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Confront the enemy with the tip of your sword against his face.


–Miyamoto Musashi





CHAPTER ONE



The pilots of the two F-14D Tomcats on the catapults shoved the throttles of their engines to full military power at the same time. Up on Vulture’s Row, high on the carrier’s island superstructure, the off-duty observers pushed their fingers even deeper into their ears as the roar of four mighty engines at full power became an unendurable, soulnumbing crescendo.


The bow catapult officer, seated facing aft at his control console between the catapults, returned the salute of the pilot of the fighter on Catapult One, glanced at the signal light on the island – still yellow – and looked over his shoulder, down the catapult toward the bow. The bow safety observer had his left hand up, his thumb in the air. The cat officer again scanned the fighter. Still okay.


In the waist catapult control console, the cat officer there looked across the nose of the fighter on Catapult Three at the signal light on the island superstructure. He, too, checked again to ensure the deck was clear.


The light on the island turned from yellow to green.


Simultaneously both launching officers scanned the length of their cats, looked again at the planes at full power, and pushed the fire buttons on their catapults.


Down below deck, the giant launching valves opened and steam slammed into the back of the catapult pistons.


Three seconds later the wheels of the two fighters ran off the deck and the wings bit the air.


In the plane off the bow catapult, the pilot, Captain Jake Grafton, slapped the gear handle up with his left hand. He allowed the nose to rise to eight degrees nose-up and held it there as he trimmed and the machine accelerated. At 200 knots he raised the flap handle. With the flaps up, he lowered the nose of the accelerating fighter and leveled at five hundred feet below the slate gray overcast.


Now he glanced back and left. His wingman, who had launched from Cat Three, was several hundred feet away in a loose formation. Jake eased the throttles aft a percent or two to give the other pilot a power advantage, then scanned his instruments. EGT, RPM, fuel flow, oil pressure, hydraulics, all okay. No warning lights.


‘You okay back there?’ he asked the Radar Intercept Officer, the RIO, in the seat behind him.


‘Sure, CAG. No sweat.’ The RIO was Lieutenant Toad Tarkington. He and Grafton had only flown together three times before today, since Jake, the air wing commander, divided his flying between the two F-14D squadrons, the two F/A-18 squadrons, and the squadron flying the A-6E.


The Tomcat accelerated quickly, its wings sweeping aft automatically as it accelerated through .7 Mach. At 500 knots indicated, with his wingman tucked in on the left wing, Jake Grafton pulled the stick back and pointed the fighter into the overcast.


Not a word had been said on the radio. The radar altimeter and TACAN had not been turned on. And the radars of both fighters were not transmitting.


Aboard the carrier from which the fighters had just launched, the USS United States, America’s newest Nimitz class ship, total electronic silence was also being observed, as it was aboard the eight surface combatants arranged loosely in the miles of ocean around the carrier. No radars swept the skies. No radio signals were being broadcast. Yet down in the Combat Information Centers aboard every ship the sailors sat and listened for electronic signals from Soviet ships and planes.


Russian planes were aloft this afternoon over the North Atlantic searching for the United States. They had been searching for three days now and still hadn’t found her out here in these millions of square miles of ocean. The Americans were making the search as difficult as possible. The United States had been sailing east under a thick frontal system for five days, hidden from the cameras of reconnaissance satellites ever since she left Chesapeake Bay. Laden with moisture, the extensive cloud system covered a lot of ocean. The task group dashed from squall to squall; the rain would help mask the ships’ radar signature from Soviet satellites.


The exit into the North Atlantic had been aided by two nuclear-powered attack submarines. They had sailed from Norfolk the day before the carrier and located the Soviet snooper submarine that routinely lurked at the mouth of the bay. The American boats dashed back and forth at high speed to screen the noise of the departing task group, which slipped away to the southeast while the Russian vainly tried to sort out the screw noises of the warships from the cacophony made by the American subs and the dozen or so merchantmen entering and leaving the bay.


Part of the problem for the Soviets was that the American task group was not now where it should be, on the main sea lane from the Chesapeake to the Strait of Gibraltar. It was almost two hundred fifty miles south of it. So the Russians were still searching the huge, empty ocean, looking for a silent needle that moved erratically and relentlessly.


At present, the nearest Soviet ship was a trawler outfitted with an array of sensitive antennas two hundred miles to the northeast. The trawler’s crew would tattle to long-range naval bombers if they heard anything.


The search and evasion were games, of course, for the Soviets and the Americans. Each side was training its combat crews. Each side was letting the other see its capability. Each side sought to intimidate the other in order to prevent the final war that the citizens of neither country wanted.


In the cockpit of his F-14 Tomcat, Jake Grafton listened to the Electronic Counter-Measures equipment, the ECM. This gear could detect the transmissions of Soviet radars while the fighter was still so far away from the emitting radar that the signal would not return in a usable form – in other words, while the F-14 was still out of detection range. This afternoon Jake listened in vain. No radars yet. He watched the altimeter record their progress upward, and occasionally checked his wingman visually.


