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TO MARINA, MY WIFE AND BEST FRIEND:


Я пюбпю тебя




At what point shall we expect the danger? By what means shall we fortify against it? Shall we expect some transatlantic military giant, to step the Ocean, and crush us at a blow? Never! All the armies of Europe, Asia and Africa combined, with all the treasure of the earth . . . could not by force, take a drink from the Ohio, or make a track on the Blue Ridge, in a trial of a thousand years. . . . If destruction be our lot, we must ourselves be its author and finisher. As a nation of freemen, we must live through all time, or die by suicide.


—ABRAHAM LINCOLN


    January 27, 1838
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SOUTH OF DEMILITARIZED ZONE, SOUTH KOREA


June 10, 1100 GMT (2000 Local)


“Arc Light, Arc Light,” U.S. Army Captain Bernard Weaver heard faintly over the radio speaker’s din of electronic disturbance—the words leaving him stunned. South Korean Army Lieutenant Pak looked at Weaver quizzically. “What was that?” he asked in heavily accented English after it became clear that Weaver’s careful tuning of the frequency knob would not be successful in pulling the distant signal in.


“It’s . . . uh”—Weaver couldn’t believe it—“it’s the radio call for a B-52 strike.”


Pak’s eyes grew wide and his jaw fell. Huddled together at the table of the earthen Command Post, all seemed quiet. Surely, Weaver thought, he must have misheard the call. “Arc Light,” the words came to him, sending a shiver down his spine. What the hell’s going on?


Weaver looked down at his report and picked up the hand mike. He couldn’t make contact with the rear areas, but maybe they could hear him. “Alpha Lima Six Six, this is India Tango Four Seven. Stand by for OPREP-3.” It was an Operations Report that could have political ramifications, hence he’d given it a 3. As soon as he tried the radio he would pack up and head back on foot. The message was priority, headed directly to the Emergency Operations Center at the Pacific Command. “To EOCPACOM. From India Tango Four Seven. ‘Company-size element NKA infantry sighted by ROK Army in DMZ fifteen miles east southeast of Panmunjom,’ ” Weaver read, lifting his finger off the PUSH-TO-TALK button briefly, as taught, “ ‘at approximately 1630 Zulu. Observed activity included digging.’ ”


Just then, the two men heard a single rifle crack, followed a half second later by a deluge of small-arms fire that continued to grow in volume for several seconds until it sounded as if the entire battalion had opened fire. Weaver’s heart fluttered and pulse quickened with every decibel increase in the sound of fighting.


Pak grabbed his helmet and M-16 and without saying a word ran out the open entrance of the CP into the dark.


Weaver worked to calm himself and keep his wits about him as he pulled his Special Forces beret off his stubble-covered head and retrieved the Kevlar helmet from his rucksack. He had never seen action before, having still been in Special Forces training during the Gulf War and having run from skirmish to skirmish the last few days along the “Z” firing off nothing more than the after-action reports of junior Korean officers. Now, however, he thought as he hefted the rifle into his hands and listened to the fire being poured downhill, he was in the right place at the right time.


The first heavy blasts of artillery began to burst outside. The thump vibrated up through Weaver’s feet despite his distance from the barrage, and the sound roared in through the entrance. Weaver froze at the sounds. This was different. This was unlike any of the games he had heard described during the forty plus years since the war here. The barrage grew to ferocious intensity—Russian-style preparation. The vibrations shook dirt through the beams and plywood of the CP’s earthen roof, and the thought passed fleetingly through his brain that this might really be it. That possibility seemed more real with each thudding burst. But PACOM had been on alert for almost a week and Marines were holding Operation Eastern Gale just offshore to rattle the saber. Surely, he thought, the North Koreans wouldn’t dare . . .


Weaver returned to his rucksack and hoisted the load onto his back, settling the heavy pack that smelled of canvas and sweat into its familiar place and buckling up. The artillery was falling steadily now, and the air of the CP was thick with dust. The rounds were not being poured on—only one every three or four seconds in the immediate vicinity.


With every step he took toward the first zig of the bunker’s entrance, which was designed to prevent any direct fire or shrapnel penetrating from the outside, the noise of the violence grew. He paused to pull the charging handle of his AR-15 “Commando” back to chamber a round, extending the retractable butt of the stock and flicking the selector switch to the rear—“Auto”—as his eyes began to adjust to the dark outside.


In a stoop, he rounded the sandbags of the bunker into the trench and was out under the open sky. The sound of the fighting was intense now, much louder than from inside the bunker. To the left and right down the trench line into which the bunker opened Weaver could see South Korean soldiers blazing away down the hillside with M-16s and M-60 machine guns, their wide eyes lit in brief yellow strobes by the faint muzzle flashes from their modern weapons. Overhead, mortar-fired flares were popping brightly and then floating down on their little parachutes, casting a peculiar dim white light into the trench. Weaver was transfixed by the scene, watching as the darkness slowly retook the floor of the trench and rose up the opposite wall as the nearest flare descended.


Weaver was momentarily stunned into inaction by the force of a shock wave and sound from an artillery shell that detonated in the air above the trench line seventy meters away. Crouching lower in the trench, he saw the eyes of the South Korean rifleman to his right as the soldier also hunkered down against the earthen wall. He looked to his left and saw that the machine gun crew was heads down also, staring at him with panicked looks on faces slowly being eclipsed by darkness as the latest flare continued its descent.


Weaver slipped his rucksack from his shoulders and climbed up onto a firing position on the trench wall to look down the hill toward the DMZ. As he peered over the sandbags, the scene was just as he had imagined it but at the same time infinitely more terrifying to behold. Everywhere in the light from the flares, clusters of men clad in black were hurrying toward the lines of concertina wire carrying long logs by their handles. Scores of North Koreans behind them poured small-arms fire up the hill toward the South Koreans. Officers shouted and whistles blew in patterns and signals as orders were given in their shrill code. As the first group reached the barrier, they hurled their log forward onto the wire to press it down and then dropped to fire as the next log was humped along the path of the previous one—each farther up the hill. Men fell constantly on either side of the logs, but there were always enough to carry them forward that last distance to their objective and hurl them onto the wire and onto the occasional mine, which burst quickly, felling the North Koreans in the vicinity. It was brutally efficient, it was well drilled, and it was fast.


Weaver raised the cool plastic stock of his carbine to his cheek, lined up one clump of soldiers at the wire and squeezed off a short staccato burst. Recentering the rifle after the vicious recoil, he saw a pile of bodies on the wire where he had aimed. Before he could fire again, the pile grew as the South Korean soldiers on either side of him now poured lead down the hill. But other North Koreans had run up and were continuing the effort. Weaver fired again at the same spot, and more men fell.


When he had emptied his magazine, he backed down off the step at the firing position into the trench and hoisted his existence load onto his shoulders. Time to get the hell outa Dodge and lie low, he thought, his mind already settling upon a small hill with its jagged crags and outcroppings and thick vegetation that he had passed about half a mile behind the DMZ. The better part of valor. He looked down the trench line at the South Korean rifleman, who had ducked down into the trench and was watching him. He turned around to see that the M-60 crew was still firing, but keeping him in sight as well. Where the hell is Pak anyway? Weaver wondered angrily as he looked for the men’s platoon leader, who must have been called to the Company Command Post.


He hesitated for a moment, halfway between the front and back walls of the trench. The rifleman continued to stare at him. Why the hell didn’t Pak buddy that son of a bitch up? Weaver thought angrily, Pak having violated one of the principal rules of night infantry deployment: never leave men alone. “Shit!” he said finally, slapping another magazine into his rifle and climbing back up to his firing position, this time keeping his load on his back.


Weaver ran through the second thirty-round magazine of his carbine in short bursts, seated his third magazine and resumed firing down the hill directly in front of his position. His carbine was an M-16 rifle with its barrel shortened from twenty to eleven inches. The shorter barrel severely reduced the muzzle velocity of the rounds and therefore their range, accuracy, and stopping power in favor of the carbine’s light weight and compact design. It kicked out full-size NATO 5.56-mm rifle rounds, however, and several North Koreans fell with each squeeze of the trigger. The weapon was more than adequate for this job. A pistol would have downed them at that distance.


Weaver shifted from target to target in the rich environment, firing methodically until it was time to reload again. A full magazine now seated in his carbine, he hesitated. North Koreans were everywhere, at distances far closer now than the targets on a rifle range. There were just so many, and they were fully exposed to his fire. He brought the weapon back up to his cheek and began dropping more, his mind calming as he got used to combat and as the training—the long-drilled routines of placing targets on the front sight’s post and squeezing the trigger—replaced the anxiety from before.


Just like King of the fucking Hill, Weaver thought. I’m on the hill—I’m King, you bastards!


But the North Koreans kept coming, and for the first time dirt began to kick up around his head and shoulders, forcing him to duck. After loading the fifth and next to last magazine into his carbine, he looked back up to see two groups of North Koreans almost simultaneously finish breaching the last strand of wire. Weaver aimed and let loose a burst at one of the two breaches just as a platoon-size unit rushed forward through the gap. Although their breach was narrow and several men stumbled to the ground in the burst, the majority made it through the choke point and quickly fanned out, continuing their rush up the hill.


Someone set off two Claymores, spraying hundreds of deadly pellets down the hill in an arc, killing dozens of black-clad North Koreans. Off in the distance to the southwest Weaver saw a line of helicopters—visible only in blackened outline because of the fires on the hill behind them—stream across the DMZ, heading south. He looked back down the hill. It was a simple formula now, he realized, rate of fire from the defenders versus speed of advance, and without the wire to slow them down, the North Koreans were closing the gap rapidly. It was a formula that would produce only one result, Weaver concluded with a start. This was not a feint or a probe. There were no intelligence officers in the darkness to the north registering the South Koreans’ positions weapon-by-weapon from their muzzle flashes. They would not be bypassed. The breach would occur here. They were being overrun.


The chill sank into Weaver’s bones as all the ramifications of his calculation became evident. He stared down the hill without focusing as his peripheral vision fed signs of movement up the hill from both sides of his position—the orange flashes and loud “cracks” from each of their rifles now faintly distinct from the bursts of light and general roar of weapons all through the hills around him. Mechanically he flicked the selector switch to “Semi” and began firing single rounds at individual targets as they rose to rush up the hill three or four steps at a time. Every second or third shot dropped another North Korean. Unlike before, however, taking action did not ease the involuntary clench that randomly seized his muscles or the churning of his bowels.


Weaver glanced nervously toward the M-60 to his left. To his horror he saw that North Koreans were pouring over the trench a hundred meters away and that the M-60 had fallen silent, its crew nowhere to be seen. Weaver turned to his right as bullets cut audibly through the night air by his head to see the soldier with the M-16 lying contorted in a twisted position at the bottom of the trench. Raising his carbine back to his cheek, he could see directly in front and out of the corners of his eyes numerous black clumps of men rushing up the slope toward the trench, only fifty meters in front of him now. Multiple breaches.


Weaver fired one more burst on full auto and dropped back down into the trench as a hail of bullets rained clumps of dirt down onto him and split the sandbags on the roof of the bunker behind him with a continuing drumbeat of heavy thumps.


Just as the outpouring of fire toward Weaver’s small section of trench grew, the fighting elsewhere along the trench was dying down. The battle should have been reaching its peak as North Koreans stormed over the lip of the trenches, but the sounds of fighting were waning. He could suddenly hear the ringing in his ears from the firing of his carbine, like a whining tone through ears deadened as if by cotton plugs. “Shit!” Weaver said as the realization of what was happening washed over him like the surf, its undertow pulling him and his heavy pack to the ground in the bottom of the trench with a faint jangle from his taped and well-placed equipment. It’s too late, he thought in shock, looking up at the high front wall of the trench before him over which the North Koreans would pour any second now. Goddammit—it’s too fucking late!


The artillery and automatic weapons fire was now being replaced by the much more ominous sound of single rifle cracks up and down the trench line. Oh God, oh God, oh God ran through Weaver’s mind like a mantra, blotting out all other thoughts as his eyes flitted about the trench for some place to hide. A bright flash and jolt through his pants seat drew his attention to his left as he watched fire shoot out of the heavily sandbagged Command Post next in line down the trench. Black smoke billowed from its opening as he saw another flash of light over the hill behind it signal the same end for the next bunker. They were blowing the CPs—big charges, he thought, satchels.


What do I do? What do I do? he thought as his head spun and he forced himself to breathe. But his mind froze up, and the muscles and sinews of his body, highly conditioned and tested by relentless Special Forces training, sat on the ground waiting motionless for orders from the one organ that could never be fully prepared.


