him that the brigadier might be leaning on him, flexing his muscles. Twenty hours back Bull Kelly had been doing something else in Washington, D.C. Since then he’d gotten his team together and flown eight thousand miles, and he still wouldn’t take time out to change his shirt before starting in on the job.


By the time he had the team in its temporary office, Marvin Buckner had concluded two things: Someone a lot higher up was leaning on Kelly, and this case looked as incredible from the top as it did from his restricted viewpoint.


Even before he unlocked his bulky dispatch case, Kelly fired off another order: All personnel who had been involved were to muster as soon as convenient — like now. Kelly had never been sweet tempered, and being dragged off a vital investigation into fatigue failure in an experimental plane had done nothing to soften him.


Fifteen minutes later Bull Kelly was on his feet, addressing a crowded room.


“Gentlemen,” he said in a rasping voice, “I was an aviator for fifteen years, and I’ve had seven years in accident investigation. I have to tell you that in all my time there’s never been a case like this one.” He paused, staring at his audience. “Never. And that goes for Air Force records, too.


“You may wonder why I’m telling you this. I’ll tell you. You know there’s something mighty strange about this accident. You’ll want to talk about it; you’ll have your chance in this room — and nowhere else!” He let that sink in, his hard gaze resting briefly on the young faces in front of him. “This matter, on orders from the Pentagon, is classified Top Secret, and before we go any further, I’ll spell out what that means.” He did so, and ten minutes later he had a watertight document with all their signatures on it to prove the fact.


“Right,” he continued, “you’ll all be interviewed — some of you several times. Until you get my permission, all personnel remain at five minutes notice to report to this room, day or night!” He looked at Buckner, “Okay, Colonel.”


“Dismiss!” said Buckner, his face impassive, but he was still chewing on that “day or night” remark. He considered it good luck that in a long career he’d never met Kelly before, but he knew his reputation. The man did not kid.


When the room cleared and the stenographer sent for coffee and sandwiches, Kelly relaxed, running a beefy hand across his face. “Joe, how’s the documentation look?”


Colonel Joe Grauber was a slightly built man whose nondescript features concealed a sharp analytical brain, wide experience, and the ability to sense when a witness was dodging the truth.


“From my angle, first class.” He looked inquiringly at the major.


Franklin Arcasso was at first sight no gift to Air Force public relations. He was a lousy dresser, and at thirty-five he had a weight problem. Even in his cadet days he had been unable to achieve a smart, soldierly appearance. He was one of those men who could look badly dressed in swimtrunks. But there were other features. More than one senior officer, meeting him for the first time, had held back harsh comment on his appearance after viewing his ribbons: Although rumpled and crooked, they were of an exceedingly high grade. And an examination of his personnel file revealed more. He had majored in aerospace engineering at the Academy and become a combat pilot of outstanding ability and courage. He’d somehow found time to take a master’s degree in his specialty, and moved on to test flying. He was in this assignment now because his left arm was artificial, a souvenir of his last flight as a pilot. One of his better ribbons was also a memento of that flight: He had brought back an experimental ship under impossible conditions and landed it safely after ignoring repeated orders to bail out. He later claimed a radio malfunction.


“The technical data looks good, General, very good.” A cigar ash fell on his slacks. “The guy who put this documentation together knew his stuff.”


For half an hour the men worked, reading the reports, making notes, eating and drinking. Kelly nodded the stenographer out of the room. As the door closed, he spoke.


“This looks like a pretty fair statement to me.”


“Comment?”


“Agreed,” said Grauber, “but …” He left it there.


“Nothing jumps out and bites me, General — apart from the whole goddam business. Of course, we have to be stone-cold certain this is the same aircraft reported lost off California.”


“You have doubts, Major?”


“No sir. Dog tags, airframe and engine numbers, tail number and squadron markings all match, but this is such a crazy case I have to see them with my own eyes. This whole thing’s fantastic. I’m not inclined to take anything on trust.”


Kelly nodded and sighed, letting his thoughts wander. “Fantastic,” he said at last, softly. “You have the right approach, Frank, but this is the same plane, let’s not kid ourselves.” He leaned back, belched. “As I see it, we have two different problems. The first is to decide — if we can — what happened to the F-4 between 0825 on April twelfth and 1401 August seventh. The second is to establish the reason or reasons for the crash. For my money the second’s easiest. We’ll take that first.”