The two planes emerged from the clouds at 20,000 feet into clear air. To the west the sun was still twenty degrees above the horizon, but it was blurred and indistinct above a thin cirrus layer at about 40,000 feet. The light here was soft, diffused, and the visibility excellent. Jake leveled the flight at thirty thousand feet at .8 Mach, 300 knots indicated.


‘Okay, CAG,’ Toad said over the intercom, the ICS. ‘I’m receiving the E-2’s data link. Our targets are about a hundred and eighty miles away, bearing zero two zero.’


Jake came right to that heading and adjusted the brightness and gain on the Horizontal Situation Display on the instrument panel in front of his knees. On this scope he could see a copy of the picture the RIO had on the Tactical Information Display in the rear cockpit. Sure enough: there was the threat display.


Even though the American fighters and ships were not emitting, they could see the Russians. The United States was keeping an E-2 Hawkeye radar plane airborne around the clock. This twin-engine turboprop had waited until it was over a hundred miles from the ship before it turned on its radar, and then it data-linked everything it saw back to the ships and to any fighters aloft. The Hawkeye was an eye in the sky. It had located two Tupolev Tu-142 Bear bombers approaching from the north, still scanning the sea with their radars, searching. And aboard the United States, Jake, as the air wing commander, had decided to intercept the Bears.


Now the ECM warning light on the right window frame directly in front of Jake began to flash. ‘We’re receiving radar signals from Ivan,’ Toad said. The main ECM panel was in his cockpit, since in combat the pilot would be too busy to check it.


‘I don’t want these guys to know we’re coming until we’re on their tails,’ Jake told his RIO. ‘What’s their heading?’


‘They’re going two eight zero at about four hundred knots, sir. You may want to come right another twenty degrees – then when we pass behind their port beam, we’ll turn left and accelerate and come in on their stern quarter.’


‘Gotcha,’ Jake said, and turned right. He pumped his fist at his wingman and received a nod in reply. The other pilot dipped his nose and crossed under Jake, surfacing on the right wing. From this position he could ease further out and turn in behind the second bomber while Jake took the one on the left.


Jake scanned the instrument panel once again. It was still new to him. He had flown the A-6 Intruder attack plane throughout most of his career and had been checked out in the F-14 only after he had received orders to command this air wing. He still had less than sixty hours in the airplane, yet he enjoyed flying it immensely. It was high-performance luxury compared to the A-6, which was subsonic and designed in the late fifties as an all-weather bomber. The ‘D’ version of this supersonic fighter-interceptor was affectionately known as the ‘Super-Tomcat’ and was equipped with more powerful, more fuel-efficient engines than those which powered the F-14A, engines less prone to compressor stalls and capable of being jam-accelerated in high angle-of-attack, high G-load dogfights. Fast, agile, and stuffed with the latest in air-to-air electronic wizardry, the F-14D was also going to sea for the first time aboard the United States.


The view from the cockpit took some getting used to, Jake mused. One large rounded piece of plexiglas covering both the front and rear cockpits, and broken only by a lone canopy bow between the cockpits, constituted the canopy. The seats were mounted high so the pilot and RIO would have the maximum field of view when the aircraft was maneuvering against an enemy. Jake was sitting high and forward on a large projectile shaped like an arrow head. One felt naked, but the view in all directions was spectacular. It was almost as if you were riding through the sky in a chair without the benefit of an aircraft.


As he learned to fly this airplane, Jake found it difficult to keep his right thumb off the trim button on the stick. With a computer automatically adjusting the horizontal stabilizers to compensate for flap changes, speed brakes, wing sweep, and speed changes, an F-14 pilot didn’t spend much time trimming. The other trait of the aircraft he found difficult to master was the sluggish pitch response and slow power response when the aircraft was in the landing configuration. To ease the pilot workload, Grumman had installed a thumb-operated switch on the stick that allowed the pilot to raise and lower wing spoilers to control descent on the glide slope instead of adjusting the throttles.


It was the swing wings that made this plane such a sweetheart. The Air Data Computer automatically moved the wings forward or aft for maximum maneuvering efficiency. As the aircraft accelerated through .75 Mach, the wings left their medium-speed position, twenty-two degrees of sweep, and progressed aft, until at 1.2 Mach they were fully swept, at sixty-eight degrees, and the machine had become a delta-winged projectile. To optimize maneuverability, a computer automatically adjusted the flaps and slats when the machine was maneuvering in the subsonic and transonic speed ranges. All this aerodynamic aid allowed the pilot to squeeze more performance from the airplane than Jake had ever dreamed possible.


Jake waggled the stick slightly. The stick had a self-centering bungee installed in the artificial feel system and resisted displacement from center. This control heaviness had bothered him when he first flew the aircraft, but he rarely noticed it anymore.


He scanned the sky. It was great to be flying again, off the ship and out here in the great blue empty. Under his oxygen mask Jake Grafton grinned broadly.


