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EPITAPH ON AN ARMY OF MERCENARIES

These, in the day when heaven was falling,

The hour when earth’s foundations fled,

Followed their mercenary calling

And took their wages and are dead.

Their shoulders held the sky suspended;

They stood, and earth’s foundations stay;

What God abandoned, these defended,

And saved the sum of things for pay.

-
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CHAPTER 1: NORTH VIETNAM 
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THE WORK CREW looked like a swarm of bugs spread over the valley of the Song Koi and the mountains that rimmed it. Thousands of men with baskets on their backs walked in a seemingly endless line from the hillside, where thousands of others tore the loose red dirt from the open patch, digging deeper and deeper to fill the baskets which were then picked up and hauled away to be dumped into the great fill that dammed the river. Beyond and eastward another stream of thousands of men marched in route step down the poorly paved road and across the long bridge. It was a new bridge and they were in awe of what had been built by the able young engineers from Peking. The great span was broad with low fluted sides and supports that reached almost gingerly into the valley below. The bridge was shining white concrete, and when a burly soldier spat onto the bridge, a young officer in a drab, dust-colored uniform slapped the soldier’s face and waited while he knelt down to wipe up the spittle. The officer was proud of the bridge. He believed the men should be proud to cross it.

And farther to the east was the tank farm: large, cylindrical metal tanks, painted black against the wear of rain and sun. Here the soldiers in the dust-colored uniforms marched back and forth protecting the thousands of gallons of oil and gasoline which had been hauled up the river in large boats and small ones. Nearby a rusty tanker from Iraq pumped petroleum like blood from its bowels into the newly constructed tanks.

Not far as a plane flies, or even as a man can ride in an ox cart, the airfield lay spread out over the flat land between the mountains. The edge of the runways had recently been lengthened, topped with concrete and then covered again with brush and the limbs of trees. The airplanes, which were no longer new but which were polished and treated with extraordinary tenderness, stood under the trees and the spread nets woven with leaves and painted green. The planes had seen battle in Korea, had flown over the coastal islands and had been used to train a thousand pilots. They were slow by some standards, but they were the best the small pilots with the dark faces had available to them. And they were guarded with care against fire and sabotage by rigid-backed sentries who walked their posts in regular order—twenty paces in one direction until they met a second sentry and twenty paces in the other until they met a third. The pilots were proud of their planes, and the sentries were proud of them both. They had no others.

Every so often a sentry or a pilot would look up and listen to the sound of a train that chugged down the mountainside past the airfield and disappeared into the tunnel that led through the mountain beyond. Sometimes a sentry would stand to watch the troops riding the box cars or count the cars filled with ammunition and explosives or observe the small artillery which would later be unloaded and hauled south into the jungles by the sweat of oxen and men.

The whole valley between the mountains crawled with activity. For almost a thousand years it had been quiet, although men had marched across it into battle and had come back or had not come back. Caravans carrying trade goods north to Yangnin passed in one direction or another; but then they had moved slowly, had gone their way and left the valley undisturbed. The men who came now intended to leave their mark on the land; their holes punched through the mountains, their concrete aprons spilled white on the valley floor, their dam would hold back the river and their bridge, they knew, would last a thousand years so that future generations would know these men had paused here on their southward drive. They did not care about the valley or the people who lived there—they had no reason to care about them. The valley was only a point of departure into a greater world, a rich world that could feed a half billion people, a world of rice and jungle and opportunity for those who were willing to grab that opportunity. The people in the valley lived as their parents and grandparents had lived; they were not important except as they could haul dirt for the dam or trees for camouflage or lead the ox carts that carried large drums of fuel to feed the strange-looking tank farm that spread near the airfield. The only thing that was important to the men who had so recently moved into the valley was that their secret be kept and that they be ready to move on when the orders were flashed to them over the radios in the shacks they had built to house their officers and equipment.

Above the valley the sky was bright blue with a few scattered clouds, and high beyond the sight of the men on the valley floor—or even those posted on the mountaintops—the black plane with the blunt-edged wings sailed the currents of thin air. Inside, the pilot checked his instruments and flicked the lever which started his camera motors turning synchronously. He had a long way to travel before dark; and he had already been over South China and the China coast. No one could bother him, even though a radar screen might reveal his presence as a faint blip. When he completed his flight, he would land his plane at the military airfield outside Saigon, turn over his films and look up the small Annamese girl who was playful under the covers.

He could not see the valley below and could not have cared less what images his cameras captured. They were not his problems. He was paid almost two thousand dollars a month to fly this plane, and that was more than both of his brothers together made working in the coal fields of West Virginia. He had a job to do. He was doing it.