They worked for seven hours, reading, inspecting the wreckage, interviewing witnesses, listening to tapes, and wearing out two stenographers on the side. The verdict was unanimous: pilot error, due to fatigue, shock, and unknown circumstances.


Hal Kelly slammed his file shut, glanced at his watch, then at his colleagues, his eyes red-rimmed. “For local consumption, I’m telling the station commander he may let it be known that the F-4 was on an experimental flight, missed its rendezvous with a tanker due to a faulty compass, and ended up here.” He glared at his audience. “So it’s thin — but can you do better? At least it’ll satisfy most people around this base — okay, I know, not the operations team or the aviators — but they don’t worry me. They’ll keep their mouths shut.


“That’s all, gentlemen. We start on the really tough questions in precisely eight hours.”


For three eighteen-hour days they stuck at it; for much of three nights they lay awake in restless thought. On the fourth morning Brigadier Kelly began the session without preamble.


“Before we go over the possibilities one more time, I’ve just received a dispatch from Washington which will save time. Based on a full fuel load-more than the plane could have had at the time it disappeared — Washington allowed a generous ferry range of two thousand miles. Within that range, every airfield with a runway even remotely long enough to handle an F-4 has been checked out. They’re satisfied the plane didn’t land anyplace from Alaska down to and including Mexico. Nor did it land in the Hawaiian Islands, or cross the Aleutian chain to Soviet Siberia — just supposing it had a lot of luck and a hundred knot tail wind all the way, which the met boys rule out. And finally — ” he paused, anticipating their reaction “ — the analysis of the fuel sample is in. It was one hundred percent honest-to-God USAF standard mix.”


Frank Arcasso’s metal fist crashed on the table. He knew, as they all did, that trace elements were added to Air Force fuel to deter thieves.


“Exactly, Major.”


Grauber spoke. “That news, General, also goes a long way toward discrediting the enemy seduction theory. I fail to believe that someone could have provided a tanker aircraft at the right spot at the right time and with the right fuel. And even if I could swallow that, I can’t accept that the F-4 crew had already been subverted, and took the plane to a secret RV with the tanker, and then, after all that, took the trouble to return the plane here! No weapon load of any sort — unless the disoriented pilot was the weapon. No, for my part I rule out that theory.” They had covered this ground repeatedly and they knew it, but they continued to do so in the hope that something new would occur to them.


“So the plane flew straight up its own ass and stayed there for four months?” Kelly asked sardonically.


“Look, General,” said Frank Arcasso, who had made up his mind and would stick to it, “as the junior member of this team, I give my verdict first — right?”


“Go ahead, Frank.”


“Sir, my view is based chiefly on the tapes. We’re all pilots; we know the man wasn’t kidding — he was lost. I accept that that is not hard evidence, but there’s little of that around. He had a lot of hours in fighters; it’s against all probability that this was the first emergency he’d met. His record shows no suspicion of combat fatigue. But he was lost and completely thrown by whatever happened. ‘The sun’s wrong’ and ‘the sun’s gone haywire’ are at the root of this accident. I’ve calculated there’d be a forty degree difference in the elevation of the sun between the two material times. And there’s the evidence of their watches: Both stopped at 0846 on the twelfth.”


“I accept that last item is very curious,” replied Kelly, “but what does it mean? Maybe whatever happened, happened at that time. That still doesn’t get us very far.”


“That’s true — if you think that was the only time the watches stopped.”


Both senior men stared at Arcasso. Grauber said, “You ask us to believe that both watches stopped sometime after 0825 on April twelfth, started again, and stopped for the last time on impact?”


“I hadn’t finished, Colonel. The watches possibly showed twenty-one minutes elapsed time from the original disappearance. There were twenty minutes between the first radar contact at 1401 and the crash at 1421. In my theory, only one minute is unaccounted for.”


“That’s way-out stuff, Arcasso.”


The major kept going. “My guess is the watches restarted around 1400 — along with everything else in the plane. I believe the pilot was rocked on his heels by the fact that the last time he saw the sun it was in a totally different place, and he was not aware of the passage of time. Sure, it’s a way-out theory, but it fits! Nothing else I can think of accounts for the pilot’s report that the fuel state was sixty percent. Okay, so he may have gotten it wrong, but I doubt it, and,” he said grimly, “watching that movie of the crash, and looking at the wreckage, I’d say he still had quite a lot on board at impact.”