Sixty miles from the bombers Toad turned on the television camera system, the TCS, in the nose of the Tomcat. This camera had a powerful telephoto lens which would enable the crew to see the bombers while they were still too far away for the human eye to acquire them. Toad slewed the camera, searching. The camera automatically pointed at the target being tracked by the Tomcat’s radar, but since the radar was silent, the camera was aimed in the direction that the computer calculated was appropriate. So now Toad had to fine-tune the camera.


‘I got ’em. Or one of them, anyway. I think they’re a couple thousand feet above us.’


Jake checked the picture on the Horizontal Situation Display (HSD) in his cockpit. The crew did not see raw video, but a picture optimized by computer. Now the picture was merely a small dot, recognizably a big aircraft, but just a dot nevertheless.


He looked around. To his right and rear, his wingman’s plane hung motionless, suspended in space. The clouds above were too indistinct to give an impression of motion. Far below, the top of the gray and lumpy stratus layer slowly rolled along from front to rear. It was almost as if the planes were stationary and the earth was moving beneath them. It was an illusion, of course. These machines were really hurling through the sky toward an uncertain rendezvous.


‘We’re just about to cross their beam, CAG. Turn ninety degrees left.’


Jake did so. This course would lead the bombers by forty degrees, necessary since they were moving. He eased the throttles forward, then pushed them into afterburner. The wingman was right with him. He advanced the throttles another smidgen.


The fighter sliced through the sonic barrier with only the barest jolt. Mach 1.3 … 1.4 … 1.5, 605 knots indicated, true airspeed 820 knots.


Now Jake could recognize the target on his HSD. It was a Soviet Bear bomber, a huge four-engine turboprop. But at which one was he looking? The lead or the wingman? The second plane might be a mile or so away to the left or right. Bomber pilots weren’t known for flying tight formation, not over the distances they covered. These bombers were out of Murmansk. They had flown around the Scandinavian peninsula, down through the Iceland-UK gap, and then another twenty-five hundred miles south. After hours on station they would return to the Soviet Union or fly on to Cuba.


‘Scan the camera, Toad.’


In a few seconds Tarkington said, ‘Got him. This guy is behind the leader. A little farther away, so he’s off the lead’s right side.’


‘Okay. Go back to the leader.’


As the camera panned sky, the cross hairs on Jake’s heads-up display, the HUD, also moved. But squint as he might, the bombers were still too far away to see. The camera settled in on the first plane. Jake corrected his heading.


At fifteen miles he could see the leader under the HUD cross hairs. At eight miles he came out of burner and pulled the nose up, allowing the gentle climb to bleed off his airspeed. Had this been a shooting interception, he would have launched his missiles long ago.


At five miles he gestured to his wingman, sweeping his open hand in a chopping motion to the right, then kissed off the wingman by touching his oxygen mask and sweeping his hand away, splaying his fingers. The other pilot gave him a thumbs-up and turned away to the right. He would join on the second Bear.


Two miles from the bomber Jake said, ‘Burn ’em, Toad.’ The RIO turned his radar to transmit. Jake knew the bomber crew would hear the fighter’s radar on their ECM equipment, which no doubt they had turned up to maximum sensitivity. At this range the noise should sear their eardrums. And the crew would know that if this had been a wartime intercept, they would be dead.


The F-14 climbed rapidly toward the stern quarter of the bomber, Jake reducing power to decelerate to equal airspeed. He turned to the big plane’s heading and joined up just below and behind it. The bomber was the color of polished aluminum, a silver gray, with a red star on the tail and under one wing. Jake could see the gunner in the tailgun compartment looking out the window. The barrels of the 23-millimeter twin tail guns were pointed aft and up, at the limit of the gimbals. They didn’t move, Jake noticed, which was nice. The two governments had promised each other that their servicemen wouldn’t point weapons during these encounters, since the person on the wrong end of the weapon tended to get nervous and jittery and had a weapon of his own. But it was a long way from the diplomatic conference table to the skies over the Atlantic and Pacific.


Jake turned right and came up alongside the bomber’s right wing. He could now see into the copilot’s side of the Bear’s cockpit. The copilot was staring across the hundred feet of empty air that separated them.


Just stay here, CAG,’ Toad said. ‘I’m getting pictures.’ In the rearview mirror Jake saw Toad focusing a 35-millimeter camera.


In the cockpit of the Bear a camera was being pointed this way. ‘They’re taking our picture, too,’ Jake said.


‘Not to sweat, sir. I have the sign against the canopy.’ Jake knew the sign Toad was referring to. Printed in block letters on an eight-by-ten-inch piece of white cardboard was the word ‘Hello.’ Under it in letters equally large was the word ‘Asshole.’


When Toad had six shots of this side of the bomber, Jake dropped below the plane and Toad kept snapping. Then they photographed the left side of the plane and the top, ending up back on the right side, where Toad finished out the roll. These pictures would be studied by the Air Intelligence officers for indications of modifications or new capabilities.


By the time Toad was finished with the camera, the other F-14 was joined on Jake’s right wing. Jake knew the RIO of that plane was busy photographing his fighter against the bomber. One of these pictures would probably be released by the navy to the wire services in the States.