Below in the valley that lay between the mountains, the swarms of men and women continued hauling their sacks of dirt or marching southward over the white concrete bridge. They, too, had a job to do.
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CHAPTER 2: SAIGON 
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A HALF HOUR after the U-2 plane landed at the airfield near Saigon, the pilot was on his way to meet the Annamese girl and the films were already out of his cameras. Without even waiting to develop the films, the colonel commanding the base slipped them into a pouch which he handed to an Air Force major. The two stood beside the large C-135, waiting for the plane to be checked out and the jet engines warmed. They talked about a dancer they had been with the night before—a Javanese girl who could twist her pelvis with greater ease than an eel. The major envied the colonel his opportunity to see the Javanese girl again, and the colonel envied the major his flight back to the States. The sergeant in charge of the ground crew called that the plane was ready for take-off and the two officers shook hands while making an obscene comment about the Javanese dancer. Five minutes later the major was airborne.
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CHAPTER 3: WASHINGTON, D.C. 
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THE C-135 landed at Andrews Air Force Base two hours before dawn. Stepping into a waiting sedan, the major sped directly to the Photo Interpretation Lab in downtown Washington, where he turned his pouch over to a waiting lieutenant general from the Defense Intelligence Agency.

An hour later, with a complete interpretation carefully typed on a cover sheet, one set of the air photos was on its way to the Georgetown home of the Under-Secretary of Defense and another to the home of the Director of Central Intelligence in Northwest Washington.

Sitting up in bed, the Under-Secretary of Defense listened to the quick briefing given him by the Deputy Director of Defense Intelligence, Lieutenant General Hyde MacWolfe. The light on the night table was inadequate to show the fine points of the films which MacWolfe was discussing, so the Under-Secretary asked his wife, who had already poured coffee, to turn on the overhead light. He was still staring at the prints when the phone rang. The Director of Central Intelligence wanted to know the Under-Secretary’s reaction. Putting one hand on the mouthpiece of the phone, the Under-Secretary grinned at General MacWolfe. “CIA wants to know our reaction, Hyde. Do you want to throw them into a tizzy?”

MacWolfe, a stocky, tough-minded sometime tank commander, considered the implications of the prints that were spread on the bed before the Under-Secretary and the further implications of any action he might request. “Let’s label it a flap,” he suggested. “And then let’s see if we can carry the ball on it.”

The Under-Secretary looked at him a long time before he shook his head. Talking once more into the phone, he said, “The Old Gray Wolf thinks we have a flap on our hands. I’m inclined to agree.” There was silence for a moment, and then he argued, “I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is your bailiwick. You brought in the information, and I’ll tell the President that I think bringing it in was wonderful, but any action plan should be decided by GenOps,” indicating the General Operations Agency, headed by Major General Richard LeGrande.

MacWolfe looked at the Under-Secretary and half nodded in agreement. “I’ll have MacWolfe get on this with General LeGrande and we’ll see what General Operations can come up with. Meanwhile, we’d both better get over to the White House.” The Under-Secretary looked at his watch. “I’ll try to set a meeting for eight o’clock breakfast.” After a pause he was saying “goodbye” with a grin.

The General, dressed in full uniform, felt uncomfortable in the Under-Secretary’s bedroom, with the Under-Secretary’s wife, dressed in a robe, sitting and watching as the two of them gathered the aerial photos into a stack.

“LeGrande’s agency will have to handle this if the President agrees,” the Under-Secretary was explaining. “If I’d asked for Defense Intelligence to handle it, CIA would have screamed like a stuck pig. If I’d let CIA handle it, as he was suggesting, then I’d have had to scream. If the decision is made to do anything about it overtly, then it’s up to the Joint Chiefs to come up with a plan. If the decision is made to get into the bag of dirty tricks, then it’s LeGrande.”

MacWolfe nodded. He understood the politics of the situation, even if he did not agree with them. The small agency known as General Operations had been assigned by Congress the responsibility for covert operations which involved action—“irregular operations” as its director General Richard LeGrande always called them. To MacWolfe that phrase would never mean anything except guerrilla warfare. To LeGrande irregular warfare meant anything in the way of sabotage, guerrilla operations, assassination, or action in support of such operations.

The Under-Secretary was out of bed now and handed the photos to MacWolfe. “Stay with LeGrande on this. Offer him what help he needs.” After a moment’s thought as he slipped on his robe, he added, “I’ll clear that with the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.” MacWolfe was excusing himself and was about to leave the room when the Under-Secretary asked, “You’ll get right to LeGrande with this and be in touch with me as soon as he has any suggestion regarding how he wants to act?”

“Yes, sir.” Then MacWolfe asked, “Where shall I find you?”

The Under-Secretary looked at the alarm clock on the table and thought a moment. “Make it ten o’clock at the White House. We’ll be at a National Security Council meeting. This will probably top the agenda.”

When MacWolfe had left, the Under-Secretary smiled at his wife. “I’m told they’ve called him the Old Gray Wolf ever since he graduated from the Academy. I wonder if that’s because he snaps like one or because of the way he thinks about women?”