In those few seconds everything grew unreal. He was alone. Nothing came through to disturb the blankness that filled his brain, that blotted everything else out. The sound of sliding and of falling dirt and the sight of motion in Weaver’s peripheral vision, however, drew his attention; the cold settled around him and he began to shiver. Pouring over the front edge of the trench on both sides of him were scores of North Koreans. Time slowed until it was almost frozen. The flares had ceased falling as the mortar crews packed up to flee less than a mile to the rear of the breakthrough, and Weaver watched in the darkness as the men to his left picked themselves up off the dirt floor of the trench. The first men to stand upright threw their rifles up onto the lip of the opposite wall and began clawing at the dirt, rising up and out of the trench to continue their advance. Weaver watched in horror as one by one they all followed suit, turning his head slowly as he sat with his back to the trench wall to see the men to his right—not fifteen meters away—doing the same.


In a few seconds they had all left and it was still again. Weaver was alone. He felt his mind thaw ever so slightly, sufficient to realize what had just happened. First wave—keep on moving, he thought. Second wave . . .


More bodies began to pour over the wall, and the icy dread coated him completely this time. He was shaking badly and his stomach muscles cramped from their clench. The taste of acid and steel nearly gagged him as he tried to force his dry mouth to swallow. The new men stayed on the floor of the trench. To his left Weaver saw the butt of a rifle rise up into the air, silhouetted for an instant against the still glowing fires that lit the night sky down the line of the trenches. He watched as the butt then followed the rest of the rifle to earth, thrust straight down in a line. The sound, like a burp, that followed completed the picture of a bayoneting, of the death of one of the fallen machine gunners. There was a brief, weak shout—a plea in a language that Weaver did not know but that was known to the attackers—as the bayoneting was repeated for the second man.


On hearing the man’s plea—just the sound of the voice of another who found himself lying at the end of his life, like Weaver—a profound sense of resignation finally overcame the dread that had seized him just a few moments before when he had been counted among those still living. He had, in those few seconds, done what all but the very old never seem able to do. He had absorbed the fact of his own demise. He had accepted that his fate that warm summer evening would be death, here in this place—now. It was abrupt, and he had not until that very moment foreseen it, but it was done. It was a fact.


Almost as if it were a pointless detail, Weaver took a deep and ragged breath and pulled his now heavy rifle up to his shoulder. He took aim down the trench to his left at the forming squad of “mop up” troops. He tried not to think, to hold back the tide of last thoughts that could do nothing more than torment him. Moving lethargically, his motions were not detected. The stability of his sitting position overcame the shaking of his hands. He pulled on the trigger, but he couldn’t force himself to pull hard enough to release the carbine’s sear and start the process of death, theirs and his own. Pictures—if it wasn’t for the pictures that flashed before his closed eyelids . . .


Come on, Bernie, his conscious self urged, mouthing the words that stopped just short of being spoken out loud. Just get it over with, man. Do it. Come on.


Opening his eyes to ensure that his aim was true he saw the dark figures moving toward him down the trench. He filled his lungs to bursting with air. His skin crawled as he closed his eyes again and pulled the trigger all the way.
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Humanity has been compared . . . to a sleeper who handles matches in his sleep and wakes to find himself in flames.


—H.G. WELLS
“The World Set Free”
1914




[image: Images]



CHAPTER ONE


[image: Images]



THE PENTAGON, OUTSIDE WASHINGTON, D.C.


June 11, 0430 GMT (2330 Local)


A single red light blinked on the desk phone’s panel of twenty separate lines. It was not, General Andrew Thomas made sure, the President, the Pacific Command, or any of the other dedicated lines along the bottom row. It was just an ordinary outside line.


Thomas, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, rubbed his bleary eyes and returned to the logistics report from Eighth Army Command that lay in a puddle of light beneath his desk lamp. Not the time for sleep, Thomas thought, yawning. I can sleep after the war.


His eyes strayed up to the map table across the plush, seal-emblazoned carpeting of his office. The plastic overlay pressed onto the map of Korea, showing the latest North and South Korean troop dispositions. The light that shone indirectly on the table changed suddenly, and Thomas looked at the cabinet on the wall beside it to see “NBC News Special Bulletin” splashed across the television screen. The scene switched to the White House Briefing Room for the President’s address, and Thomas felt a sharp pain shoot through his jaw as he ground his teeth. He had just returned from the National Security Council meeting where he had received his orders, and the frustration and anger were still fresh.


“Dear God.” Thomas pulled a deep and ragged sigh and sat back in his padded, oversize chair, rubbing his temples and shutting his eyes. He felt a rising fear about what was coming and looked at the large wall map behind the table. The blue unit markers dotting Eastern Europe were barely visible on the map. Thomas shook his head. On his first tour at the Pentagon in the mid-1980s, the Reagan buildup had equipped them to fight two and a half wars at once—two major wars and one regional skirmish. By the time of the Gulf War, the Bush Administration had scaled back to a two-war capability. When he returned from his command of III Corps in southern Germany during the Clinton term, they had moved to a “win-hold-win” policy—force levels designed to win wars in succession rather than simultaneously. “Win-lose-recover,” the planners called it bitterly behind the politicos’ backs.


He shook his head again; III Corps, V Corps, VII Corps—nearly all of the regular army’s heavy forces and six of her ten heavy divisions on the ground in Germany, Poland, and Slovakia and of no use to him in Korea. It had been a purely political decision after the military coup in Russia. The secret security agreements from the Bush era with Poland and, at that time, Czechoslovakia, had forced President Livingston’s hand—“put up or shut up,” Secretary of State Moore, more hawkish than any of the Joint Chiefs, had said. “If you abrogate those agreements in the face of a Russian redeployment to Byelarus, there isn’t a country in the world that will take us at our word when we extend our security umbrella to them. Besides, all we’re talking about is a show of force.” Force, Thomas thought, that we now need somewhere else.


And so now, what do they want? We told them. We told Congress in the hearings what our capabilities would be at the current appropriations levels. “You heard the President,” the White House Chief of Staff Irv Waller had said at the NSC meeting earlier. “Find a way.”


The red light shone steadily; his secretary had picked up the line and would get rid of the caller, probably some brass-balled reporter thinking, “I’ll just call the Pentagon and ask.” As he sat in the stillness of his office, the familiar surroundings suddenly seemed alien, as if he was seeing them for the first time. The glass-enclosed cases of mementos, the unit flags with their campaign streamers, the framed commendations—they seemed to be from a life he hadn’t lived. It was the photographs from the distant past that began the thread that ran through all the disparate objects and linked them to the present. Grainy, sloppily taken photos of grimy young men slouching under the weight of their own limbs—back from “the shit.” You took pictures when you came back because you had survived, and you always took them in groups because that was the way you wanted the memories to be—always together. He felt a great sadness as he looked at the succession of photos that hung on the wall, feeling each loss again as the group grew smaller. Thomas had been too tired then to feel the pain.


The buzz of the intercom surprised him. He looked at the phone and then poked the speaker button. “I told you—no interruptions.”


“Sir, I’m sorry, sir, but . . . it’s General Razov—on line one.”


“What?”


“General Razov . . . s-someone who says he’s General Razov, sir, is on line one.”


Thomas’s eyes focused on the photo taken the year before. The charisma of Razov—the dashing hero of the first Russo-Chinese War who, at the unheard-of age of forty-six rose to command a Russian tank army with his bold, slashing drives into the flanks of the Chinese attack—shone brightly through the glass cover. And Thomas, graying and tired but jubilant over the younger man’s string of stunning victories for which Thomas secretly, inwardly felt some measure of shared pride after near constant counsel during the forty days and nights of the war. “Get the duty officer up here on the double,” he ordered, “and trace the call.”


“Yes, sir.”


Thomas rested his finger atop the button on the telephone. The blinking light shone blood red through his fingernail. He rubbed the smooth plastic for a second and then pushed.


“Who the hell is this?” he asked loudly, anticipating the laughter of an old classmate from the Point with a poor sense of timing and humor.


“I am General Yuri Vladimirovich Razov, commander of Far Eastern Military District of Republic of Russia.” Thomas was stunned. “Hello, Andr-rusha.” The faint white noise in the background hinted at the distance of the source.


“Yuri?”


“Yes, Andrushenka” came the response, again after a pause—a satellite transmission delay.


“What . . . ?” Thomas began, but found himself at a loss.


“Andrew, I am calling you with very regrettable news,” the man said, his words slightly slurred as if by liquor, although Thomas knew that would not be the case.


He sounds exhausted, Thomas thought as he flicked a small switch on the side of his phone. A yellow light next to the word TAPING came on. “Go ahead,” he said guardedly.


“We have taken our strategic rocket and ballistic missile submarine forces from ‘Constant’ to ‘Increased’ alert status. Your next satellite pass should confirm that. In addition, the Svobodnyy Missile Field in the Far East has gone all the way up to ‘Maximum’ alert.” Razov paused, and time seemed to stand still. “In less than half an hour, my heavy artillery and rocket forces will strike fourteen tactical targets along our front in Occupied Northern China with nuclear weapons. We plan to lay open holes through which we will launch counterattacks intended to stabilize our lines. In order to avoid risking escalation, we will of course have to neutralize the Chinese strategic forces.”


“Yuri,” Thomas said as his mind reeled, “in God’s name you can’t do this.” A shiver went up his chest as a box, long ago closed, opened suddenly to release its demons.


“We will do it, but not in God’s name.”


“No” was all Thomas could think to say. “No! Yuri, if the Chinese get a shot off . . . !”


“You know as well as I that the Chinese have only four operational T-4s capable of reaching our European populations. We will strike their T-3s, T-2s and T-1s plus their submarines and B-6 bomber bases, but once we knock out the T-4s they will be unable to threaten us strategically.”


“They could still get a shot off!”


“Their land-based missiles are all liquid fueled—nitrogen tetroxide as the oxidizer and unsymmetrical dimethylhydrazine as the fuel. You know what those liquids’ corrosive effects do to the fuel tanks. Plus there are the evaporation rates. We have shared the intelligence, Andrusha, and I know your conclusions correspond to our own. Those missiles remain dry until prelaunch sequencing, and ever since we knocked their satellites down in the last war, they have had no technical means of monitoring our launches. Therefore, they won’t have any warning until the reentry vehicles hit the upper atmosphere and ablation releases enough reflective material to return a radar signature. That would be no more than twenty to thirty seconds before detonation—not nearly enough time to fuel.”


“You can’t do this, Yuri,” Thomas said, pressing his thumb into his ear as he sat hunched over his desk, staring off into space as thoughts began to fly like sparks through his mind, fears lit by the sparks beginning fires that consumed all other worries.


“Are you ready to hear the rest?” Razov asked, and Thomas pulled out a pencil and note pad. “Our Strategic Rocket Forces will fire nineteen missiles of the type you have named SS-19, with the possibility of a small number more in a restrike within less than an hour’s time. The missiles will deploy one hundred sixty-nine war-heads.” Thomas wrote the numbers down. “All will be fired exclusively from the Far Eastern Military District. None, I repeat, none, of these missiles will in any way threaten the United States or any of her allies.”


“The hell they won’t, Yuri! This is insane! You can’t do this!” Thomas noted the time on his watch and wrote that on his pad also. His secretary stuck his head in the door, his own phone to his ear. Thomas jabbed his finger at the mouthpiece of the telephone’s handset, and his secretary rolled his finger in the air and pointed at his watch before returning to his desk.


Thomas had to stall. “Listen to me, Yuri. I’m warning you, something will go wrong. Something always goes wrong! You know that! Your plans—they demand perfection. They’re brittle. What if the Chinese have seen your ground troops maneuvering to hit spots on their line that make no sense, and they’ve put two and two together and gone to a higher alert status? What if there’s a leak?”


“As usual,” Razov said with a hint of amusement, “you sound like the prophet of doom. The Chinese are not on higher alert. We have confirmed that by technical means. And I can assure you, Andrew, that our plans are the most highly guarded secret in Russia today. We have an automated firing system, as you know, not launch crews as in your system. The only people who know of the plan are the principals of the Supreme High Command at STAVKA who authorized it, the two officers manning STAVKA’s nuclear communicators, and my aide and two army commanders, who drew up the plan here in Khabarovsk. There is no way that they will get off a shot, Andrew. It is impossible.”


Thomas’s secretary reappeared, and Thomas muted the telephone.