‘Okay, CAG,’ Toad said. ‘Our guy’s all done. I’ll just flip Ivan the terrible bird and we can be on our way anytime.’


‘You’ve got real class, Tarkington.’


‘They expect it, sir. They’d feel cheated if we didn’t give them the Hawaiian good luck sign.’ Toad solemnly raised a middle finger aloft as Jake lowered the Tomcat’s nose and dove away.





CHAPTER TWO



The USS United States and three of her escorts, two guided-missile frigates and a destroyer, anchored in the roadstead off Tangiers around noon after completion of the voyage across the Atlantic. Due to her draft, the carrier anchored almost two miles from the quay where her small boats began depositing sailors in midafternoon. By six that evening almost two thousand men from the four gray warships were ashore.


In twos and threes and fours, sailors in civilian clothes wandered the streets of the downtown and the Casbah, snapping photos of the people and the buildings and each other and crowding the downtown bars, which were relatively abundant in spite of the fact that Morocco is a Moslem nation. Fortunately, downtown Tangiers had been built by the French, a thirsty lot, and the pragmatic Arabs were willing to tolerate the sinful behavior of the unbelievers as long as it was profitable.


In the ‘international bars’ barefoot belly dancers slithered suggestively. The sailors didn’t stay long with beer at the equivalent of four US dollars a glass, but when they saw the belly dancers they knew they were a long way from Norfolk, and from Tulsa, Sioux Falls, and Uniontown and all the other places they had so recently left behind. Properly primed, they explored the streets and loudly enjoyed the respite from shipboard routine. The more adventurous sought out the prostitutes in the side streets. Veiled women and swarthy men watched the parade in silence while their offspring gouged the foreigners unmercifully for leather purses, baskets, and other ‘genuine’ souvenirs. All things considered, the sailors and their money were welcomed to Tangiers with open arms.


Just before sunset the Air France flight from Paris touched down at the local airport. One of the passengers was a reporter-photographer from F’Accuse, a small leftist Paris daily. The French government was considering a port call request from the US Naval Attaché for a United States visit to Nice in June, so invitations to a tour of the ship while she was in Tangiers had been liberally distributed to the Paris press.


The journalist, a portly gentleman in his fifties, took a taxi from the airport and directed the driver to a modest hotel that catered to French businessmen. He registered at the desk, accompanied his bags to his rooms, and returned to the lobby a quarter of an hour later. After an aperitif in the small hotel bar, he walked two blocks to a restaurant he apparently knew from prior visits to Tangiers. There he drank half a bottle of wine and ate a prodigious expense-account dinner. He paid his bill with French francs. He stopped in the hotel bar for a nightcap.


Within minutes an attractive young woman in an expensive Paris frock entered and seated herself in a darkened corner of the room away from the bar. Her hair looked as if it had been coiffed in a French salon. She had a trim, modest figure, which her colorful dress showed to advantage, and the shapely, muscular legs of a professional dancer or athlete. She ordered absinthe in unaccented French and lit a cigarette.


Her gaze met the journalist’s several times but she offered no encouragement, or at least none which caught the bartender’s eye. When it became apparent she was not waiting for an escort, the reporter took his drink and approached her table. He seated himself in seconds. The couple talked for almost twenty minutes and laughed on several occasions. There were only two other men in the bar, both of whom were apparently French businessmen; they discussed sales quotas and prices the entire time they were there. Around 11:30 – the bartender was not sure of the time – the reporter and the lady left together. The reporter left French francs on the table sufficient to cover the price of the drinks and a modest tip. At midnight the two businessmen departed and the bartender closed up.


The following morning the F’Accuse press pass was handed to an American naval officer on the quay as he assembled a group of thirty journalists, about a third of whom were women. At ten o’clock the group was loaded into the captain’s gig and the admiral’s barge for the ride out to the great ship, which was visible from the quay. The journalists had a choppy ride in the invigorating morning air.


As the boats approached the ship the photographers were invited to the little amidships quarterdecks, where they snapped pictures of the carrier and watched the coxswains steer. The gray hull of the carrier appeared gigantic from a sea-level perspective, a fifth of a mile long and rising over six stories from the water. As the boats neared her she looked less and less a ship and more and more like a massive cliff of gray stone.


At the officer’s brow the journalists found themselves under the overhang of the flight deck. Sailors assisted them from the bobbing boats to a early float, and from there up a ladder to the ceremonial quarterdeck where they were met by several junior officers. Several journalists were struck by how much alike these men, all in their early to middle-twenties, looked in their spotless white uniforms. Of various sizes and racial groups, these half dozen trim, smiling young men still looked as if they had been punched from the same mold as they saluted and welcomed the tour group aboard.


The journalists were led down a series of ladders in groups of five and through mazelike passageways to a large, formal wardroom deep within the ship. Spread on tables covered with white cloths were plates of cookies, a pile of coffee cups and glasses, and several jugs of an orange liquid. ‘It’s Kool-Aid,’ one of the young officers informed a Frenchman after he sipped the sugary orange stuff and stood looking at the glass as if he had just ingested a powerful laxative.