She considered this for a moment and then smiled. “He’s probably good-looking, if you’re the kind who likes bulldogs.”

But the Under-Secretary was already thinking of what he was going to recommend to the President.

General MacWolfe’s driver sped through the empty streets of the Capital in the early morning, crossed the Potomac at the bridge south of the Tidal Basin and drove on past a still sleeping Alexandria southward to the tall apartment building near Hunting Creek, which once marked the northern edge of George Washington’s plantation. Without waiting for the drowsy doorman to help him, the General stepped out of the car and mounted several steps into the carpeted lobby of Potomac Towers. Looking about quickly, he asked the doorman to call General LeGrande’s suite and announce that General MacWolfe was coming up to see him.

In the elevator MacWolfe opened the envelope which held the aerial photographs. He shook his head in disgust. At the ninth floor he hurried out, crossed the empty corridor and rang the bell of the General’s suite. A moment later Janet Garner opened the door and let him in. She was wearing a silk robe, and he could tell from the hairbrush still in her hand that he had caught her before she was ready for company.

“It’s that important?” she asked him as she stepped aside and let him pass her into the living room.

For a moment the two of them stood alone in the large room with white carpets and dark floors. MacWolfe had known Janet ever since she had become LeGrande’s mistress more than six years earlier. He had met her before that, but until she and his old friend and classmate had established the apartment together, he had not paid much attention to her. In the years since, she had become a friend to both MacWolfe and his wife. And after six years, Janet remained a puzzle to MacWolfe. A man of simple and direct methods, he could not understand a woman executive, could not really imagine working with one the way Richard LeGrande did with his Director of Personnel, the post which Janet held at GenOps.

As she took MacWolfe’s hat, Janet waved to a chair. “He’ll be out in a moment,” she said, aware that the stocky Pentagon officer had not answered her question.

MacWolfe waited until Janet sat down on the sofa and then settled himself in a large easy chair. “It isn’t six o’clock yet, and you’re the third woman I’ve seen in a silk robe.” He thought a moment, and then added, “That’s a record for me.”

Janet nodded. “There was Lil, but who was the other one?”

“The Secretary’s wife,” MacWolfe said, knowing that somehow the luster had gone off his boast.

And as he spoke, Janet realized that he had come directly from the Secretary’s house and that whatever he wanted to talk to Richard about had to do with the envelope that he still had in his hand. Before she could make any comment, General LeGrande came in from the bedroom. In white shirt sleeves and with a tie thrown over his shoulder, he stood looking down at MacWolfe. “Isn’t this a hell of a time to come calling, Hyde?”

MacWolfe nodded. In the thirty years since they had first met, he had become accustomed to LeGrande, and only on rare occasions did he take umbrage. “You’ve got a busy morning ahead of you,” MacWolfe warned, as Janet rose and excused herself to get dressed.

The tall, almost square-faced general with the steel-gray hair stood looking at MacWolfe. Then with a gesture toward the rows of ribbons on the uniform, he said, “Any more medals on that manly bosom, Hyde, and you can open your own hock shop.”

“Maybe it’s going to be your turn to earn one,” MacWolfe countered, as he handed the envelope to LeGrande. The morning sun had already lighted part of the room, but to assure himself better light, LeGrande took the photographs from the envelope, tossed it on the coffee table and then strode out the French doors to the balcony beyond. There he stood alone for several minutes reading the photographs and the cover sheet which identified the and the times the photographs were taken. When he was done, he looked up and saw MacWolfe beside him.

“Where have they been?” he asked as he turned the photos over and looked at the time stamp on the back which indicated when they had been printed.

“I sent a set to the Director of CIA and took one to the Under-Secretary of Defense.”

LeGrande nodded. The sun was clear in the eastern sky and he knew it would be a warm day. Glancing down, he saw a small sailboat leave the pier of the apartment harbor. He was trying to avoid thinking about the prints in his hand. Finally, he held them up and scanned them once more. “I make out an airfield, a bridge, a dam, a tunnel and a tank farm,” he said.

“That’s what I see,” MacWolfe agreed.

Shuffling the prints, LeGrande studied an older set. “They weren’t all there last month.”

“You’re getting warm, Dick,” MacWolfe said.

For a long time neither of them said anything. LeGrande heard Janet preparing breakfast in the kitchen. He saw a 707 pass over the river toward the Dulles National Airport.

“You have any bright ideas about it?” MacWolfe was asking.

After a pause LeGrande shook his head. “Confirms things that have come in from other sources. Spells them out, in fact.” Then he fell silent for a moment. “Your being here, I gather, means that this is my problem?”

Smiling, MacWolfe said, “We’d love to handle it, but there’s always . . .”

“CIA,” LeGrande finished the sentence for him. The Director of GenOps was beginning to think clearly, though he would have been the first to admit it was much too early in the morning. “When does the Security Council meet?”