“You’re prepared to say that this plane went out of time, into … suspended animation, for the better part of four months?”


Arcasso took a deep breath. “Unless you or Colonel Grauber can spot a fault — given my original premise — yes. If necessary, I’ll sign a minority report.”


“Grauber?”


“Much as I dislike it, I agree that Frank’s theory is the only one that fits. In this case the unbelievable is the only logical answer.”


Brigadier Kelly rubbed his face, walked over to the window, and stared out. “Right. Frank, get that steno in here. Christ! Washington’s going to love this!”




IV.


Brigadier Hal Kelly got it right, first time. After a major confrontation between him and his incredulous boss, the report was released to other, select departments. Their reaction was much the same, but all the top brass who read it appreciated two points: no other theory fit, and however crazy the answer, it was even crazier to suppose that three professional officers would wish to toss their careers down the drain for fun. Every attempt was made to tear the report to shreds, but always the detractors came back to the same problem — what other explanation fitted?


So the ostrich syndrome came into play. Men accustomed to taking decisive action were baffled by the report. It read like science fiction, but no one could fault it as a possible answer. Many took the only road out, treating it as a joke. As the file circulated, thickening all the while, snide comments appeared: “Call Mars” and “Bring back the UFO Committee!” Predictably, there were references to little green men.


Around the world, airplanes were being lost almost every week, and as the months passed, interest waned. By early 1975 the report had orbited the Pentagon twice. Someone added a note — “Not the Marie Celeste again!” — speeding it on its way to Central Registry and oblivion. The incident was forgotten, just one of those inexplicable events.


There are committees for everything in the defense world. Some give their all to the intricacies of female personnel’s dress. At the other end of the scale, tight lipped men brood over Soviet intentions and capabilities.


One such committee, of middle grade, dealt with air intelligence. To it came reports from many sources on widely differing matters, but all had some bearing on its subject. It might be the redeployment of a Soviet air group, the strange acquisition of a sophisticated air defense system by a bankrupt banana republic, or the abstruse scribblings of an astrophysicist in a foreign university. The committee members coordinated, evaluated, and disseminated; to those in the know they were “the jigsaw boys.” They met three times a week, more often if necessary.


A regular meeting took place on a bleak morning in February, 1977. From the conference-room window the Potomac could be seen, slate-gray between white banks of snow; to imagine the cherry trees would ever blossom again required a major act of faith.


But the view got scant attention. In the previous two days items had poured in, and the session proved long and tiring. By late afternoon, the jigsaw boys were anxious to get away; still more paper would be piling up in their offices.


“One final item, gentlemen.” The chairman looked down the long table. “A quickie. You may think it humorous.”


No one looked too hopeful.


“Back in March of last year, we had an item reporting the disappearance of an Aeroflot Ilyushin IL-14P — yeah, a real oldie — on an internal flight from Moscow to Irkutsk. Following usual Soviet practice for internal losses, no public announcement was made. Now — and this is the strange part — a previously reliable source says the plane has turned up again, at Vorkuta, North Russia.”


Heads turned to study the wall map.


“As you see, that’s way off the Moscow-Irkutsk flight line. In fact it’s about fifteen hundred kilometers north. Collateral intelligence suggests great Soviet concern; a plane load of high-power KGB men are known to have left Moscow in a hurry, destination maybe Vorkuta.” He shrugged. “What that adds up to, you tell me.”


Lieutenant Colonel Frank Arcasso, section head of AI (Tech) 4, and Major Chester Holmes, an old friend from Academy days and a top-drawer intelligence man, exchanged meaningful glances; the latter shook his head almost imperceptibly. Neither took part in the short discussion. The item would be kept on file; supplementary intelligence might clarify the matter.


The meeting broke up, but the two men did not leave. Arcasso got up and stared at the bleak scene out the window, while Holmes took his time packing up his papers. The room finally empty, Arcasso turned to his friend.


“Well?”


Holmes hesitated, fiddling nervously with the handle of his dispatch case. “I only saw the report. An awful lot’s happened since — since whenever it was — ”


“August ’74.”


“August ’74. It’s not surprising we’re the only ones who remember it. Chances are no one else even heard of it.”


Arcasso gestured impatiently. “That’s not what I mean, Chet.”