‘Good morning.’ The speaker was an officer with four gold stripes and a star on each of his black shoulder boards. His white shoes, white trousers, white belt, and short-sleeved white shirt were accented by a yellow brass belt buckle and, on his left breast, a rainbow splotch of ribbons topped by a piece of gold metal. The touches of color made his uniform look even whiter and emphasized the tan of his face and neck. He stood a lean six feet tall. Clear gray eyes looked past a nose which was just slightly too large for his face. His thinning hair was cut short and combed straight back.


‘I’m Captain Grafton. I hope you folks had an enjoyable ride out to see us this morning.’ Although he didn’t speak loudly, his voice carried across the group and silenced the last of the private conversations. ‘We’re going to give you a tour of the ship this morning when the cookies are gone. We’ll break you up into groups of five. Each group will go with one of these young gentlemen who are standing over there watching you eat cookies. They had some before you arrived, so don’t feel sorry for them.’


Several of the journalists chuckled politely.


‘Captain, why was this group invited to tour the ship?’ The question was asked by a woman in her late twenties with a hint of Boston in her voice. She wore a bright red dress and carried an expensive black leather purse casually over one shoulder.


‘And who are you, ma’am?’


‘I’m Judith Farrell from the International Herald Tribune!


‘Well, we often entertain groups aboard, and starting this Mediterranean cruise with a tour for you ladies and gentlemen of the European press seemed appropriate.’


‘Are you saying the invitations had nothing to do with the American request for a French port visit for this ship in June?’


The gray eyes locked on the woman. ‘No. I didn’t say that. I said a tour of the ship for you folks of the European press seemed appropriate.’


‘This ship is nuclear-powered?’


‘Yes, it is. You may wish to examine the fact sheet that Lieutenant Tarkington is handing out.’ An officer immediately entered the crowd and began distributing printed leaflets.


‘What assurances can you give to the people of Europe in light of the recent revelations about the extent of the Chernobyl disaster?’


‘Assurances about what?’ The captain glanced from face to face.


‘That your reactors are safe.’ Judith Farrell replied as she tossed her head to flick her blond hair back from her eyes.


‘The Russians didn’t build these reactors. Americans did. Americans operate them.’


Judith Farrell flushed slightly as her fellow reporters grinned and nudged each other. She was inhaling air for a retort when a well-dressed woman with an Italian accent spoke up. ‘May we see the reactors?’


‘I’m sorry, but those spaces are off limits except to naval personnel.’ When he observed several people making notes, the captain added, ‘Only those sailors who actually work in those spaces are admitted. I might add that, outside of the Soviet Union, you are far more likely to be struck by lightning than you are to become a victim of a nuclear accident.’


‘Captain …,’ said Judith Farrell, but Grafton’s voice was covering the crowd: ‘Now if you folks will break up into groups of five, these officers from the air wing will show you around.’ Everyone began talking and moving toward the door.


‘Captain,’ said Judith Farrell firmly, ‘I do not appreciate that evasive answer.’


‘Mister Tarkington, include Miss Farrell in your group.’


‘It is “Ms,” not “Miss.”’


‘Please come with me, Ms,’ said a drawling voice at her elbow, and she turned to see a tan face framing perfect teeth. The grin caused his cheeks to dimple and deep creases to radiate from the corners of his eyes. The innocent face was topped by short, carefully combed brown hair.


‘I’m Lieutenant Tarkington.’ The captain was walking away.


In the passageway she asked, ‘Lieutenant, who is that captain? He’s not the ship’s commanding officer or executive officer, is he?’


‘He’s the air wing commander, ma’am. We call him CAG.’ Tarkington pronounced ‘CAG’ to rhyme with ‘rag.’ It was a fifty-year-old acronym from the days when the air wing commander had been known as Commander Air Group, and it had survived into the age of jets and supercarriers. ‘But let’s talk about you. Whereabouts over here on this side of the pond do you live, ma’am?’


‘The pond?’


‘Y’know, the puddle. The ocean. The Atlantic’


‘Paris,’ she said in a voice that would have chilled milk.


‘I sure am glad you’re touring this little tub with me this morning, ma’am. All my friends call me Toad.’


‘For good reason, I’m sure.’


Lieutenant Tarkington smiled thinly at the other members of his group, all men, and motioned for the little band to follow him.


He led them through pale blue passageways with numerous turns, and soon everyone except Tarkington who frequently looked back over his shoulder to ensure his five were following faithfully – was hopelessly lost. They passed fire-fighting stations with racks of hose and valves and instructions stenciled on the bulkhead. Above their heads ran mazes of pipes, from pencil-thin to eight inches in diameter, each labeled cryptically. Bundles of wires were threaded between the pipes. Every thirty feet or so there was a large steel door latched open. When asked by one of the men, Tarkington explained that the doors allowed the crew to seal the ship into over three thousand watertight compartments. He paused by a hole in the deck surrounded by a flange that rose about four inches from the deck. Inside the hole was a ladder leading to the deck below. Above it a heavy hatch on hinges stood ready to seal it.