“They’re tracing, sir, but it’ll take—”


“Get the President on the line now! Emergency telephone conference! Then I want telephonic missile threat, missile warning system, and significant event conferences—in that order!” The secretary’s eyes widened and he turned from the doorway to lunge for his desk. Thomas released the MUTE button. “Yuri, nothing is impossible.” He closed his eyes and focused his attention on the phone, on the man at the other end. “Do you remember the talks we had in the last war? You’ve got to have robust plans, plans that can withstand one, two, maybe three unanticipated things going horribly wrong and still work. Your plan falls apart if just one thing goes wrong, Yuri. If the Chinese find out . . . ”


“I have told you. They will not find out.”


“Open discussions with them. Talk to them about a cease-fire. You’ll have to give them back some of your security zone in Occupied China, but you’ll do that one day anyway. Hell, threaten them with nuclear weapons if you have to, but Yuri, for the love of God, please don’t play with fire. I’m warning you—you’ll get burned.”


“The release orders have already been sent from the nuclear communicators,” Razov said. “They were ‘Launch-at-Designated-Time’ releases, Andrew. The launches are automatic from this point forward.”


Thomas gathered his strength to begin collecting from his desk the papers he would need. He heard a door burst open and the sound of running feet in the outer office. A colonel—the duty officer—and a major, his deputy, appeared at the door, both out of breath from their run. Thomas switched to the speakerphone and again pressed the MUTE button. “Get down to the Tank,” Thomas ordered the two men in a flat voice, already emotionally drained from his worries. “FLASH OVERRIDE. I’m declaring DEFCON 3—all forces worldwide.”


“Andrew?” Razov said, and Thomas glanced at the phone, his finger still resting on the MUTE button. When he looked back up, the duty officer was standing ramrod straight. “Get the senior duty controller at the Air Combat Command in Omaha. Have him scramble bomber and tanker crews to their aircraft and start their engines. Then get the ACC commander in chief and have him flush the bombers to their positive control points.”


“Andrew?” Razov said again.


“What Target Base, sir?” the duty officer asked.


Thomas felt a chill wash over him before he spoke the words. “Strategic War Plan—Russia.”


The two officers looked stricken, and Thomas spoke hurriedly. “I want a protective launch by all commands of their airborne command posts, and I also want all air base controllers to get everything they can up into the air. Have the navy surge the boomers to their firing stations . . . surge everything. Get ‘em out to sea.”


He tried to remain composed in front of the officers but felt his heart racing as he spoke. “I have the following alert order. Attack Condition Bravo. I repeat,” he said more slowly, enunciating each word and staring into the two men’s eyes, “Attack Condition Bravo.” The officers looked at each other and turned to run for the door of the outer office. “And scramble the antisubmarine aircraft along the coasts. I want firing solutions on Russian boomers kept constant!” Where the hell is the trace? Thomas thought, swallowing to wet his drying throat and looking at his watch. He took his finger off the MUTE button. “Yuri?”


“I must be going,” Razov said abruptly.


“Wait!” Thomas said, racking his brain for something to stall him. “You said something about . . . You called me a ‘prophet.’ ” Two military policemen with M-16s appeared in the door, and Thomas again muted the phone. “Check with my secretary on the trace!”


One of the men disappeared as Thomas lifted his finger from the MUTE button. “Are you still there?”


“Yes.”


“Do you remember the last time we talked about this plan, Yuri? About a plan to go nuclear with the Chinese?” Razov did not reply, but Thomas knew he remembered. “It was in the last war. Things were at their bleakest. It was just before your counterattack, and you thought all was lost.”


“You were a prophet of doom then too, Andrew.”


“That’s what you called me. I was up from Vladivostok on an inspection tour of our forward supply teams. Right there in your command post you and I discussed employing nuclear weapons to stop the Chinese, and you called me a prophet of doom when I warned you of the risks. Do you remember what you said to me? You quoted somebody.”


His secretary appeared at his door and rushed to his desk.


“Celano,” Razov said. “I said you reminded me of something I had once read by Thomasso di Celano.”


Thomas read the message slip handed him by his secretary. “Nippon Telephone & Telegraph ETS-V geosynchronous satellite. Uplink from Khabarovsk, Russia.”


Thomas rose to slip into the jacket held open for him by his secretary and then took the secure portable telephone handed to him. His secretary whispered, “Conferences convened, sir.”


His mind raced with a dozen moves to be made, preoccupied now by the dozen orders urgently required. He was surprised to hear Razov’s deep and thickly accented voice from the speaker.


“ ‘Day of wrath! O day of mourning! See fulfilled the prophet’s warning, heaven and earth in ashes burning!’ ” The soldiers in Thomas’s office stared at the speakerphone in stunned silence. “Good-bye, Andrusha. Good-bye.” The red light went black, and Thomas rushed toward the door.



THE JEAN LOUIS, WASHINGTON, D.C.


June 11, 0430 GMT (2330 Local)


“Greg!” Jane Lambert said as her husband walked up to the table. She rose on her tiptoes and pulled his head down with a cool hand on the back of his neck. He kissed her before turning to the other couple.


“I didn’t think the President would let his national security adviser out for a dinner with friends on a night like this,” Pavel Filipov said, shaking Greg’s hand warmly and nodding toward the television over the bar, the West Coast baseball game not yet interrupted for the President’s address. Greg kissed Irina, Pavel’s wife, on the cheek and then sat.


“Well, I can’t stay long,” Greg said, grabbing Jane’s hand under the table.


“I don’t suppose we are still on for racquetball tomorrow?” Pavel asked.


Greg laughed as he took a large bite of bread. “Not even close,” he said with his mouth full. “Too bad too. I was looking forward to this new serve you’ve been developing in secret.”


“It drops dead in your backhand corner,” Pavel said, taking a sip of his wine.


“Bring it on. I’ll just kick your butt again.”


Pavel scratched his eyelid with his middle finger, a gesture he had learned from Greg.


“G-r-r-r,” Jane said, making a fierce expression before laughing. “It’s called macho, Irina,” she said, flexing her thin arms and making muscles. “Greg hasn’t grown out of being a basketball star in college, and Pavel has a dose of the ex-jock too, I see.”


“Oh,” Irina said, shaking her head, “it is not athletes. It is men. They are the same all over.” Greg rolled his eyes as Jane and Irina began to recount the most humiliating stories from their husbands’ pasts.


As Pavel raised his napkin to his lips, Greg saw again the missing tip of his finger. Frostbite, he remembered as he did every time he saw it. His index finger. In the last Russo-Chinese War, Pavel’s rifle company had run out of fuel on a hillside and had dug into the snow, fending off wave after wave of Chinese infantry for the next three days. The tip of his trigger finger, which he had left uncovered for too long against the cold, had been lost to frostbite. The price of empire, he thought.


Greg had studied military affairs, had years of experience with the Defense Intelligence Agency, was a “star” in the national security world—the new National Security Adviser at the unheard-of age of thirty-eight—but, being a civilian, he’d never experienced war. The last war in China was just the winter before last, he thought. Most Americans knew little of it, as the video was scarce, but Greg had researched it thoroughly. It had been one of his several claims to fame at DIA: calling for a Crisis Action Team well before the war’s outbreak when all of his colleagues’ attention had been on the Middle East and Southern Africa. It was inevitable, he had written, that the resurgent China, whose economy grew at double-digit rates, would be attracted to Siberian natural resources to the north, which were held increasingly tenuously by Russia, a declining European imperial power.


Pavel had been called back from Washington in the last Russo-Chinese War, but was sitting out this second round safely ensconced as military attaché at Russia’s Washington embassy. I wonder if he wishes he were there now, with his comrades? Lambert thought. With General Razov?


“And so Greg tried to lift the car out of the mud with his bare hands. ‘It’s only a fucking Fiat,’ ” Jane said in a mock, deep-voiced imitation as she regaled them with the distorted tale of their honeymoon. “He could hardly walk for a week. We found a little inn in the middle of Nowheresville, France, and I propped him up in bed and we read books. He was useless. Completely useless,” she said, turning to Greg. “I swear,” she continued, “with so much testosterone running loose in this world, I don’t know how it is that our two countries didn’t get into a war all those years.”


In the silence that followed, Greg looked at Pavel, and then Pavel’s eyes drifted to the television that hung over the bar. “What is he going to say?”


Greg glanced at the screen. A special bulletin had interrupted the CBS broadcast. “Pavel, can I . . . can we talk?”


“So you didn’t come here to see your long lost wife?” Jane said. “That explains it.”


Pavel and Greg were close friends, but it was not the first time that the friendship had been used for professional reasons. Always before, however, there had been a cooperative spirit in the games they played, as befitted the strange alliance their countries had forged during and after the first Russian war with China, in which the U.S. had provided substantial logistical assistance. Greg always asked the questions that Pavel wanted to answer, or vice versa, and each reported the “contact” up the chain of command. “Back channel” communications, they were called. Having become a part of such a channel himself quite by coincidence, Greg had come to realize how important those lines of communication were. But things had been strained since the military coup in Moscow in early spring and the U.S. deployment to Eastern Europe in response that had so inflamed the Russian nationalists, and Greg had shied away from asking tough questions after the first flurry of activity, sensing Pavel’s desire to avoid the subject.


“Sure,” Pavel said. “Go ahead.”


Greg looked over at Jane and Irina, who sat there, expectant. “Pavel, we have intelligence to indicate that there were high-level contacts over the last few days between the North Koreans and your Defense Ministry in Moscow.” Pavel’s face remained blank. “Any communications traffic,” Greg continued, supplying the source—technical means—in hopes of trading for more, “might create an appearance of impropriety at a time when American lives are at risk.”


Pavel cleared his throat and said, “As you know, Greg, we have regular relations with North Korea and utilize their road grid in the north for resupply of our forces in Occupied China.”


Nothing, Greg thought with a flash of anger. “Did you have advance warning of the North Korean attack, Pavel? If you did, we’re gonna want—the President is going to expect—some help, at least on the intelligence side.” Greg was irritated, and he broke the rules of the game by speaking so frankly. Pavel just arched his eyebrows. “Come on, Pavel. I don’t have time for this shit. I need something.”


Filipov took another sip of his wine, a furrow deepening between his brows. “We have problems, Greg, of which you are only dimly aware. There are people in my country, people like General Zorin, who view things differently than you and I. They see U.S. troops in Eastern Europe and in the Sea of Japan and think it is a part of some vast Western conspiracy, a continuation of our countries’ historical enmity.”


“Don’t give me that horseshit about—” Greg stopped mid-sentence. He was too tired and too impatient to play the game, and he had almost made the mistake of hearing only what Pavel had said and not its meaning. So it was Zorin who talked to the North Koreans, Greg thought. That makes sense. They’re cut of the same cloth. Pavel took another sip of his wine, the glass covering his mouth but the amusement evident in his eyes. He loves the game, Greg thought for the hundredth time.


“Well,” Greg said, “I hope for both our countries’ sakes that Zorin—these hard-line types—can be kept on the reservation.” Pavel said nothing, and Greg’s patience again began to wear thin. “So . . . what? Are you saying that Razov needs the supply lines through North Korea so badly that he and Zorin agreed to let the North Koreans slip the leash and invade the South just five months short of reunification? Just after we completed withdrawal of our troops at the insistence of the North? That your old boss Razov is up to his eyeteeth with Zorin in this?”


Filipov didn’t bite. It was Irina who blurted out the response. “General Razov hates General Zorin!”


“Irisha,” Pavel said.


“But it’s true! General Razov is friend of America. We could not have been victorious without America’s aid in the last Chinese war, and Pavlik might not be here tonight if America would not have helped.” She was wilting under Pavel’s gaze, knowing she should not have interrupted, so she just lowered her head and finished what she had to say. “Zorin is all the time wandering off his reservations.”


Pavel leaned forward. “Okay, I know you’re busy. In answer to your question about”—he looked around, and continued in a whisper—“about General Zorin, all I can say is steps are being taken.” He held up his hands as if to say, “There!”


“Is STAVKA going to sack him?”


“The High Command,” Irina whispered to Jane, who nodded, and the two turned to listen. Pavel again said nothing.


“Christ, Pavel, don’t tell me there could be trouble in Moscow,” Greg said. “That’s the last thing we need right now, and you too, for that matter, with the way things are going in China.” All eyes were on Pavel, and Greg waited in silence for his response.


There was a chirp from the portable phone in Greg’s jacket pocket. He pulled the phone out. “Lambert.”