“At ten.”

Reaching out, LeGrande turned MacWolfe’s wrist so that he could read the time. “I presume that I have the Deputy Director of Defense Intelligence just panting to assist me unofficially on this?”

“That’s about it, Dick.” Then MacWolfe shrugged. “Every time I have to chase to the Secretary’s house and then either here or to the Chief’s or the Old Man’s I feel like a messenger boy.”

“They aren’t usually dressed so pretty,” LeGrande consoled him as he walked back into the living room. “Has the Old Man been briefed yet?” he asked, wanting the assurance that the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs knew what was going on.

“The Secretary said he would talk to him.”

Standing in the small entrance foyer, LeGrande knotted his tie as he called to Janet.

She appeared from the breakfast room, already dressed; both officers appreciated what they saw, for Janet, in her late thirties, was still a very good-looking woman.

“I’ve got a flap,” LeGrande explained. “I’m going to take the Old Gray Wolf’s car and get to the office. Will you call Harry and ask him to get in as quickly as he can?”

“Do you want me to come in with you?”

LeGrande shook his head. “When the sergeant comes, he’ll bring you in.” He thought a moment, “As soon as you get there, see what you can do to find me an Annamese who speaks English. Male. Able to take care of himself.”

Seeing Janet’s head cock to one side as she weighed the problem, he added, “I’ll explain when you’ve found him.” He was already taking his suit jacket out of the foyer closet and slipping into it.

As the two men started to leave, MacWolfe crossed to the coffee table and picked up the envelope marked TOP SECRET. Assuring himself that it was empty, he handed it to Janet. “Better get rid of that.”

“You’re learning this intelligence business, Hyde. You know, of course, that’s the best way not to get another star.”

For a moment he was not certain how he was supposed to take the remark. Then he looked at the open front door and gestured with his hand. “I didn’t tell Dick to get himself off the merry-go-round,” he said, knowing that she referred to the fact that LeGrande had not been promoted since the Korean War because he had become a specialist outside the Army chain of command.

When he heard LeGrande calling him from the hallway, he shrugged. “Not only have I seen three women in silk robes this morning, but I missed coffee with all three of them.” Then he was gone and Janet was alone in the apartment. She looked at the brown envelope in her hand and, without realizing that she was doing it, very carefully shredded the paper. In two hours the maid would be in and she herself would be sitting at her desk in GenOps headquarters. She was not sure she would not have preferred to stay home and clean up the apartment herself. As she walked into the kitchen and poured herself a cup of coffee, she wondered if Mary LeGrande, the General’s estranged wife, had ever cleaned house for him. She did not think of Mrs. LeGrande very often. They had never met, and the General himself had seen her only once since the Second World War, when they had agreed to separate without the divorce which she felt would hurt her socially. Janet wondered about a woman who was so concerned about her social status and so little concerned about the man she had married. Looking out of the kitchen window at the river below, she knew that this was a fruitless line of thought. She never resented Mary LeGrande. In fact, ever since that lonely weekend in Quebec six years before when she and the General had found themselves together without the pressures and formalities of the agency, she had somehow pitied her. Before that she had pitied herself: married at seventeen, separated at nineteen and widowed before she was twenty. Then the long years alone in Washington, shifting from one agency to another until GenOps and the General. And now she was thinking of Mary LeGrande, and she wondered why. Then she recalled MacWolfe’s comment about the women he had already seen in silk robes. Her coffee drunk, she set the cup on the sink. MacWolfe. He was like a child much of the time, but Richard always said that given a tank command he could fight like a bear, crushing everything about him with a giant paw. These two generals whom she knew best were very different animals. Hers was no bear, but more a panther—hard, flashing, swift. As she stood at the sink, rinsing out the cup, she smiled. What in the world did Dick plan to do with an Annamese male who spoke English?

By eight o’clock General LeGrande had worked out the basic outline of his proposal to the National Security Council. In the spacious conference room of GenOps he had discussed the outline with Harry Fuller, his deputy, and with MacWolfe. They agreed that the plan he was going to present was possible, but both of them concurred that it would not only be difficult, but would perhaps cost lives. LeGrande sat back in his chair and stared at the other two as if they were strangers. Then, after a moment, he rose and walked over to the large globe which filled a corner of the room. With effort he rotated the globe so that Southeast Asia was before him. Looking down from the South China border he could see the entire sweep of what was known a century before as Little China and now went under the many names of the Vietnams, Laos, Cambodia and Thailand. It was a world in itself and was almost cruelly soldered onto that of the larger China which was trying to thrust itself aggressively into the twentieth century.

The conference room was plain in its decorations—map boards were carefully covered from curious eyes, and several field tables with files were scattered along the walls of the room. In the center was a large oval conference table with a single telephone and interoffice communications speaker set beside the chair which LeGrande had just vacated.