‘When the ship goes into battle,’ Tarkington said, ‘we just close all these hatches and this ship becomes like a giant piece of Styrofoam, full of all these watertight compartments. The enemy has to bust open a whole lot of these compartments to sink this bucket.’


‘Just like the Titanic,’ Judith Farrell muttered loudly enough for all to hear.


‘A bucket?’ one of the men murmured in a heavy French accent.


Tarkington led them on. The smells of food cooking assailed them. They looked into a large kitchen filled with men in white trousers, aprons and tee shirts. Each wore a white cap that covered his hair. ‘This is the forward crew’s galley.’ Huge polished steel vats gleamed amid the bustling men, several of whom smiled at the visitors. ‘They’re fixing noon chow. The ship serves eighteen thousand meals a day.’


Beside the galley was a cafeteria serving line with steam tables, drink dispensers, and large steel coffee urns. Huge racks of metal trays stood at the entrance. ‘The men go through here and fill their trays,’ Tarkington said as he led them into the mess area, which was filled with folding tables and chairs. ‘They find a chair and eat here.’ The overhead was a lattice-work of pipes and wires. Around the bulkheads were more fire-fighting hoses and numerous buttons and knobs to control machinery which wasn’t visible. Large doors formed the forward bulkhead.


‘What are those doors?’ Judith Farrell asked.


‘Weapons elevators, ma’am.’


‘Does the entire crew eat here?’ one of the men asked in an accent Tarkington took to be German.


‘Couldn’t be done. There’s fifty-six hundred men on this ship. We’ve got another galley and mess area back aft. The crew eats in both mess areas in shifts. The officers have two wardrooms and the chief petty officers have their own mess.’ The group just stood, looking. ‘It isn’t exactly eating at the Ritz, but the chow is pretty darn good,’ Tarkington added and waved his hand for them to follow.


He led them outboard from the mess area to a ladder that rose steeply. They ascended one deck and followed him through another open watertight door out into the hangar bay.


The hangar was a two-acre cavern crammed with aircraft. The group threaded their way around the myriad of chains that secured each plane to a clear walk area that meandered down the center of the hangar between the planes. Tarkington stopped and the visitors gawked.


‘Sort of takes your breath away, doesn’t it?’


‘All these planes …’ the Frenchman marveled. F-14 Tomcat fighters, A-6 Intruder attack bombers, and F/A-18 Hornet fighter-bombers, all with folded wings, were crammed in so that not a square yard of space was empty. Tarkington led them to a clear area that divided the space laterally.


‘Now this space right here is always kept open, so we can close these big bombproof doors.’ Massive doors that were as tall as the bay was high – about twenty-five feet – were recessed into each side of the bay. ‘There are two of these doors, this one and the one back aft. By closing these we can separate this bay into three compartments and isolate any fire or bomb damage. Up there,’ Tarkington pointed at a small compartment with windows visible near the ceiling, ‘is a station that’s manned twenty-four hours a day. The man on duty there can close these doors from up there and turn on the fire-fighting sprinklers at the first sign of fire or a fuel spill. You will notice we have three of these stations, called CONFLAG stations, one in each of the three bays.’ In the window of the nearest CONFLAG station, the face of the sailor on duty was just visible. He was looking down at them.


One of the reporters pointed at some racks hanging down from the ceiling which held large white shapes pointed at both ends. ‘Are those bombs?’


‘No, sir,’ said their guide. ‘Those are extra drop tanks.’ When he saw the puzzlement on the reporter’s face, he added, ‘Drops are fuel tanks that hang under the wings or belly of an airplane that the pilot can jettison if he has to.’ The lieutenant stepped to an A-6 and patted one that hung on a wing station. ‘Like this one, which holds a ton of fuel.’


The German pointed his camera at the lieutenant. Tarkington shook his head and waved his hands. ‘Please don’t take any pictures in here, sir. You can get some shots up on the flight deck. I’ll show you where.’ He herded them around the planes to a large opening in the side of the ship. A greasy wire on stanchions was the only safety line. About twenty feet below them was the sea. On the horizon the group could see the city of Tangiers and the hills beyond. The spring wind, still raw, was funneling into the hangar through this giant door. Above, a large roof projected out over the sea and obstructed their view of the sky. Tarkington nodded to a sailor on the side of the opening and instantly a loud horn began to wail. Then the huge projecting roof began to fall.


‘This is one of the four aircraft elevators that we use to move planes and equipment back and forth to the flight deck. We’ll ride it up.’ As the platform reached their level, the safety stanchions sank silently into the deck. When all motion stopped, Tarkington led them out onto it.


The elevator platform was large, about four thousand square feet, and was constructed of grillwork. Several of the journalists looked down through the grating at the sea beneath them as the elevator rose with more sounding of horns, and several kept their eyes firmly on the horizon after a mere glance downward. The wind coming up through the grid swirled Judith Farrell’s dress. As she fought to hold it against her thighs she caught Lieutenant Tarkington looking at her legs. He smiled and winked, then looked away.