“White House switchboard, Mr. Lambert,” the operator said. “Please stand by.” Everybody watched as Greg listened to the faint tones and a pop over the phone. “Please repeat,” the cool electronic woman’s voice of the voiceprint identification system said, “astrologer.”


“Astrologer.”


The waiter appeared behind Pavel. “Colonel Filipov? Telephone, sir.”


“Precocious,” the computer said, not matching on the first try. “Precocious,” Lambert said, enunciating the word carefully. “Voice-print authenticated,” the computer said, and there was a click as Greg watched Pavel excuse himself. “Please hold for Major Rogers,” the White House operator said. Old Jolly Rogers, Lambert thought, having already grown accustomed to his paranoid late-night calls about Iranian invasions of Saudi Arabia or Indo-Pakistani nuclear wars.


“Mr. Lambert?”


“What is it, Larry?”


“Sir, we’ve gone to DEFCON 3, all forces worldwide. The Federal Emergency Management Agency is executing the Joint Emergency Evacuation Plan. You’re a JEEP-1 cardholder, sir. Your point of departure is the White House. You’d better get a move on.”


Greg could no longer hear the buzz of conversations or the faint background clatter from the kitchen. “What’s going on?” he asked, his entire being focused on the faint hiss from the phone.


“Attack Condition Bravo, sir.” Greg heard the words, but the tingle along his scalp and the flood of disassociated thoughts prevented him from comprehending immediately. “General Thomas has convened a missile threat conference. That’s all I know.”


Greg stared out at the suddenly surreal room of late-night diners. Couples leaned over tables with hands intertwined and faces close. A crowd of apron-clad busboys at the bar waited for the President to appear on television for his address.


“What is it, sweetie?” Jane asked, looking at his face with concern.


“I’ll be right there,” Greg mumbled, placing the phone in his pocket just as Pavel returned. Rather than taking his seat, Pavel leaned to whisper in Irina’s ear. Greg saw Pavel’s lips form the word “Moskvu,” and Irina knit her brows. The accusative declension of the Russian word Moskva, Greg silently translated, meaning “going to Moscow.” “Jane, can I . . . can I talk to you for a second?” She got up and followed Greg to the bar. Pavel and Irina watched, and Greg turned his back to them. Pavel’s early training had been not with the army but with the KGB.


“Honey? Greg, what’s . . . ?”


“I want you to get in the car and head up to Leesburg. Better yet, call your parents and tell them you’re going to meet them at the condo at Snowshoe.”


“What? Why?” She laughed nervously. “What’s going on?”


“I don’t know,” he said as his mind raced. North Korea? Zorin? The Russo-Chinese War? Something else? “They’re evacuating the government, Jane.”


“They’re doing what?” she gasped.


He pulled her to his chest and wrapped his arms around her, hugging her close. “Oh, God, honey. There’s . . . there’s so much I want to say but . . . I’ve got to go. There’s not much time. You understand?”


Jane was ashen, staring up at him and shaking her head. “No. No, I don’t understand at all!”


Greg had to go. The clock had started, and the timetables were skinny. “Just get out of town. Don’t stop for clothes, for food, for anything. Do you have gas in the car?” She stared at him without responding. “Jane,” Greg said, taking her by the shoulders. She instantly wrapped herself in his arms. He hugged her, but softly said, “Jane, is there gas in the Saab?” Her soft hair, just curled at the hairdresser that afternoon, tickled his nose as she nodded, and he pressed his face through the curls to kiss her warm head. “I have to go,” he said, gently prying her arms from around him. “I love you,” he said, staring into her beautiful blue eyes before turning to leave. He said a hurried good-bye to Irina and Pavel and headed out of the restaurant. His driver quickly wheeled up to where he stood. “The White House,” Greg said as he slammed the door. “Use the light.”


Without asking any questions, the driver put the small red bubble light on the roof with a thud, its magnet holding it firmly in place, and he gunned the engine. The car growled to life, throwing Greg’s head back and bouncing him as they rolled onto the street just as he reached for and at first try missed the buttons on his portable phone.


As the car’s siren wailed from under its hood, Greg looked back to see Pavel jogging across the parking lot. At the door of the restaurant stood Jane and Irina. Jane was waving as she disappeared from his view, and after a moment he hit the autodial for the White House.



LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA


June 11, 0440 GMT (2040 Local)


“I can’t see any way that the United States will enter the fighting,” the analyst on the CNN special report was saying. Melissa Chandler sat on the sofa in their family room, one ear on the television, the other on the sounds of David’s footsteps upstairs. The network military pundit whom David had said earlier didn’t sound as if he knew what he was talking about was inset in a box as the main picture showed the press milling about the White House Briefing Room, the podium at the front still empty. “The North Koreans have advanced too far in too short a time. I’m afraid we’re going to have to sit this one out and hope the South Korean Army can turn things around by itself, maybe with U.S. air support.”


Melissa’s stomach hurt, and her back had begun to freeze up as she sat at an awkward angle holding her swollen belly. She slid farther up on the seat cushion to relieve the pain in her back, but the pressure of her womb on her bladder made her want to go to the bathroom again. The indigestion shot pains through her stomach. The joys of pregnancy, she thought, her hand rubbing the top of her taut abdomen.


“What about all of the troop movements that we’ve been hearing about over the last few hours and in the weeks and months leading up to yesterday’s invasion?” the anchorman asked. He looked down at his notes. “Carrier battle group sails from San Diego with partial crew. Marine Expeditionary Force training in the Sea of Japan. Marines depart Camp Pendleton. Two National Guard divisions activated. Two regular army divisions deployed to Germany. Fighter aircraft seen taking off from Yokota Air Base, Japan. Et cetera, et cetera. What do you make of all that?”


She heard David walking quickly across the floor in the bedroom.


“Just an abundance of caution,” the retired colonel, a former whistle-blower on the ill-fated hypersonic bomber, said from his little box on the screen. “Rattle the sabers. But you see, that just proves my point. All of those forces are recallable. You send them out and call them back, the essence of saber rattling. And the European forces don’t have anything to do with—”


“Excuse me,” the anchor cut in as the scene switched to a full-screen view of the anchorman holding his earpiece close to his ear. “We go now to Bob Samuels at the White House.”


The scene shifted to a reporter standing in front of the familiar blue backdrop from a different part of the Briefing Room. “I can now tell you that we were told, about an hour ago, to assemble in the White House Briefing Room,” the reporter said, half turning around to take in the room, “for an announcement. About fifteen minutes ago, we were told to expect an address by the President himself.”


In the background, a door off to the side of the podium opened, and the President, followed by several military officers, entered.


The reporter continued in a hurried voice. “I can also tell you that I’m hearing—and this is unconfirmed—but what I am hearing is that United States Air Force aircraft have, in the past hour, begun combat operations against the invading North Koreans. That contrasts with the earlier information, which was that the employment of U.S. aircraft was exclusively for transportation of critical supplies to the South Koreans. I have also been told that things are not going well for the South—”


“Ladies and gentlemen,” came a loud voice in the background, “the President of the United States.”


“David!” Melissa shouted. “It’s o-o-on!” A jab of pain shot through her back, and she shifted position again.


“Let’s listen now,” the reporter said in hushed tones as Melissa heard David running across the floor upstairs.


President Livingston at the podium donned his reading glasses, pulled several cards from his jacket pocket and glanced down at them before facing the camera. “My fellow Americans. I come to you tonight with the gravest of news. Early yesterday morning, Washington time, elements of the North Korean Army crossed the Demilitarized Zone into South Korea in a massive invasion of that good friend and trusted ally. They attacked without warning, and without provocation. Let me take this opportunity to state, categorically, that we have no quarrel with the people of North Korea, who are enslaved by the brutal policies of their leadership, and that we remain open to discussion with the North Koreans about ending the hostilities and returning to the preinvasion borders. Repeated attempts, however, to contact the North Korean leaders have all failed, and there are currently no further attempts under way to initiate such contact.”


The camera zoomed in for a closer shot, and the President stared right at it. Out of the corner of her eye Melissa caught sight of David, his chest bare, entering from the darkened hallway carrying his clothes. “The position of this country, and of all the world leaders with whom I have spoken, is clear. The invasion of South Korea will not be tolerated, and North Korean troops must withdraw immediately and unconditionally.”


A man in a dark gray suit appeared next to the podium and distracted the President, breaking the drama of the moment. The President stepped back to read the message handed to him.


Melissa looked up at David. He already appeared different, Melissa thought. Not taller—he was six feet one—not more fit. She looked at his bare chest. He was trim but not skinny as he had been when they met, in good shape despite the toll that years of sitting at a desk practicing law took on a thirty-three-year-old. It was his dark hair, which he had gotten cut short, military-style, over lunch after listening to the morning news.


“What the hell’s going on?” David asked from behind the sofa as the press in the room began to buzz with muted conversations at the unprecedented interruption. Melissa arched her neck to peer back at him. He was just back from a run, and his shoulders still glistened with perspiration despite his shower.


The President returned to the podium, his face creased with concern as he cleared his throat. He looked down at his notes, flipped through several cards and then said, simply, “At the appropriate time, I will . . . I will be able to give you more information, but for now I’ll turn it over to . . . to General Halcomb, here.”


David walked around the sofa and pulled one foot up to the sofa’s arm, his leg covered by the mottled black, brown, and green of the camouflaged pants that Melissa had not seen for years. His eyes glued to the screen, David did not see her watching him as he laced his black boots.


The President left the podium, putting his glasses in his pocket, and followed the man who had interrupted him to the door of the Briefing Room amid a thunderous torrent of questions from the media.


“Mr. President, Mr. President, are U.S. forces engaged in combat right now?” “Mr. President, was it a mistake to withdraw U.S. ground troops before reunification?” “Does the Russians’ war with China have anything to do with the North Koreans’ invasion?”


As the door closed behind the President, General Halcomb stepped up to the podium and raised his hand for quiet.


“I have no announcements,” the army general said after the room quieted, “other than the following. ‘All leaves of U.S. military personnel are hereby canceled. All members of the 1st Infantry Division (Mech) are to report to Fort Riley, Kansas—immediately. All members of the 2nd Infantry Division—Fort Ord, California.’ ” He looked up from his notebook. “Unless I say otherwise, all orders mean immediately, by fastest available transport.” He looked back down. “ ‘Fourth Infantry Division (Mech)—Fort Carson, Colorado. Seventh Infantry Division (Light)—Fort Lewis, Washington. Twenty-fourth Infantry Division (Mech)—Fort Stewart, Georgia. Thirty-eighth Infantry Division (Army National Guard)—your Army Reserve Centers in Indiana.’ ”


The list went on for thirty minutes, but David was gone in ten.



RUSSIAN DEFENSE MINISTRY, MOSCOW


June 11, 0445 GMT (0645 Local)


“It’s a complete mobilization,” the colonel said as he sat in front of the television screen with headphones on, having long since ceased the verbatim translation of the President’s address and the military’s call-up that followed.


Marshal Gribachov placed his telephone back into its cradle, and the other marshals of STAVKA—the Russian military’s Supreme High Command—turned their attention from the television screen to the head of the long table. “Our nuclear control orders have been received. General Razov reports that the weapons locks on the twenty-five ICBMs—nineteen in the first volley and six more in reserve—have been removed. Their status indicates ‘Ready’ for ‘Launch at Designated Time.’ ” He looked at the men before him. “I have given him final authority to fire.”


“What about the Americans?” the commander of the RVSN, the Russian Strategic Rocket Forces, asked as he looked at the television screen.


“Razov called General Thomas. The Americans have been alerted.”


“Did you see the way they pulled President Livingston away in the middle of his speech?” the commander of the Western Strategic Direction asked. “It makes me nervous. The Chinese watch CNN too, you know.”


“And so what?” the commander of the RVSN challenged. “The President got pulled away by pressing matters related to the Korean War that they are about to enter, if they in fact intend to enter the fight.”


“They are going in,” Marshal Gribachov, commander of the Supreme High Command, said from his seat at the head of the table.


“And the missiles will be fired automatically?” the commander of the Western Strategic Direction asked.


“It’s just a matter of time now,” Gribachov said.


“And may God have mercy on our souls,” the old marshal in charge of Naval Shipyards intoned.


There was a knock at the door and an aide entered, closing the heavy door behind him with a loud metallic pop of its latch. “It is General Zorin, sir,” he said to Gribachov. “He has arrived in response to your summons.”


“Oh,” the old marshal said with a sigh, and turned to the gathering with a questioning look. When no one objected, he said, “We are through here. Send him in.”