Swinging back to look at Harry Fuller and MacWolfe, LeGrande shook his head. “Those pictures we’ve seen. You can’t make them pull all of that back without taking a risk of lives.”

MacWolfe nodded and looked to Fuller for comment. Harry Fuller was as difficult for MacWolfe to understand as Janet. Harry, a short, wiry, nervous man, was a civilian operations specialist, who could plan an assassination or move guerrilla supplies into enemy territory. What he could not do was realize the importance of MacWolfe or any other military man. By nature a civilian, Harry knew only one soldier he respected, and that was his superior, and LeGrande did not wear a uniform. “You’d be mounting this thing,” MacWolfe commented to Harry. “Haven’t you any ideas?”

Harry did not know if this was intended to be a criticism of his reluctance to talk in front of an outsider, or if MacWolfe really did not understand his function. Before he could answer, LeGrande interrupted. “Harry’s ideas will come when we have a policy. That’s what we haven’t got now.”

At that moment the intercom buzzed and an angry LeGrande crossed the room and flicked it on as he looked at the other two men. “Can’t get that wench to understand when I say no calls . . .” Then into the intercom, “What is it?”

“There is a call for General MacWolfe from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on line 404.”

The Pentagon officer reached over and picked up the phone as he shrugged to indicate he did not know why he was being called. After three “yes sirs” he hung up. “The Old Man wants to see me before the meeting of the Security Council.”

LeGrande nodded and waited; there had been three “yes sirs.”

“And he wanted to know if you had a proposal. Told him you had.”

LeGrande waited as MacWolfe pulled down the front of his uniform blouse. “We’re going to need an alternative, in case your plan fails,” MacWolfe finally said.

This made sense to both LeGrande and Fuller, but it was Fuller who pointed out, “The only alternative could be war.”

Then with that tough-mindedness and lack of subtlety which set MacWolfe apart from most men, the Deputy Director of DIA shook his head with complete disdain for the civilian; “They aren’t building up a base of departure to play pattycake.” Turning to LeGrande, “I’ll try to get to the Security Council meeting. If not, I’ll talk to you later in the day.” Reaching over, he picked up the set of air photos and strode out of the room.

When he was alone with LeGrande, Fuller laughed. “The way he took those pics, I think he doesn’t want to play marbles with us, Boss Man.”

LeGrande shook his head. “The Old Gray Wolf is suddenly in Intelligence and has an overdeveloped sense of security right now.”

Harry laughed again. “What you mean is that he doesn’t trust me with those pics.”

“That’s right. You’re a civilian. You have to be patient with the Gray Wolf—he’s never known many civilians. His father was Army. His grandfather was Army. And his sons will be Army, or God help them.” The General leaned over and switched on the intercom. “Mrs. Garner, please. General LeGrande.” He smiled at Harry, who had learned a long time ago that the smile on the General’s face was never in any way related to how he felt at the particular moment. “Janet, have you found my Annamese?” A soft curse under his breath. “No, I don’t want any favors from CIA. Find our own.” He clicked off the intercom. “That’s just what they’d like. Someone to tell them how I function.”

He stood for a moment with one foot on the chair as he considered the plan he had formulated. “Try to break that damned idea down now,” he told Harry. “If we get a go-ahead, I think that time will be everything.”

Harry nodded in agreement, handed the General the file of the morning’s Intelligence and left him standing beside the conference table. Finding himself alone, LeGrande glanced at his watch—an hour and a half to the Security Council meeting. Then he started to read the Intelligence reports.

The meeting with the Security Council went very much as LeGrande expected it would. He arrived fifteen minutes early and waited for almost an hour to be ushered inside the Cabinet Room of the White House. He knew everyone there, even if only slightly. It took him half an hour to present his plan, and then he was told that he would be contacted in the event it was accepted. And so it was almost noon when he returned to GenOps. Going directly to his own office, he tried, without much success, to assess the Security Council meeting. There had been the questions he had anticipated. From the maps and papers spread out on the table, he knew that before he had presented his proposal the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs had offered an alternate plan of action should the Defense Department be called upon.