On the vast flight deck, they walked around a row of aircraft to a clear area. Their guide stopped at a giant hinged flap that projected out of the deck at a sixty-degree angle. ‘This is a jet blast deflector, a JBD. The plane on the catapult sits in front of it,’ he gestured forward to the launching area, ‘and this thing comes up and deflects the exhaust gases up and away from the planes behind. The JBDs are cooled internally by salt water.’ He showed them the water pipes on the back of the unit, then strolled forward to the catapult hookup area.


He pointed out the slot in which the shuttle traveled. The slot ran forward to the bow of the ship. ‘The catapult is about a hundred yards long and accelerates the planes up to flying speed.’


‘What moves ze shuttle?’ a Frenchman asked.


‘It’s driven by steam. See, the catapult is right here under these steel deck plates. It’s like a giant double-barreled shotgun. There is a piston in each tube and they are mated together,’ he sneaked a glance at Farrell, ‘and the shuttle sticks up through this slot. The airplane is hooked to the shuttle. Steam drives the pistons forward and tows the plane along.’ He held up a hand and slammed it with his fist. ‘Pow!’


‘What is that?’ Judith Farrell pointed to a glassed-in compartment between the two bow catapults that protruded eighteen inches out of the deck.


‘I’ll show you.’ Tarkington led them over and they looked in the windows. ‘This is the bow catapult control bubble. The cat officer sits at this console facing aft and operates both bow cats. That console facing forward is where the man sits who monitors all the steam and hydraulic pressures and electrical circuits. He’s sort of like a flight engineer on a jetliner.’


The group proceeded to the bow where they looked back down the length of the ship. The view was spectacular. The island superstructure over two hundred yards aft looked like a goatherder’s cottage. Here, Tarkington suggested, was a good place for photographs. Everyone except Judith Farrell began snapping pictures. She turned and stared forward, out to sea.


‘That’s east,’ Tarkington told her. ‘You can’t see it, but not too far in that direction is the Strait of Gibralter, the entrance to the Med. We’ll be going through there in a few days.’


‘I know my geography.’


‘I’ll bet you do, ma’am. Just where in Paris do you live?’


‘The Left Bank.’


‘Where all those ol’ hippies and crackpots hang out?’


‘Precisely there.’


‘Oh.’ He was silent for a moment. ‘Is this the first carrier you’ve been on, ma’am?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, what do you think of her?’


‘It’s a waste of billions of dollars when there are people in the world starving.’


‘You may be right, ma’am. I always figured that maybe somebody said something like that to Joshua when he was standing there looking at the walls of Jericho and thinking about tooting his horn. But my suspicion is that the folks in Jericho were thinking they hadn’t spent enough bucks on the walls. I reckon it all depends on your point of view.’


She glanced at him with her brows knitted, then turned and began walking aft. Tarkington followed slowly, and the rest of the group lowered their cameras and trailed after them.


They passed the bow catapult control bubble and the upright JBD and approached the island. It had looked small and unobtrusive from the bow, but as they neared, it took on the aura of a ten-story building festooned with radar dishes and radio antennae.


The lieutenant led his five through an oval door – they had to step over the combing – and into a ladderwell. Their footsteps echoed thunderously against the metal walls as they trudged up flight after flight of steep stairs (ladders, the sailors called them), swimming against a steady stream of people trooping down. The ship was so stupendously large, yet the passageways and ladders were narrow, with low ceilings, and crammed with pipes and wires and fire fighting gear; the ship’s interior was incongruously disconcerting to visitors unfamiliar with warship architecture. Some people found themselves slightly claustrophobic inside this rabbit warren of bulkheads and ladders and people charging hither and yon on unimaginable errands. Toad paused on several landings to let his charges catch up and catch their breath.


Six stories up they exited onto a viewing area their guide quaintly referred to as Vulture’s Row. Several other groups of journalists were also there. Everyone with a camera snapped numerous photos of the planes parked neatly in rows on the deck below and the junior officers answered technical questions as fast as they were posed. Several of the tour guides were pilots who expounded with youthful enthusiasm on the thrills associated with flying off and onto the carrier.


‘Are you a pilot?’ the Frenchman with a Japanese camera asked Lieutenant Tarkington.


‘No, sir. I’m an RIO – that means Radar Intercept Officer – on F-14s. Those are the sharky-looking jobs down there with the wings that move backwards and forwards.’


The Frenchman stared. ‘Ze wings?’


‘Yeah, the wings move.’ Tarkington pretended to be an airplane and waggled his arms appropriately. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Judith Farrell roll her gaze heavenward.


‘Oui, oui. Formidable!’


‘Yep, sure is,’ the irrepressible Tarkington agreed heartily.


When their turn came, Tarkington led his followers into ‘Pri-Fly,’ a glassed-in room that stuck out of the top of the island over the flight deck and offered a magnificent view. Here, he explained, the air boss, a senior commander, controlled the launch and recovery of aircraft. As Tarkington drawled along a helicopter came in to land, settling gently onto the forward portion of the landing area. Several of the group took pictures of the air boss standing beside his raised easy chair with all his radios and intercom boxes in the background.