“Give me a chance. I was going to say that the angle that really bugs me is the absence of the F-4 report. It should be tied to this item. That in itself is strange — never mind the item itself.”


“Could be a foul-up — the computer failed to spit out the F-4 papers.”


“I don’t think so,” said Holmes. He looked up accusingly. “And neither do you.”


Lieutenant Colonel Arcasso (to his surprise but no one else’s, he’d been promoted) clicked his artificial hand on his case. “We can’t walk away from it. It could be a hang-up in the computer.”


“How about a private word with the chairman?”


Arcasso shook his head. “I’ll do a little checking first. Joe Grauber is now the boss of my old outfit. We were together on the F-4 case.”


“Watch where you put your feet, Frank.”


“You can bet on it. This is the scariest thing I’ve ever heard, and I have a shrewd suspicion I’m not alone in that opinion.”


Arcasso flopped in his office chair, lit a cigar and examined the ceiling as if it were a hostile sky. The cigar was half gone before he lifted the phone.


“Joe? Frank Arcasso. How would it be if I dropped by for a few minutes?” He sounded casual, but both men knew that “dropping by” involved a good fifteen-minute walk. The Pentagon is, after all, the largest office building in the world.


“Thought I might hear from you, Frank.”


Arcasso sat up in his chair. “Oh — why?”


“The tom-toms can be heard quite clearly up here,” Grauber said evasively. “Frank, I’ve got a stack of paper to clear before I leave for a duty cocktail party. Meet me at the east door in half an hour. We can talk on the way to my car; I’ll deliver you to yours.”


Arcasso replaced the receiver as if it were a sweaty stick of gelignite. Old Joe had not said so many things.


They met on time, for — as Arcasso knew — Grauber was a fanatically punctual man. But he was not prepared for the way his old colonel chose to play it.


“Frank — nice to see you!” A warm handshake, a firm grip on his arm, steering him to one side, out of the mainstream of workers flooding homeward. They went out slowly, down the steps into the bitter cold evening, Grauber talking genially, saying nothing.


Once clear of the building, his manner changed abruptly. “Okay, Frank. Talk.”


His strange conduct shook Arcasso, but not enough to stop him from taking a chance. Even to mention AI Committee affairs broke the rules in a big way. Grauber might be cleared for that grade of intelligence, or he might not; but it was not Arcasso’s business to tell him. Yet Grauber’s behavior indicated he knew something. Arcasso went beyond his original intentions, telling Grauber all. Grauber took it in silence.


“So why no F-4 file?”


Grauber’s answer stopped him dead.


“What F-4 file?”


Arcasso froze, then grabbed Grauber’s arm, their feet grating on the frosty tarmac. He stared open mouthed, his breath white vapor under the cold potassium lighting, while Grauber, unmoved, fiddled with a bunch of keys.


Grauber spoke softly, face turned downward. “No questions, and don’t talk to anyone. I’ll tell you this much: The real foul-up was in releasing that Soviet item to your committee. You — personally — will hear more. This is not just a Defense Department matter. Not any longer.”




V.


Next morning, Arcasso’s section found him unusually difficult to deal with, and they did their best to stay out of his way.


He tried to concentrate, but his mind soon wandered; he signed letters and initialed files without the slightest idea of their content.


Grauber had said it was no longer a Defense Department matter; he saw that, but where did it all end up — the State Department? — the President? If the Russian report was correct, the problem touched all humanity.


Grauber rang. Arcasso was expected at the State Department in thirty minutes, Room 439. That was all.


Arcasso’s puzzlement increased when he reached Room 439. The tablet on the door read Interdepartmental Liaison Section. That he had never heard of the outfit came as no surprise; he’d been around long enough to recognize an intentionally vague title when he saw one.


Room 439 contained a frosty female, her desk, and four chairs for visitors, arranged along one wall under her cold eye. In spite of his preoccupation, Frank was struck by the bareness of the room. On the desk was a typewriter, a phone, a notebook, and a small cactus which resembled a sea urchin, including spines.


“Oh, Colonel. Please sit down.” The secretary abruptly returned to the typewriter.


Arcasso dug out a cigar. The secretary said nothing, just looked. He compromised, chewing on it, unlit.


Suddenly she said, “You can go in now, Colonel,” her nod indicating an inner door. He wondered vaguely how the trick was done; maybe there was a cue light hidden in the cactus.