Sitting in his own office at GenOps so many blocks from the Pentagon, LeGrande wondered how his plan had been received. The President had not smiled, but then he rarely did at Security Council meetings. The Council was not called to ponder pleasant problems. It was not a place for politicking or kind words. From these meetings came the life and death decisions for a nation, and no one present had the time to be more than courteous. LeGrande wondered if they would actually call upon GenOps to meet the present threat. If the President decided that an immediate air strike could stop the build-up in the valley of the Song Koi, then he could order it and hope that it would not trigger a war. LeGrande believed that it would. Obviously, the Council did too, even though its members had already made their decision that the immediate bombing of certain targets in the Hanoi area would not months before when they had taken the risk and had authorized the bombing of petroleum installations. They could take the risk again and blow one or more of the targets revealed in the air photos. However, at this moment anything might trigger a war. A dam, a bridge, a railroad tunnel—these were all signs of natural progress of the kind the United States was telling the world it wanted in the Far East. To take them out with bombers would belie all of the promises to help Asians build a better Asia. The airfield and the tank farm were gratuitous. They could be treated as part of the same package, and with less danger than the other three targets. LeGrande knew he was thinking in circles as was almost everyone else who was forced to deal with the problem of Vietnam. Trying to put first things first, he admitted to himself that the chance of starting the larger war was the most important factor. And placing second things second, he admitted that the Security Council had to avoid anything that would force the Russians to make a final choice between the Chinese or neutrality. And the one thing the Council hoped for at this moment was Russian neutrality at minimum, Russian alliance at best. But a bombing that wiped out the villages of the Song Koi could not be tolerated by Moscow, if only because Russia would lose any chance it still had at the leadership of the Communist world; at the same time the United States would lose any hope it had of keeping the continued neutrality of the so-called non-aligned nations. The more he thought about the area involved, the more LeGrande respected the Chinese selection. It met all of their needs and was protected by the United States’ clear decision not to overtly escalate the war further. LeGrande knew that he was only thinking about the excuse for war and not the reason. If the Security Council did accept his plan, he knew he had to make certain that nothing could be laid to the door of the United States, that nothing could be proven in any way. He shrugged. The Chinese did not need an excuse to intervene, but at the same time he could not afford to give them one. Putting his elbows on his desk, he flicked on the intercom and asked his secretary, “Did we get the National Estimate today from CIA?”

A moment of confusion, and she said, “I think so, General. Do you want me to bring it in?”

Very patiently, he said that he did and turned off the intercom. When the young woman brought him the small document in the blue cover with TOP SECRET printed on it, he thanked her and settled back to read it. The twelve men at CIA who were supposed to tell the President what would happen in the event of any particular emergency hedged as always. If this happens, then this will happen, but if this does not happen, then this might happen, unless this happens, etc. But at the end of the report LeGrande found what he was looking for—the basic notion without the equivocation. It read simply that if we overtly attack these new installations, they will counter with added force. Tossing the document on the desk, he believed the President and the Security Council had to come to the same conclusion. That left them three alternatives, as far as he could see: provoke the war by bombing out the line of departure from which an invasion would begin through Little China; wait for the enemy to be fully prepared and give him time to build up both his total strength and his propaganda to pitch and let him start the war; or accept the risks involved in the GenOps plan.

Satisfied that he knew which way the President had to decide, LeGrande walked out of his office into the reception room, where he told his secretary, “There are classified documents in there. Call for a guard,” and then by way of explanation, “I’ll be with Mrs. Garner.”

The secretary watched the tall, dignified figure of the General stride out of the office and wondered what Mrs. Garner had that shot down a handsome two-star. The relationship between the Director of the agency and his Personnel Director was no secret. The newspapers had hinted at it broadly enough several years before when LeGrande had come under Senate investigation. There were those who maintained the agency would be larger and richer if the General did not get his meat and potatoes where he worked. And there were those who thought that the Personnel Director had too much influence in the agency. But those who knew the two of them brushed off such comments as being irrelevant. One of the reasons GenOps existed at all was because the combined strength of Richard LeGrande and Janet Garner was such that they had taken on all of the people who wanted to sink the agency by turning its budget over to the CIA and its functions back to the Pentagon. Although many who worked for the agency did not understand this blunt fact of life, many in the Washington Establishment did. And understanding it, they were reluctant to clash with the pair. LeGrande’s reputation was that of a killer and Janet’s that of an operator; both knew how to reach the sources of power and when to use them.

Walking into the reception room of the Personnel Office, where a number of men and women were filling out application forms or waiting to be interviewed by Janet’s staff, LeGrande looked about hoping to see an Annamese male who knew how to take care of himself. If Janet had found him, he was not to be seen.

“I’ll tell Mrs. Garner you’re here, General,” her secretary was offering, and LeGrande nodded.

“Anyone with her?”

“No, General. She’s on the phone. Been trying to locate someone—an Annamese male—all morning.”

Seeing all the heads about the office come up with puzzled expressions, LeGrande wondered if there could be such a thing as security in Washington. “Thanks,” he said, as the secretary alerted Janet on the intercom.

Inside her office, he waited while she finished the call she was making. “Any luck?”

“I think so, but I’ll know mare in a couple of hours.” She lit a cigarette, and then she brushed her hair aside and clipped her earring back in place. “What about you?”

He shrugged. “They’ll let me know if I made sense in their context.” He sat down in the chair across from her and swung his feet up onto her desk.

“When do you think you might hear?” she asked.

“Late today. Maybe tonight. They know they’ll have to squirm before they okay what I proposed. They’ll want to clear it with people in SEATO.”