The marshals had barely finished collecting and covering the papers spread out on the table detailing the supersecret launch plan when the door opened and in walked General Zorin, not alone as would have been more appropriate for the censure that was planned but with his entourage of aides. There were so many of them, as always, that several of the older men exchanged looks. One leaned over and whispered, “Like an American prizefighter.”


Zorin eyed the fat men slumped in their padded chairs around the rosewood table as his aides began to mount charts and maps on the wall behind him.


“I thought it was we who had summoned you, General Zorin,” Marshal Gribachov rasped.


“I have come here to speak to you about the survival of our nation,” Zorin said in a low voice, his eyes slowly panning the long conference table to take in each of the men present in turn. “The time has come to take action.” He was annoyed by the rustling noise of the paper maps behind him, which stole, he thought, some of the drama of the moment.


“To take what action, might I ask?” Gribachov said, settling back into his chair with a twinkle in his eye.


Zorin turned to the area maps as the aides were tacking them onto the corkboards on the conference room wall. Walking up to the largest of the maps, Zorin extracted a silver telescopic pointer from his jacket pocket and pulled it to full extension with a snap. He waited impatiently as an aide put the last tacks in the edge of a map that hung loosely and then stepped clear. Zorin slapped the pointer down sharply onto Poland, onto the blue boxes with unit markings hand drawn on the paper.


He turned to look at the marshals and picked up the pointer, slapping it down again with added force a little below its previous position.


The commander of the Black Sea Fleet cleared his throat and said, “Are these your vacation plans or has Switzerland somehow offended our national pride?” Several of the marshals erupted in laughter, and Zorin looked back at the map and moved the pointer to its intended position in the Slovak Republic, to the other blue unit markers drawn there.


“No, Admiral,” Zorin replied. “But I, and thousands of other patriotic Russians are outraged at this government’s reaction, or lack of reaction, to these American deployments!” Zorin saw the amusement drain from the men’s faces at his outright insubordination. “They have put troops right on the borders of our country! Two divisions, plus corps-level combat support and four tactical fighter wings! Over sixty thousand troops!”


Old Marshal Gribachov at the head of the table drew a deep breath noisily into his lungs through his nose. “I suppose by ‘our’ borders you mean the borders of Ukraine and Byelarus—’Greater Russia,’ as you so artfully called it in that interview with the London Times.” Gribachov shook his head and leaned forward to the table. “You and we both know what they are doing. The Poles and Slovaks pissed in their pants when we declared martial law and redeployed into Byelarus, which seemed to greatly amuse you at the time. Held a party at the Metropole, if I am not mistaken, which was also reported in the Western press. Your picture was even on the front page of the Time magazine issue dedicated to what we had hoped would be a change in power that would not be viewed as a threat to the West, and the article about you in that shaded box was entitled what? ‘The Dark Horses.’ I never understood what that meant?” Gribachov said, turning to look at the translator who still sat hunched by the television.


There was a smattering of laughter around the table at the derision evident in the voice of Gribachov, who knew exactly what the expression meant, and then Gribachov continued. “We went to great lengths to reassure the West that we posed no threat, but you give quotes to Red Star magazine that make you sound like the second coming of Genghis Khan! And you view their action as provocative? The Americans want nothing to do with Eastern Europe, that much is clear from their absurdly public debates on policy, but the administration was trapped.”


“That is just what they want you to think!” Zorin shouted, breaking the silence with a jolt for effect. “Don’t you see what’s happening?” He slammed his hand down onto the conference table. Zorin abandoned the numbers he had memorized and the computer projections displayed on the charts and graphs behind him and pleaded from his heart, recounting from memory the litany of indignities to the old men. “Our borders have been reduced to what they were three hundred years ago! We have all sat here,” he continued, waving his arm to take in the marshals, his seniors, “listening to you disparage the pathetically weak bureaucrats in Parliament and at the Kremlin who did nothing as the country spiraled into disorder, cutting deals with the provinces just to hold Russia itself together.”


“And so we have done something!” the commander of the Western Strategic Direction said. “We took power, kicked the bastards out onto the street.”


“And then we ourselves do nothing!” Zorin exclaimed, feeling the emotions flood in and his eyes almost fill with tears. He was exhausted from weeks of sleepless nights in preparation for this big moment, and he had to fight for control of himself. “Do you not all remember the night we spent in this very room listening to reports of the rapes and murders of Russians—of families of our own men, even officers—as our troops and fellow countrymen fled from Central Asia during the withdrawals? And when our men fired in self-defense, what did our government’s ‘friends’ in the West do? Sanctions!” Zorin shouted. “The West gives our people free food and clothing and saps their will to work on the one hand, and then they crush our efforts at competition with sanctions on the other! Meanwhile their businessmen swarm over the carcass like hyenas to buy everything we have for a fraction of what it’s worth! And the dollars they pay for the gold and diamonds and oil and everything else they take away from Russia barely cover the interest they charge on the money they have loaned us to buy their goods! Everything goes right back into their pockets! What we have is theirs, and what they have is theirs! Don’t you see what they’re doing?”


His aides, men his age and younger risen to the rank of major or colonel, listened with rapt attention, but the old men sat impassively. None of what he was saying registered on the members of STAVKA, but on he went, red-faced and determined to have his say at last.


“And the Kazakhs! When the Japanese launches began at Baykonyr, at the Cosmodrome that we built there, do they begin their profit-sharing payments as agreed? No! We suddenly owe them an ‘environmental clean-up charge’!” Zorin saw the commander in chief of the Southwestern Strategic Direction roll his eyes to his counterpart from the Air Defense Forces, amused by Zorin’s tirade. “Our soul,” Zorin shouted, “our very soul is being auctioned off to foreigners. Foreigners! Our national treasures—the Tsarist antiquities in the Hermitage and the Kremlin’s Oruzheynaya Palata, the French Impressionist artwork in the Pushkinskiy Museum . . . ”


“Which we took from Hitler,” the commander of Construction Troops chortled, “and he took from Paris!” He laughed at the humor of his comment, the laugh turning into a hacking cough through which Zorin waited, watching as the old man’s meaty jowls began to glow crimson and he spat loudly into his handkerchief.


“It’s a three-stage plan,” Zorin said, moving to the first table on the wall and slapping his pointer onto it in fine staff officer fashion. “First, redeploy into Ukraine, the Baltic countries, and Kazakhstan.”


The marshals all spoke up at once.


“I thought first might be ‘defeat the Chinese’?” said the commander of Protivovozdushnaya Oborona Strany, or PVO-Strany, the air defense force that is the Russian NORAD. “Do you have a plan for that?”


“What?” Zorin asked theatrically and with genuine amusement. “Your fair-haired General Razov hasn’t been able to brush his little situation aside?”


“It’s not a situation, it’s a war,” Gribachov said with irritation that was growing evident, “and it’s not General Razov’s war, it is Russia’s war. Our war. One to which, I might add,” he said, pointing at Zorin’s charts, “we have committed the vast majority of the forces on which you undoubtedly count to implement your little Napoleonic scheme.”


“You all know there is a way to end the war with China,” Zorin said coldly. “The plans have been circulating since the fighting last time, since Razov became Hero of the People with his little winter skirmish! We could end the war once and for all if we just summon the will to use all the weapons at our disposal. We could end the threat from China for a hundred years!” he shouted, again slamming the table with his hand. Several of the old men exchanged looks. They know what I’m talking about, Zorin thought in disgust, but they’re too weak even to spill Asian blood.


After a long silence, Zorin said, “Stage Two: demand the immediate withdrawal of all American troops from Eastern Europe.”


“And just why are they going to do that?” another marshal asked Zorin.


“Because we will them to,” Zorin said, leaning in a gap between two marshals out over the conference table. “And because they are stretched too thin. Unless they intend to send their relatively unprepared reservists into war on the Korean peninsula,” Zorin said, nodding at the picture of the White House Briefing Room on television, “they will have to extract their front line troops from Europe, won’t they?”


There was silence from the officers, and Zorin’s gaze finally settled on Marshal Gribachov, whose eyes drilled back into his own. “Did you have something to do with General Park’s decision to invade South Korea?” Gribachov asked.


Zorin smiled, enjoying his transition from staff officer to actor on the world stage. “It does put the Americans in a bind, doesn’t it?”


“And when you retake Kazan, Dmitri the Terrible,” the commander of the Western Strategic Direction said to Zorin in a sudden burst of mockery, “do you plan to build your own commemoration in Red Square or just rechristen St. Basil’s to mark the event?”


The insult and laughter that followed chilled Zorin to the bone, and time for him moved slowly now. He turned to Gribachov and got a disappointed shake of the old man’s head. Suddenly, the beauty and grandeur of the wood-paneled room, with its plush Oriental rug, heroic works of art, and towering gold samovar seemed but an oasis amid the despair and poverty into which all else had fallen. And at the center of the oasis were these dozen old men, still growing fat on the fruits of their position, having grown too fat and too old to do anything to stem the tide of decline.


“You have tempted fate,” Gribachov said finally, “first with the Americans, and now with us. You have played a high-risk game with the Americans, the results of which you do not fully understand, and in so doing have imperiled the very nation you sought to protect. And the game you have obviously played with us, General Zorin—it too has its risks.” He picked up the phone in front of him on the table. “Send for Major Lubyanov,” he said, not waiting for Zorin’s Stage Three. He replaced the receiver, smug in a confidence born of years of nearly supreme authority and power. Looking up at Zorin, he said, “You are relieved of your duties. Return to your office and remain there until we call.”


Zorin’s face betrayed nothing as he strode from the room. As the last of Zorin’s aides shut the door, a loud popping sound from inside the heavy wood indicated that the latch had engaged, and now all was quiet.


Major Lubyanov, head of the STAVKA security detail, arrived with four soldiers in full combat gear and approached Zorin and his silent aides.


Lubyanov and his men stopped in front of Zorin, and for an instant a flicker of doubt passed through Zorin’s mind. But Lubyanov said, “They didn’t go for it?” Zorin relaxed. Of course his plans would work. He was a master at planning, and always had been. It had been his plans from right here in Moscow that had been used by Razov in the first border clashes with China last year that had earned Razov, junior to Zorin by many years, his fame and early promotions. Razov had ad-libbed, deviating slightly as the situation dictated, but it had nonetheless been Zorin’s logistics schedules, tables of organization and equipment, and charts of every factor from petroleum-oil-lubricant consumption to unit morale that had won those first battles. The fact that fighting was raging on Chinese territory today and not Russian was due to those planning successes.


“Does everybody know what to do?” Zorin asked the officers gathered outside the conference room.


The men were silent, wavering.


“We—we would bring them the victory,” Zorin lashed out in muted tones at the hesitant group, jabbing a finger at the closed conference room door, “and they would rise to the reviewing stand, waving their fat hands in the air and listening to the ‘U-u-r-r-a-a-hs!’ of the troops. We showed them the way. It’s as clear as the noses on their bloated faces! If we do nothing, it’s over. We spend the rest of our careers”—he paused—“no, we go to prison, and the army becomes a glorified border patrol—first at the Chinese border and then at the Urals—keeping the Asians out of Europe for the next few centuries until we’re so inbred that we’re the Asians!”


“We’ve always accepted it as our historical duty,” one aide said, seizing upon the higher goal, “to hold the Asians off at the back door of Europe.”


“The only people prospering in Russia are the Ukrainians and the Georgians,” another aide said. “The ‘Mafia.’ ”


“And the Jews,” a third added.


“The old fools’ decrepit minds are closed,” Zorin said. “They just want to live out the remainder of their padded lives. But they could have saved our country! And now they feel they’ve seen the last of us. We’ve had our chance. We just had to wait our turn and then we too would be able to feed at the trough, but now we’ve thrown it all away. That’s what they’re thinking.”


Zorin watched carefully for the nodding heads and mentally segregated those loyal officers from the thoughtful ones who indicated nothing, not wanting to betray their reservations. They all knew the contingency plans if the marshals rejected the proposal. The contacts had already been made, with Major Lubyanov and his security detail, with communications and others. “But this could be a blessing in disguise,” Zorin said. “It’s forced our hand.”


There was no more discussion. No words were spoken about the morality of their act. After all, Zorin thought, glancing one last time at the familiar door into the main STAVKA conference room, the old men’s hands are hardly clean. The same had been done on their orders before.


They dispersed and moved quickly. Calls were made. The commander of the Taman Division, whose troops were already in their armored vehicles on the streets nearby, was called. A captain in the central communications facilities.