The inner room confirmed his suspicions. He’d seen it before. Nylon net curtains did nothing to conceal the fine wire mesh over the window. One wall was curtained from floor to ceiling, and six gray filing cabinets of the latest pattern took up another wall. On four of them, red lights glowed, indication that they were unlocked.


The greeting was warmer than the decor: A tall man in his mid-thirties got up from his desk. “Glad you could make it on such short notice, Colonel.” The Ivy League voice matched his suit. He waved Arcasso to an armchair, pushing a cigarette box and ashtray in his direction.


Sitting down, Arcasso noticed something else: His host had no telephone — a sure sign of a high security area. There could be one in a drawer, but Frank doubted it. A tape recorder, yes, very likely, but no phone. He lit a cigar and waited.


His host smiled unconvincingly. “Call me Smith,” he said. “This desk is manned ‘round the clock; the name goes with the job. First, read this.”


“This” was a letter assigning Frank to “additional duties with the State Department” and signed by his commanding general. Smith smiled encouragingly. “It regularizes your position.” Arcasso was thinking more about the “additional duties,” and Smith knew it. “A major — he’s worked in your section before — is being assigned as your assistant in AI (Tech).”


“Ah,” said Frank guardedly. “But why me?”


“There’s an urgent need for an experienced aviator with a good technical background and with some knowledge of intelligence.” Smith might have been reading from an official handout.


“I could name a half-dozen better, right here in Washington.”


“I doubt it. Grauber recommended you, and he’s regarded as a good judge. He said you had the moral courage to stick your neck out with the F-4 report.”


“We all did that.”


“Yes — but you did it first. There’s another, very important qualification. You already know more than most, and a high-level directive restricts access to this case to a minimum. I won’t waste your time, Colonel. Sorry if you feel railroaded” — Smith’s tone suggested he could live with it — “but that’s the way it is. As of now you’re on Case ICARUS — and even the name’s Topsec.”


“Icarus? That’s a dandy name! His wings dropped off.”


Smith waved that aside. “You’re booked on the Pan Am night flight to London tonight. You’ll be met.”


“London! What in hell for?”


“The Soviet government’s just as keen to talk as we are: Their man’s flying in right now.” He smiled again. “Ironically, this desk apart, he’s the only person with whom you may openly discuss the F-4 incident. In turn, we have their assurance he’ll fill you in on their problem.”


“How did all this come about?”


“A remarkably direct approach by a senior embassy official to someone of importance.” Clearly he gave nothing for free. “He said they had ‘indications’ of the F-4, and also appreciated we had word of the Ilyushin. In the exceptional circumstances, his government felt a frank but very confidential exchange of information would be beneficial to both parties.” He was quoting again. “You represent the U.S.”


“In which case,” said Frank, “may I see the F-4 file? I’d like to refresh my memory.”


Smith crossed to a cabinet and produced the file, now in an unfamiliar folder. He opened it at the AIB report.


Five minutes was enough. Handing it back, Frank said, “There’s one other member of the committee who knows both items.” He named him.


“Thanks, Colonel. I’ll contact him.” Smith stood up, offering his hand. “My secretary has your transportation documents. Good luck, Arcasso — and be quick.”


Arcasso had no choice. An embassy official met the plane. By 8:30 A.M. they were in a Heathrow hotel drinking coffee.


“You meet in the British Museum. The Soviets have a soft spot for the place,” the embassy man said chattily, “no doubt because Karl Marx wrote a good deal of Das Kapital in the reading room.”


“When?” Frank was in no mood for chat.


“Ten o’clock — when it opens. I’ll drop you off at the main entrance. Inside, you’ll find a king-size staircase on your left. Go up one floor, at the top of the stairs there’s a Roman mosaic floor. That’s the pickup point.”


“Identification?”


“You’ll both have a copy of the London Times sticking out of your left-hand pocket — here’s yours. D’you know the museum?”


“No.”


“Well, he does, and he’ll lead. When you’ve finished, go back to the point where I’ll have dropped you. I’ll be waiting. How long do you expect to be?”


Frank shrugged. “Hour, hour and a half.”


“Okay, I’ll take your grip. Not that you’ll be needing it. We’ve got a seat reserved for you on every Washington flight between four o’clock and midnight. You’re really getting the treatment.” He added an afterthought. “If you have to give a name, make it Smith.”
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