Janet shook her head as she watched him rub his chin with the back of his hand. “There goes your security.”

“I don’t know. If I move as fast as I have to, maybe not.” Then with a completely irrelevant grin, “I’d like to play some bridge tonight. The Old Gray Wolf and Lil.”

Puzzled, Janet asked, “It’s important?”

He nodded. “Very. I don’t care what else they’re doing. Tell Lil it’s my birthday or something, but be sure she comes.”

“Am I supposed to become jealous about you and Lil? Or,” and she laughed, “do I just play the madam with your best friend’s wife?”

“Just play the madam.”

Janet nodded as she picked up the phone. “You want to talk to her alone?”

To her surprise, he nodded. “That’s right.”

Dialing, she asked, “And what’s Lil got that I haven’t got?”

“Hyde,” he said. “Hyde and a fascinating past.” And he left her looking after him as someone answered the phone she was holding.

Through the afternoon LeGrande worked on the details of the plan he had presented to the Security Council. And while he worked, he waited for a phone call. Finally, at six o’clock, he told Harry Fuller to alert the duty officer that he would be at home for the evening and asked Harry to be available in case he had to call on him. Satisfied there was nothing more he could do at the office, LeGrande met Janet at the entrance of the building where the sedan was waiting for them. On the way home, the General explained in as much detail as he could the plan which he and Harry had been working on. When he was done, Janet nodded her agreement. The President would have to call on GenOps if he wanted to increase the odds against war.

“I made them no promises,” LeGrande told her. “We may blow the whole thing, but they understood that.”

“I wonder what kind of a money-back guarantee you could have offered,” Janet commented.

He stared at her, the setting sun through the car window fuzzing the edge of her soft silhouette. After a time he reached out and, putting his arm about her waist, drew her to him. She leaned back and his lips brushed against her hair. She was staring out the window now, watching the river muddy south beside them. “You aren’t going to do this yourself, Dick?” she asked. His arm tightened about her waist. For a long time he did not answer her, and she moved away so that she could look up at him. “Dick?”

“I was leaving the Cabinet Room when the Old Man stopped me. Asked me the same thing, and when I said I was thinking about it, he made the comment that it was time I grew up.” He drew her back to him, and after a rigid moment she yielded with the remark, “You haven’t answered my question.”

Again he was silent, and then he said, “I haven’t made up my mind yet.” As he felt her start to draw away, he held firmly to her waist. “Relax. I think I might have someone who can do it better.”

She waited for him to explain, but instead, he asked, “That man I asked you to find?”

“I found one,” she said. “He’s coming in from France.”

LeGrande considered this. “None here?”

Janet nodded. “I ruled out a lot of them. Came here for one reason or another and I didn’t think you would have taken them.”

“The one reason or another?” he was pressing now.

“Fled the French or fought the French with the Vietcong. Now that their nations are independent, they have no part of either side.”

He was puzzled now. “I don’t get it. I don’t give a damn about the French in the area.”

Janet agreed. “Nor do I, but there are people who liked them, and they wouldn’t want you to send someone back who had fought them. There were those who did not like them or the Vietcong.”

Finally, LeGrande understood. “You were looking for someone neutral?”

“Less controversial anyway.”

The car drove up the circular drive in front of the apartment and the two stepped out. LeGrande waited until his sergeant closed the door behind them before he told him, “Return to your barracks and stand by. I’ll call you if I need you.” The sergeant stepped back, saluted, and was about to return to the car when LeGrande reminded him, “Stand by. No excuses will be accepted.”

Then he and Janet were walking into the building. As they went up to the ninth floor in the elevator, LeGrande returned to the subject of the Annamese. “If this one coming from France doesn’t work out?”

“There are two here,” she advised him. “Second choices, but they might serve in a pinch.”

Accepting the limitations of her recommendations, he asked, “And the one who’s coming?”

“He was offered an interview with an engineering company. They’re paying his way to fly right in.”

The cover story satisfied the General. He could always turn the man down and send him back none the wiser. A construction job in Vietnam would need a man who knew the languages.

Inside, Janet put the dinner which the maid had prepared into the oven and joined the General on the balcony, where he was waiting with an extra drink in his hand. Taking the martini, she reached up and kissed his cheek as his arm went around her. “The Old Gray Wolf should be here about eight,” she said. “I’ll get him into the kitchen to tell me how you should not take this assignment on yourself while you talk to Lil.”

LeGrande winked. “Be careful alone there in the kitchen with Hyde. He’s hell on women.”

Three hours later, while they were playing bridge with the MacWolfes, the phone rang. Janet and MacWolfe both set their cards down and watched as LeGrande crossed the living room and picked up the phone. He acknowledged who he was and then he listened. Finally he said, “Yes, sir. At once.” Then he cradled the phone and returned to the card table. Picking up his hand, he asked, “Whose bid is it?”