And, of course, the ordnance specialists.


General Zorin himself approached the two officers, one major and one captain, from the RVSN, the Russian Strategic Rocket Forces, as they sat in a small waiting area of the command facility. One was reading the Russian language version of Der Zeitung, the other rested his head on his hand, trying to nap while sitting. The two chyorny chemodanchiki, the “little black suitcases” with their nuclear code books and communicators, rested at their feet.


“Major, I am General Zorin. I have been instructed to order you two to hand over your communicators.”


The men stared at Zorin, suddenly alert. “I’m sorry, sir,” the senior officer said. “We’re not allowed to release them to anyone other than the relief officers, no matter who orders it.”


Zorin eyed them for a second, and then nodded, saying, “You’re entirely correct, Major,” and turned to leave. As he did, he reached into his tunic and retrieved his 9-mm silenced Makarov automatic. When Zorin turned back, the major was fumbling with his own shoulder holster and the captain was looking at him wide-eyed. The hollow explosion and jerk of the pistol in Zorin’s hand surprised him, even though he had meant to pull the trigger. The thonk of the bullet’s firing and distinct clacking of the slide blown back and then returned forward by its spring was loud but relatively low in pitch and would not pierce the insulated doors and walls of the STAVKA conference room.


A large black stain appeared around the single jagged tear in the breast pocket of the major’s jacket as he slipped out of the chair and crumpled wide-eyed to the floor. His body’s fall was impeded by his legs, which bent back under him at the knees.


Zorin turned to the captain, whose jaw was slack. The pistol jerked again as a terrific red splatter sprayed the wall behind the padded chair on which the captain sat, his face shattered by the bullet that struck squarely along the bridge of his nose. Zorin picked up the two black briefcases and walked to the door. Standing in the open doorway, he hesitated, forcing himself to turn around and look back at the first two people he had ever killed. It was curious how little the sight affected him. Neither the gore of the captain’s head nor the open-eyed, vacant stare of the major had the effect he had expected. There was no shocking sense of the finality of the act he had just taken, just two lifeless forms.


He closed the door, distracted—and somewhat disappointed—by the absence of any stronger emotions.


Frustrated by the communication problems, the commanders of the Ukrainian Strategic Direction and of Long-Range Aviation—generals in the Russian Army who had risen to the exalted honorary title of “Marshal”—left the conference room and headed for their offices upstairs. As they got to the elevator of the secure inner sanctum in which they met, they saw two nervous soldiers in full combat gear instead of the usual dress uniform of STAVKA. The soldiers stepped in front of the elevator doors, blocking any access.


“Get the hell out of my way!” the commander of the Ukrainian Strategic Direction ordered.


One of the soldiers shouted, “Starshi-na-a-a!” down the hallway—calling for the senior sergeant—but stood his ground in front of the elevator. “Starshina-a-a!” he shouted again, glancing nervously from the generals to the hallway behind them.


The old generals froze. They immediately sensed the danger of the situation—of the reaction of the soldiers to them, of the emptiness of the normally busy offices—which was so unlike that to which they were accustomed. The sound of brisk footsteps caused the old men to break their stares and turn to see the Starshina, a senior noncommissioned officer, walking toward them. “If the generals would please return to the conference room, I have been instructed to inform you that there is an important communication awaiting you there.”


In the end, they returned at gunpoint, the faces in the conference room growing pale when they looked into the eyes of the returning generals and the muzzles of the rifles behind them. The two men sat and described what had happened in monotones. Some of the other officers grew irate and strode to the door, but it was now barred from the outside. Telephones were lifted from their cradles, but they were now completely dead—not even an apologetic operator promising to look into the problem.


Gribachov pounded the table. “How could we have been so stupid!” he said, shaking his head in disbelief that he had relied on the one telephone call to security to ensure Zorin’s arrest. One little detail overlooked, he thought. How? But he knew the answer. Complacency, he thought as two of the old marshals stood at the door attempting to hoist a plush leather chair into the air for use as a battering ram. The power, Gribachov thought. I grew too comfortable with—


In the next few hundredths of a second, the insulated subfloor of the conference room vaporized in the initial flash of heat from the 110 pounds of high explosives placed in the storage room below. The bomb had lost little of its potency despite its almost twenty-year wait on the shelf of the ordnance storage facility of what had been the Soviet Union’s Komitet Gosudarstvennoy Bezopasnosty, the KGB. Designed to be buried in an air pocket under a paved street, the charge was molded into an arc and detonated in a burn calculated to direct its explosive force upward.


After the flash vaporized the insulation, the blast wave hit the cables, beams, hardwood flooring, and Oriental carpet of the conference room above with the force of a speeding freight train. The wood flooring shattered into tiny splinters and the steel reinforcement beams bent straight upward along the walls. The fragile flesh and bones of the old men were, together with the rug, chairs, and table, disintegrated by the force of the blast wave and the shredding of the wood splinters that the wave of pressure carried and then flash-burned to ash by the heat of the energy released in the explosion. All the contents of the room were carried up through the empty consoles in the communications room above and embedded into that room’s concrete ceiling and walls.


The force of the bomb could be felt through the soles of the feet of the old babushkas sweeping the streets on their late-night shift throughout that area of Moscow. The women closest to the blast on the street outside the ministry stopped for a moment to look at each other and wait for something more. But there was nothing more. The underground command facility was now a tomb, the echoes in the enclosed spaces dying down quickly and giving way to the dark and the quiet more common at the cavelike depth of the hollowed space.



WASHINGTON, D.C.


June 11, 0445 GMT (2345 Local)


Greg Lambert’s car raced through the dark streets of the capital as he listened to General Thomas brief the President in the three-way conference call, the alarm set off by the White House military switchboard blaring in the background of the President’s phone.


“ ‘I’ve got it,” the President said. “They just handed it to me. ‘White House Emergency Procedures Manual.’ I’ll bring it with me. Now what’s going to happen?”


“The E-4B will be ready at Andrews,” Thomas said. “I’ll meet you there, sir.”


“Will the Chinese hit the Russians back?” the President asked, and Lambert cringed as his driver barely slowed before heading through the red light at an intersection and then gunned the growling engine again.


“No, sir,” Thomas replied, the whine of his helicopter engine starting up in the background. “Their generation time is too slow. They’ve probably squirreled away some tactical nukes somewhere, but they’d have a hard time delivering them through Russia’s air defenses to anything other than purely tactical targets.”


“And DEFCON 3—what exactly does that entail?” the President asked.


“Going from the normal DEFCON 5 to DEFCON 3 sets in motion a variety of things,” Thomas said, raising his voice over the engine noise until the helicopter door was slammed shut and the background noise diminished. “Dispersion of forces, higher alert statuses, et cetera, for all forces other than the forces actually engaged in Korea, which are already on 1, and the strategic forces at Air Combat Command, which are on 2. It’ll put shorter range nuclear weapons—the navy’s cruise missiles and carrier-based nuclear-capable A-6s and F/A-18s—on Combat Alert Status along with the ground-launched cruise missiles and FB-llls and F-16s in Europe. I’ve also ordered the ACC bombers from ground alert into the air on Minimum Interval Takeoffs, twelve seconds in between. They’ll stand by on airborne alert. In addition, Alternate Reconstitution Base teams, which set up air bases to receive ACC bombers after return, have been dispatched to their sites at civilian airports and various stretches of interstate highway around the country and in Europe. It also means emergency combat capability—maximum possible generation—out of the ICBMs, and subs to their firing stations.”


“Is it really necessary to evacuate like this?”


“Mr. President, we’re assuming Attack Condition Bravo, sufficient warning to evacuate full staffs. If it should turn out to be Alpha—surprise destruction of peacetime headquarters—we’ll be down to skeletal staffs at all branches of military and government.”


“But we’re not even under attack. I don’t see why—”


“Evacuation is automatic with DEFCON 3, sir,” Lambert interrupted. “This has never happened before, Mr. President, because we’ve never had anything like it. The Russians are going to launch ICBMs, missiles that are alternately aimed at this country, from silos in Siberia. They switched from the old single-target tapes years ago. Those missiles now have stored in their targeting banks cities and military facilities in the U.S. We won’t get confirmation that their targets are in fact in China until those missiles complete their burns and roll over to the south—somewhere between six and eight minutes after launch. Until then, we have no way of knowing, other than General Razov’s word, that they are heading to China. We have to play it safe. If those ICBMs are in fact coming this way in a coordinated attack, the SLBMs from Russian submarines in the Atlantic fired on a depressed trajectory would be just eight to ten minutes away from D.C.” The thought sickened him, and he mentally urged Jane on. “There is the risk of a decapitation strike, sir.”


“Now wait a minute,” the President said. “Is there any reason to expect that this is a Russian surprise attack, for God’s sake?” He sounded exasperated, and he was clearly growing angry.


“Sir,” Lambert said, reiterating, “the issue at a time like this is stability. Getting you airborne, sir, buys us time to stay ahead of things. We don’t want any mistakes.”


“Shit,” the President said. “I’ve got State ringing up foreign governments to tell them what’s happening and what we’re doing, and I’m already starting to get calls back. ‘Chancellor Gerhardt—holding, line two,’ ” he said, obviously reading. “ ‘Prime Minister Barrow.’ I’ve got to take some of these. What am I going to tell them? Who all are we evacuating?”


“JEEP, the Joint Emergency Evacuation Plan,” General Thomas said, “calls for immediate evacuation by army and air force helicopter of forty-six JEEP-1 cardholders. They’re mainly people in the line of presidential succession who’re tracked by the Automated Central Locator System, but they’re also key military leaders, Mr. Lambert, and others, necessary to ensure continuity of government. Within four hours, two hundred forty-eight JEEP-2 cardholders—other senior officials, personnel in key posts at various agencies who happen to be on duty, and FEMA employees—will have been evacuated to ensure continuity of operations.”


“So how the hell are we going to run the government tomorrow morning?” the President asked as Lambert checked his wallet for his Federal Employee Emergency Identification Card. He found it just behind his racquetball club card. All it had was his name, picture, blood type, and the message, “THE PERSON DESCRIBED ON THIS CARD HAS ESSENTIAL EMERGENCY DUTIES WITH THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. REQUEST FULL ASSISTANCE AND UNRESTRICTED MOVEMENT BE AFFORDED THE PERSON TO WHOM THIS CARD IS ISSUED.” Lambert turned the card over. Printed in large block letters was “JEEP-1.”


“Well, sir,” Thomas said, “in a couple of hours the Joint Air Transportation Service will start evacuating Category A Relocation Teams—skeleton staffs consisting of several dozen people from each department and key agency split into three teams, each going to a different location. By the end of the day, they’ll have moved Category B Teams—people from the National Science Foundation, the FDIC, people like that. All Category C agency personnel, and all government personnel who aren’t part of the relocation teams, should be getting ‘Advanced Alert’ phone calls from their superiors telling them to pack up and stand by. They in turn pass the alert to the next tier down on their organizational chart, and it goes on and on.”


“Where is everybody going?” President Livingston asked as Lambert saw the lights of the White House, its lawns brightly lit by floodlights, so stark in contrast to the other buildings mostly dark on this Sunday night.


“Well, the airborne evacuees,” General Thomas said, “will just orbit. We’ll send one E-4B with a presidential successor down to the Southern Hemisphere out over the mid-Atlantic, but the rest will remain over the continental United States. Everybody else goes to emergency relocation sites within the ‘Federal Arc’—within three hundred miles of D.C.—or to alternate command posts. You go to ‘Kneecap,’ the National Emergency Airborne Command Post, and the civilian government goes to Mount Weather or to the Alternate National Military Command Center at Raven Rock Mountain. And, I might add, there are several thousand state, county, and city blast-and fallout-resistant emergency operating centers that were constructed to ensure continued local government. They’re receiving the warning and should also be staffing up. I’m sorry, sir,” Thomas said, “but I’ve got a call coming in from the Pacific Command. I’d better see what this is.”


“Okay, General Thomas. See you at Andrews. Greg, are you still there?”


“Yes, sir,” Lambert said as they pulled up to the White House gate.


“Okay. I’m going to take Barrow’s and Gerhardt’s calls. You get me Secretary Moore at State. I’m switching to this portable thing they’re handing me and heading down to the South Lawn. I’ll just be a second—you stay on the line with Moore.”


Instead of calling Jane on her car phone, as he had hoped to do, Lambert dialed the number of the White House switchboard. “This is Greg Lambert. Get me the Secretary of State.”