MacWolfe left his cards where they were as he shoved his chair back and looked at his friend. “Aren’t we playing it cool tonight, Dick.”

“Did you get the go-ahead?” Janet asked.

Uncertain about what was going on, Lil MacWolfe looked from one to the other. A woman in her early forties, there was still something chic about Mrs. MacWolfe. She was a large woman, almost as tall as her husband, and though she was dressed for the evening, she retained the look of someone who had spent the day horseback riding. “Is this a game of button-button?” she asked.

LeGrande shook his head. “It was only this morning that your noble husband, that fearless commander, said I was the eager beaver around here.” He was smiling, but Janet saw that he had put his cards down again and was fumbling for his pipe. She assumed that he had the orders he had been waiting for.

Looking around the table, he suggested, “Let’s call an end to the bridge. I had a lousy hand anyway, and if you,” looking at MacWolfe, “had had a good one, you would have loused it up. So we’re even.”

While the MacWolfes were trying to understand what was happening, Janet rose from the table and said, “I’ll put on some coffee if Hyde will open the can for me.” As she walked into the kitchen, both LeGrande and Lil MacWolfe watched a puzzled Hyde rise and follow her.

“A drink, Lil?” LeGrande offered.

She shook her head. Then rising from her chair, she stepped out of the living room onto the balcony beyond. The General followed her and closed the French doors behind him so that they were alone; only the light shed through the draperies cast their shadows on the dark stone railing.

“You wanted to ask me something?” she said, as LeGrande stood beside her, his elbows on the rail. Both of them were looking at the lights on the river below them.

It took LeGrande a long time before he could bring himself to the subject.

“Barney,” he said, and he was aware that she stiffened. “Can Barney be trusted to get a job done?”

Lil MacWolfe stared at the moving lights, but she could not see them now. She could only see the image of Barney Fannin. A bear of a man, one who might seem clumsy but who actually moved with grace. An angry man. A man who had hurt her and whom she had hurt.

“I was there when you married him,” LeGrande said, to give her time to think. “The first man in our class and the first to get married. Hyde and I held swords that day. I don’t think anyone else knows Barney Fannin as well as you do.”

She turned her head slowly and looked at the tall man beside her. She had known him as long as she had known Barney Fannin, longer than she had known Hyde MacWolfe. All three men were Army. And so was Lil MacWolfe. Her father had been a general in two wars. Her grandfather, until he was killed, had held a cavalry command under Longstreet. “Are you asking me to pass judgment on him, Dick?”

LeGrande shook his head. “No. You sort of did that when you left him. What I want to know is if I can trust him to get a job done.”

Lil considered the question. “He could not hold the job you do. Hyde’s would leave him confused. Unlike the rest of you, he really is suited only for the battlefield. He might have been remembered if he had been killed on one. He certainly would have been happier.” Then, recalling the few years she had lived with him after the war, she added, “And I don’t mean to be cruel when I say I would have been, too.”

LeGrande nodded. “There are men who cannot come to terms with peace. Robert Rogers was one. George Rogers Clark another—even Lawrence of Arabia. They only came to life when they were fighting.”

“Well,” Lil agreed, “that’s Barney Fannin. If you have a regiment you want led into hell, he could take it.” She thought a moment and added, “I would never trust him with a division, because he couldn’t think of all the things that had to be done with it.”

“But a regiment to hell?” LeGrande asked again to make certain he had understood her.

For a long time she looked away into the darkness and then nodded. “Barney’s been there and could lead the way.” Then she turned and stared at LeGrande. “You’re not going to involve him in some bag of dirty tricks and get him killed?”

He reached out and put one hand on her arm as if to calm her. “You’d care?”

After a moment she said, “He’s the father of two of my children.”

The General’s hand squeezed her arm affectionately, “I’ll try to bring him back,” he promised. Then he stepped away, opened the French doors and followed her into the living room. “Your car’s downstairs?” he asked a surprised MacWolfe.

“Yes. Want it?”

Looking at the tray of coffee and sweet rolls set on the table, LeGrande apologized to Janet, “I’m sorry. Will you call Harry and tell him I’ll meet him at the office. Then call my sergeant and tell him the MacWolfes will need him tonight.” With a grin, he added, “It isn’t every day I sport a Pentagon sedan with three stars.” He was already in the foyer closet taking out his jacket when MacWolfe started to slip into his own.

“If you have your orders, I’m coming with you.”

LeGrande looked back at the two women. Both of them nodded. “Damn,” he exclaimed. “It doesn’t mean as much with a three star in the sedan.” He apologized to Lil MacWolfe for leaving her and walked to the elevator door with Janet. “Get those calls made. Suggest to Lil she stay over tonight. We won’t be home.” He tipped her face up and kissed her. The elevator came and he stepped aside for MacWolfe to enter. As the door closed, he winked at Janet, “I knew I wouldn’t be able to lose
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