“One moment, sir,” the operator said calmly, recognizing his voice and not wasting time with the new voice ID system that he knew the old ladies at the switchboard hated. Lambert’s car pulled to a stop in the drive just by the South Lawn. Through the bushes he could see security personnel fanning out from the building.


“Greg?” the voice of Secretary Moore came from the speaker-phone, the sound of a racing engine in the background.


“Bill, just a minute, the President wants to talk to you.”


“Helluva deal, hey, Greg?” the Secretary asked, but before Lambert could answer they heard “Bill? Greg? Anyone there?”


“Yes, sir, Mr. President,” Lambert said. “We’re both here.”


The bright landing lights of a helicopter descended with surprising speed to the lawn. It was not the dark green Marine One that normally carried the President, but a squat gray air force helicopter.


“Bill, listen to me. I want you to call the Chinese and tell them what’s coming.”


“But sir . . . !” Lambert began.


“I will not be a party to this!” the President declared, and in the background Greg heard the voice of the director of the White House Military Office say, “Mr. President, Crown Helo has landed.”


“Look, Greg, we’re pregnant with this, and I refuse to go down in history as tacitly endorsing the Russians’ use of nuclear weapons by sitting on this information! Bill, you call Beijing directly and you warn them—right now! Where are you headed?”


“Raven Rock Mountain, sir,” Secretary Moore said.


“You call them,” President Livingston said just as Lambert noticed a large group of Secret Service agents emerge from the White House, “then you report back to me when you get there.”


“Mr. President!” Greg said, getting out of the car as he saw the President and First Lady head down the steps to the South Lawn. The helicopter’s engines were deafening—the pilot kept the rotors turning at high speed. “Sir!” Lambert shouted as he plugged one ear and began to trot across the lawn to meet the President at the helicopter door. “We’d better think about whether—”


“What?” he heard faintly from the phone. “I can’t hear you!”


“Secretary Moore!” Lambert yelled as the branch of an unseen bush smacked his face. Lambert immediately stared down the barrel of an Uzi machine pistol; the red glow of a laser shone, he looked down to see, a tiny red dot of light on his chest. “Secretary Moore!” Lambert shouted again, but as he looked up he saw the President at the door of the helicopter; his portable phone hung loosely in his hand as he spoke with the director of the White House Military Office.


“ID!” the agent with the Uzi snapped.


“Goddammit! It’s Greg Lambert!” A flashlight flicked on from the right, and Lambert turned to face the glare of the bright light that shone in his face. “It’s okay! He’s clear!” the second agent said, shutting off the light. Lambert immediately dashed for the helicopter.


At opposite sides of the lawn two pairs of Secret Service agents in dark suits stood, one of the men in each team with a slender tube, a Stinger missile, Lambert realized, mounted on his shoulder and pointing skyward. He hoped National Airport had gotten the word to divert their air traffic. On the ground at the door of the helicopter, three men in full combat gear knelt with rifles pointed out.


Lambert stooped under the rotor and dashed in the helicopter door, squeezing between the banks of electronic equipment in search of the President. Through the maze of crewmen seated in the aircraft jammed with gear he saw the Livingstons looking unsettled in their unfamiliar places, strapped into cramped bucket seats. The White House military aide—the air force officer carrying the nuclear code case known as the “football”—was the last person to board, and the helicopter lifted off before the crew shut the door. Lambert and the military aide struggled to maintain their balance for the next minute or so as the helicopter maneuvered recklessly. Finally a crewman scrambled to shut the door and ushered Lambert to a lone fold-out seat. He strapped himself in, looking out the tiny porthole to see that they were flying at extremely low altitude. Lambert felt another steep bank just in time to see the brightly lit Washington Monument streak by his window. He leaned out to try to catch sight of the President down the narrow passageway to the rear of the helicopter, but a rack of equipment cut him from view. He even thought about trying to call the President from his portable phone, but he knew it would be too late. Secretary Moore would have already made his call.


The glowing Jefferson Memorial streaked by the small window, and Lambert felt faintly nauseous from the gyrations of the hurtling helicopter. The volume of the rotors was intense and vibrated through the metal wall at his back. The helicopter began a pattern of pitching first left, then right. They’re dodging imaginary antiaircraft missiles! he realized. Of course. Evasive maneuvering. The helicopter’s pilots who trained for this flight naturally prepared only for wartime conditions.


Lambert took a deep breath and tried to relax, settling back to watch the familiar sights streak by his small window. On one steep bank over the Potomac he saw the old buildings of Georgetown University, his alma mater, silhouetted against the city lights for an instant before they disappeared as the pilot threw the helicopter into another steep bank. He’s following the river, Lambert guessed.


He was in his own private world, cut off from the others by the straps holding him to his seat and the noise filling the speeding aircraft. For the first time in days, he found himself idle. His mind wandered, and he let it drift.


Jane. Images of her floated before the dark and dimly reflective porthole like lilies in a pond. Though they were both now thirty-eight years old, Jane was almost unchanged from their days at Georgetown, her freshly scrubbed face still looking made up even when it wasn’t. They were the kind of couple who gets greedily snatched up by the social circles of Washington—he, tall, blond, blue-eyed, a rising star; she, petite, auburn-haired, demure.


They had met their freshman year at Georgetown. He was at a shoot-around meeting his new teammates and coaches when a number of women had filed in for gymnastics tryouts. The girl on the end nearest him was Jane. He’d asked her to marry him their senior year, but she had refused. He had been accepted to Harvard Law School and had been drafted in the third round by the New Jersey Nets. Jane had replied she didn’t think he was ready to make a decision like marriage with so much up in the air. He smiled, remembering. He had taken a wild guess that she was bluffing, insecure about his possible sports stardom, and wanted him to beg her, which he did. They were married in June.


His pre-NBA summer camp had been disheartening. A lowly seventh rounder at his position was the surprise star of the Nets’ rookie review. Greg had declined the “invitation” to try out in the fall. “What would you think if I joined the army?” he had asked Jane on the plane to Maine after camp. She had laughed, not realizing he was serious.


Four years later, at age twenty-five, Greg had graduated Harvard with a law degree and a Masters in government. During the spring of his final year he had been approached by the CIA after a professor had anonymously recommended him. Greg had politely declined to interview for a job in Operations—for work in the field. He had asked, however, if there might be an opening in Intelligence. A few weeks later he had gotten a letter responding to his “inquiry” about a position with the Defense Intelligence Agency. He had never even heard of it before.


And so they had returned to Washington. Thirteen years ago, he thought in amazement at how quickly time had passed. His first job at DIA had been excruciatingly boring—academic papers on the Soviet economy. His only excitement at work had come from his few trips to “The Farm,” the CIA training facility in West Virginia. Every Friday the DIA had posted a list of weekend courses at The Farm that had open slots, and he had enrolled in the few that seemed somewhat exciting and dangerous.


Success at DIA had come quickly and unexpectedly. Having studied Russian at Georgetown’s School of Foreign Service, he had been assigned the tedious job of compiling the increasingly dismal Soviet economic data from the late eighties. At the end of his reports, he had always thrown in unsolicited opinions about the Soviet Union. Unwittingly, he had chronicled the demise of the U.S.S.R.


In 1991 the intelligence community had still been reeling from its failure to predict Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait the year before. As the Soviet Union’s impending collapse became more and more apparent, his reports had been dusted off and he’d been trotted out as having predicted it years in advance. Quotes from his reports had been taken out of context. He had been put forward by the DIA to give testimony to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “Insiders” at cocktail parties were abuzz with paraphrased “predictions” he had supposedly made. He’d quickly become known as the guy who first “called” the decline and fall of the U.S.S.R., and it was the call of the century. His fifteen minutes of fame.


Two months after the collapse, an engraved invitation had arrived. A private dinner with George and Barbara Bush. The conversation had turned to calls for a “peace dividend” that were just beginning to circulate. The President had been concerned they would cut defense only to wake up one morning to find hard-liners at the other end of the hot line. He had been fishing for an opinion, for a call.


The wine had left Greg at ease, and his opinions had come freely. Jane had kicked him repeatedly under the table, but he had plunged into an area, strategic military affairs, for which he had no formal preparation. Russia was going to hell in a handbasket, he had opined. Their military would suffer right along with everything else. “Just stay one step ahead of them, Mr. President. Let them collapse faster than we reduce. Defer the cuts a little bit. Stay ahead of the game.”


“You seem sure of yourself, Greg,” Bush had said as he refilled Greg’s wineglass.


“A peace dividend now is too fast, too soon,” he’d said, enamored of the position he had developed only moments before. “I’d slow-play the cuts. Let the bottom drop out from under the Russians first.” Jane had kicked him so hard that the water glass on the table shook. Barbara Bush had laughed and then taken Jane on a tour of the White House while Greg looked over the preliminary force reduction plans in the Oval Office.


He had said the right things, and from that evening he’d been on the fast track. He had learned military affairs on the job. Even though administrations changed and the bureaucracy forgot why it was that he was a star, the lights on his career path had remained green. Greg was moved from one Crisis Action Team to another, spending more and more of his time in the White House—actually 100 feet beneath the White House, in the Situation Room.


When President-elect Livingston’s transition team had requested a national security briefing, the DIA had sent Lambert. Two weeks later Jane’s mother had telephoned. Greg’s name and picture had been in U.S. News & World Report under a list of candidates for national security adviser in the new White House. He and Jane had run out in the rain to buy a copy. The issue, crumpled and fat from having been soaked, still sat in their nightstand. Jane had refused to throw it out. She never threw anything out; the closets were full of old cheerleader uniforms, basketball trophies, and her wedding dress, of course.


“You know we’ll have to clean all this stuff out when we have a baby,” he’d said the weekend before last. From the look—the smile—on her face he had said the right thing. He had a knack for saying the right things. They had started trying for a baby that afternoon.


Greg closed his eyes as the helicopter now rose and fell over the dark country roads below. Jane was on one of them. He said a silent prayer, hoping the words he used were the right ones.
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CHAPTER TWO


[image: Images]



FAR EAST ARMY COMMAND, KHABAROVSK, RUSSIA


June 11, 0450 GMT (1450 Local)


“Oh, it’s Zorin all right!” Air Force General Mishin’s voice came angrily over General Razov’s speakerphone in the hardened wartime bunker deep under his headquarters building. “His fingerprints are all over this, and the Taman Division—your people—are out of their barracks and taking up positions around the Kremlin.”


“Is that where Zorin is headed?” Razov asked. “The Kremlin?”


“Well, of course!” Mishin yelled. “The man believes all that hard-line messianic crap, and he’s the Messiah!”


“I’ll talk to the commander of the Taman Division,” Razov said. “I know him well. Those men your people have seen are bound to be renegade units.”


“Whatever,” Mishin said. “What do you want to do now? Do you want to consider postponing your strikes?”


“Absolutely impossible!” Razov said. “The strategic weapons are all on automated launches at the designated times so that their phasing over targets will be timed correctly. Plus I’ve got an entire army group on the move right now toward holes in the Chinese lines that had damn well better be there when the lead echelon hits the line of departure. Those lead echelons are going to be close to ground zero as it is, in some cases less than a kilometer away. The timing is crucial.”


“You could just be a little less precise with your timing and use more weapons.”


“We don’t have releases on more weapons, and Zorin has the damn nuclear communicators!”


“We could seize the silos and rewire the locks to bypass his communicators.”


“That would take time—maybe even days—and I can’t wait. For God’s sake, I’ve already told the Americans, who are busy, I’m sure, telling other NATO governments. Pretty soon, word is going to slip around to the Chinese. No! We’ve got to go as planned. We go now.”


“What about the Americans’ alert orders? I still say we should follow our programs and send out our own alert orders in response.”


“General Thomas is only doing what I expected him to do,” Razov replied.


“But DEFCON 3! It bothers me, Yuri. I have to admit, it bothers me that we’re not reacting.”


“You just worry about Zorin.”


“I’ll take care of him,” the air force general responded. “I’m assuming he’ll set up shop like Der Führer down in the Deep-Underground Command Post, and I’m having my men cut off the Deep-Underground Subways to the Ramenki Facility near the university, and the Ex-Urban NCA and STAVKA facilities a hundred kilometers south of the city. We’re also deploying troops at the exits at Vnukovo Airfield. That leaves only the connection here and the air vent and utility access shafts, all of which we’ll have guarded.”


“Can you sever his unhardened communications?”


“We can cut everything but direct broadcast satellite and the deep-underground fiber optic emergency communications system—the nuclear command and control system wired into the two communicators. I hate to tip him off too soon, but we’ll go ahead and start the process of cutting everything else. His logistics command has had a liaison officer right here at PVO-Strany who has been spying on us and surreptitiously telephoning Zorin on a dedicated line, and we might lay off him for a while to try to lull Zorin into a false sense of security.”


“Just don’t let him sit on those nuclear communicators too long, for God’s sake!” Razov said, hanging up.


In the silence that followed in the concrete-enclosed bunker, words of warning spoken in English crept into Razov’s mind. “Something will go wrong. Something always goes wrong!” “Murphy’s Law,” General Thomas had called it. As the words echoed in Razov’s head, the first twinge of anxiety rushed through his veins. Razov looked up at the duty officer. “Get Zorin on the line.”



90TH STRATEGIC MISSILE WING, WARREN AFB, WYOMING


June 11, 0450 GMT (2150 Local)


As the Humvee slowed, Captain Chris Stuart awoke from his doze to see two air policemen with M-16s slung over their shoulders peering down into a silo. A single man with a blue hard hat protruded half out of the concrete mound into the brilliant lights of a trailer rolled up to the side of the silo’s opening. The Humvee pulled to a stop just outside the open gate of the twelve-foot chain link fence, and the two technicians in the rear seat squeezed by Captain Scott Langford, Stuart’s co-launch officer, and headed for the silo, donning their own hard hats in their vehicle’s headlights.


“They got the blast door open on Number Eight,” Langford said, staring at the silo. “Let’s go take a look.”


“Oh, man,” Stuart said, wanting to get down to the center and resume his nap. “We got an alert order. The shift begins in ten minutes.” The “graveyard” shift again, Stuart thought as he yawned.


“We got time. Come on,” Langford said as he opened the door.


Stuart followed him out into the darkness and put on his “pee-cutter” air force cap. They returned the salute of the air policeman—standing under the single light at the gate with his M-16 and attached grenade launcher slung over his shoulder—and entered the secure area around the hardened silo. Seeing the officers approach, the two air policeman at the silo opening walked down to the ground toward the gate, saluting as they passed.


The soles of Stuart’s boots scuffed on the first of the concrete as the dirt gave way to the pad. Climbing the slope of the mound, he looked up to see that the single hydraulically operated blast door was opened about three feet and that a man hung in the gap by suspension gear hooked to the door itself. He was taking readings of the hydraulic fluids in the system that, in the event of a launch, would hurtle the door open down its internal tracks in a fraction of a second and fling from it any tons of debris that might have accumulated from a near miss. Langford stepped up onto the thick concrete-and-steel door itself. Stuart stayed on the pad to the side and eyed the man in between the door and the opposite wall, which was shaped to conform to the massive door’s irregular features, with an involuntary sense of discomfort. If the door were to close, Stuart thought, and then shook off the revolting image that his mind manufactured as if solely to test his response.


“Take a look,” Langford said from on top as he peered down into the silo.


“Hey, be careful,” Stuart warned as he edged gingerly toward the opening, remembering the old Titan III missile in Arkansas that had blown and killed everyone around when someone dropped a wrench that penetrated its cellophane-thin fuselage and smashed into the liquid fuel tank.


As Stuart got closer, the silo chamber became visible through the opening and the internal floodlights shone on the cylindrical steel walls. He held onto the door and leaned, seeing the blunt, black nose of the MX missile just beneath the blast door. From a railing about a third of the way down the silo wall, an access bridge extended across the open space to the side of the fuselage, and several men were working on the massive missile. Shouts and the sound of activity drew Stuart’s attention to several other crews working at various other points lower down the long jet-black body of the ICBM.


“What’s going on?” he asked the sergeant suspended just inside the blast door.


“We were in the middle of the monthly go-over,” the man—Kline from the name stenciled on his breast pocket—replied in a twangy accent, carefully returning each tool to its assigned pouch. He was a senior NCO, Stuart noticed, his job not one entrusted to the young or the faint of heart. “When the base went to DEFCON 2 they tol’ us to close ‘er up.”


The three warheads on that old Titan had blown right out of the silo, Stuart remembered. There are ten warheads on the MX. “Let’s go, Scott.”


Langford smiled and stood on one foot near the edge of the opening, extending his arms out to either side for balance.


“Fuck you, man,” Stuart said as he turned to walk down from the heavy mound of blast-hardened reinforced concrete. “Come on.”


As Stuart walked through the darkness between the silo and the gate, a hand slapped his shoulder and he flinched, so slightly that Langford probably didn’t notice. “You’re acting like those things are dangerous, sport!” Langford said. “Don’t you know that’s the ‘Peacekeeper’—friend of small animals and schoolchildren alike.”


Stuart smiled, but didn’t feel comfortable again until they were in the Humvee and headed to the launch center, several miles away.



DEEP-UNDERGROUND COMMAND POST, THE KREMLIN


June 11, 0455 GMT (0655 Local)


“All right!” Zorin shouted as the officers bombarded him with reports from all sides. The concrete-walled office that would pass for Zorin’s personal quarters until he solidified his control of the disparate commands fell silent. The junior officers stood quietly now in the stark light from bare overhead fixtures that made all the room’s contents, material and human, appear harsh and hard-edged. “Let’s just all calm down here. Just calm down.” His voice shook, and he realized that he was exhausted. Two nights in a row with no sleep, and too much coffee to compensate.


“Leave me here,” Zorin said. “No interruptions—I’ve got to think.” Concentrate! he ordered himself. The humiliation of the half dozen phone calls he had made to commanders of various field units in and around Moscow who all politely refused to comply had stung Zorin badly. He shook his head angrily just after his door was pulled closed.


Zorin stood up and walked over to the sink, the loaded H&K by his side. Even here, 300 meters under the Kremlin in the concrete-enclosed cavern designed for wartime command, Zorin did not feel safe. The mere effort of standing had renewed his painful headache, and, lost in thought, he tapped the medicine bottle to drop another painkiller into his palm. Not the aspirin with which he had started a couple of days ago, but a narcotic from the first aid kit.


Zorin swallowed the pill and looked up into the small mirror. Oh, God, I need sleep, he thought, staring at the red, baggy eyes and pale, haggard face. The pill should take care of my head, but for the sleep? he thought to himself silently. Just fifteen minutes and I’ll call them back. Fifteen minutes and I’ll feel one hundred percent better. He opened the cabinet doors to the side of the sink and pulled out a bottle of vodka, filling an oversize shot glass.


He turned the glass up, and the warm liquid drained down his throat, causing him to wince slightly as it burned the lining of his stomach. He quickly stuffed into his mouth a half-eaten piece of the hard black bread that sat next to the sink. With his first breath after the shot, his throat caught fire, but before his next breath the vodka had already begun its chemical reaction with the painkiller in his bloodstream, and the little aches and pains began to dull.


Zorin held his now unsettled stomach and walked over to the sofa, his mind growing comfortably blank as he lay the machine pistol on the floor and sank absentmindedly onto the soft cushions. I’ll just close my eyes and think, Zorin decided and was about to lay his head on a folded wool blanket when he saw that he had not capped the vodka bottle and that the light from the sink would shine right into his eyes on the sofa.


What could the Americans be doing? he wondered as he padded over to the sink. The first communication from his liaison officer at PVO-Strany had reported the inexplicable American alert orders.


The nagging concern activated his brain as if a switch had been thrown. His mind raced, lurching from one disjointed thought to a randomly proposed conclusion. By the time he reached the sink, he was cursing the thoughts that ricocheted through his head.


He picked up the bottle and cap and looked into the mirror from which stared the haggard face with the loose necktie twisted off-center. One more to kill the jitters, he thought as he poured and drank another large shot. He turned out the sink light and made his way by the bright corridor lights that shown under the crack in the door. He was deep in sleep when there was a knock at the door and it opened.


Zorin stared bleary-eyed at the profile of a man who stood in front of the brilliant light from the corridor. “I told you no interruptions! What’s your name?”


“Melnikov, sir.”


“Melnikov, if you value your career, you follow orders, do you understand? Now, what the hell do you want?”


The officer, in combat gear instead of staff dress uniform, said, “It’s General Razov, sir. He’s on the telephone.”


Zorin’s head pounded from his own shouting, and with it still burned a blinding red glare of anger. He rose slowly to a sitting position. “You tell Razov to go to hell! I’m not in any mood to deal. Tell him, once he ceases his interference with my operations I’ll talk to him.” The aide left him alone.


Zorin groped his way back to the sink in the dark, rubbing his eyes, which felt as if ice picks were jammed in them. He turned on the light and tried to open the bottle of pain pills, losing his patience and finally tearing at the top. I’ve got a few tricks for you too, Razov! he thought. Planning, the finest of martial arts! “You think you’ll just waltz right in here? Hah!” he said out loud as the pills flew out of the bottle and into the sink, aggravating him further. But what next? he thought. What will they try next? His mind fogged and drew a blank, and he jammed the heels of his hands into his eyes until they hurt. In his exhausted state his frustration level skyrocketed, and he slammed the wall by the sink.


Looking down into the sink through vision blurred from the vigorous rubbing Zorin saw that two of the pain pills were wet. He washed them both down with a shot of vodka before their capsules softened. Calming, he placed the bottle of amphetamines that the medic had provided beside the sink for when he rose and then gargled with mouthwash to rid himself of the reek. “Got to keep up appearances!” he said out loud, turning off the light and finding his way back to the sofa.


No pain now, he thought, smiling as he lay down to plot his strategy. He was asleep in moments.



MARCH AIR FORCE BASE, RIVERSIDE, CALIFORNIA


June 11, 0500 GMT (2100 Local)


David Chandler pulled his Volvo into an empty parking space and turned the car off. He looked down at his car phone. “No cellular or radio communications allowed on base, sir,” the air policeman had said, saluting David at the gate, forcing him to say his good-bye to Melissa too abruptly.


The quiet night air was split again with the crackling sound of jet engines. That had been the pattern ever since the interstate: a minute or so of quiet, and then a roar. David dipped his head, his hands still gripping the wheel, and looked up into the black night sky through the windshield to spot the departing aircraft. There, over that building, the streaking blue flame appeared as if shot out of thin air, the large body of the black four-engined aircraft sensed rather than seen as the few stars disappeared just before the exhaust flame passed.


He looked around him. He felt stuck, suspended between two worlds. The Volvo was an object from his other life, from the other side of the gulf that he could already feel forming between all that was before and whatever lay ahead. He had bought the car last year when Melissa and he had finally decided it was time to have a baby. In the back, the base to the as yet unused baby seat was buckled onto its seat belt, holding only his basketball in place. Chandler chuckled as he recalled the first time his golf buddies got a look at the car. “What, do you have to drive women away or something?” they had roared with laughter. The “babe magnet,” they called it.


Everything was quiet again. How long will the car sit here, he wondered as he fingered his wedding ring, the only piece of jewelry besides his watch that he had ever worn. The only time he’d ever even come close to taking the ring off his finger since his wedding day was once just out of idle curiosity, to see if it would slide past his second knuckle. It hadn’t left his finger, stopping at the nail.


The ring slipped right off. It had to be done: regulations. He reached over, opened the glove compartment, and removed a tissue from a small packet, wrapping the ring in it and placing the package gently into the back of the glove compartment. He closed and locked the compartment’s door.


I can’t just leave it in the glove compartment, David thought. They’ll never find it. He got a scrap of paper and a pen and was going to write, “My ring is in the glove compartment.” That’s it? he thought. My ring is in the glove compartment and I loved you from the first moment I laid eyes on you until the very last breath passed from my lips.


“My wedding ring is in the glove compartment. I love you. David,” he wrote. He left the note face down on the passenger seat.


The words still echoed through David’s head even as his feet carried him to the door. “Ma-a-jor Chandler,” the sergeant had said. “U.S. Army Reserve. Here we go. Intelligence. Division Staff, 4th Infantry Division.” Division Intelligence, Chandler thought. A staff position at Division Headquarters. His mental picture of himself sitting at a desk was a bit of a letdown, but it was a relief too. At least I know how to do that. Years of practice. “Flight 1451—Presov, Slovakia. That’d be through that door.”


Chandler opened the door and entered a huge open hangar filled with soldiers.


“Hey!” a kid said, a private first class’s single chevron and rocker pinned on his collar slightly askew. “Oh, ‘scuse me, sir,” he apologized, stiffening up, “but everybody on this flight’s s’posed ta pick up their personal weapons ‘fore they process through. I think that means officers too—pro’bly.”
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