Tarkington’s group then packed themselves into the minuscule island elevator for the ride down to the flight deck level. Somehow the lieutenant ended up jammed face-to-face with Judith Farrell. He beamed at her and she stared at his Adam’s apple. The machinery was noisy and the whole contraption lurched several times. ‘Nobody’s died in here since last week, ma’am,’ he whispered.


‘I wish you wouldn’t call me “ma’am,”’ Farrell said, refusing to whisper.


‘Yes, ma’am.’


When the door opened, they went down another ladder to the 0-3 level and then through a myriad of turns to a ready room. The tourists were greeted by an officer who gave a little explanation of how aircrews planned and briefed their missions in ready rooms like this throughout the 0-3 level. He showed them the closed-circuit television monitors around the room on which the only show playing during flight operations was the launch and recovery of aircraft on the ‘roof,’ the flight deck. And he got some laughs with his explanation of the greenie board that hung on one bulkhead. Every pilot in this squadron had color marks recorded for each of his carrier approaches, which his squadron mates witnessed in glorious detail on the television monitors. Green was the predominate color and symbolized an OK pass, the best grade possible. Yellow was a fair grade and a few red spots recorded no-grade or cut passes. Apparently a pilot’s virtues and sins were recorded in living color for all to see.


Back in the passageway one of the reporter-photographers delayed the group almost three minutes as he repeatedly snapped an apparently endless, narrow passageway that ran fore and aft. At this level the openings in the frames that supported the flight deck were oval in shape and only wide enough for people to pass through in single file. ‘Knee-knockers,’ Tarkington called them. The passageway appeared to be an oval tube receding into infinity. The photographer got a shot of a sailor in the passageway over a hundred yards away that later appeared in a German newsmagazine. The picture demonstrated visually, in a way words never could, just how large, how massive, this ship truly was.


‘It’s very noisy,’ one of the visitors said to Toad, who nodded politely. The hum and whine of the fans inside the air conditioning system was the background noise the ship’s inhabitants became aware of only when it ceased.


‘What is that smell? I’ve noticed it ever since we came aboard,’ Judith Farrell said.


‘I don’t really know,’ Toad replied as he examined her nose to see if it crinkled when she sniffed. ‘I always thought it was the oil they used to lubricate the blowers in the air-conditioning system, or the hatch hinges, or whatever.’ All the other visitors were inhaling lungfuls. ‘You don’t notice it after a while,’ Toad finished lamely.


The photographer was finished. They went down another set of ladders and back to the wardroom where they had begun the tour.


‘I sure am glad you folks could come out today for a little visit,’ Tarkington said as he shook hands with the men. ‘Hope we didn’t walk you too much or wear you down. But there’s a lot to see and it takes a little doing to get around.’ He turned and gazed into Judith Farrell’s clear blue eyes. ‘I just might get up Paris way sometime this summer, ma’am, and maybe you could return the hospitality and give me a little tour of Gay Paree?’


She favored him with the smallest smile she could manage as she ensured he had only her fingertips to shake.


‘I hope you enjoyed your tour,’ Captain Grafton said to the group.


‘Very much,’ the Italian woman replied as heads bobbed in agreement.


‘There’s more Kool-Aid,’ Grafton gestured toward the refreshment table, ‘if you’re thirsty. Please help yourselves. The boats will be leaving in about five minutes to take you back to the beach. Your tour guides will escort you to the quarterdeck. If you have any unanswered questions, now is the time to ask them.’


‘Are nuclear weapons aboard this ship, please?’ The question came from one of the Frenchmen.


‘The American government can neither confirm nor deny the presence of nuclear weapons aboard any ship.’


‘But what if a war begins?’ Judith Farrell asked loudly.


Grafton’s face showed no emotion. ‘In that event, ma’am, we’ll do the best we can to defend ourselves in accordance with American government policy and our commitments to NATO.’


‘Isn’t it possible the presence of this ship in these waters adds to international tension, rather than lessens it?’ Farrell persisted.


‘I’m not a diplomat,’ Grafton said carefully. ‘I’m a sailor. You should ask the State Department that question.’ He glanced at his watch, then at the junior officer tour guides. ‘Gentlemen, perhaps it’s time to take these folks to the quarterdeck.’


As his group prepared to descend the ladder from the quarterdeck to the early float Lieutenant Tarkington again shook each hand. To Farrell he said, ‘I sure am glad I had the chance to get to know you, ma’am. It’s a small world and you just never know when or where we’ll meet again.’


She brushed past him and was three steps down the ladder when she heard him say loudly, ‘I’m sure you’re a fine reporter, Judith, but you shouldn’t work so hard at playing the role.’ Teetering on her heels, she turned and caught a glimpse of Tarkington’s face, dead serious, as the man behind her on the ladder lost his balance and almost sent her sprawling.


‘Don’t forget the Toad, Judith Farrell.’


A week later the Tangiers police received an enquiry from Paris about the F’Accuse reporter. He had not returned from his trip nor had he filed a story. At the hotel where he had reservations, the bartender, a retired merchant mariner from Marseilles, identified the reporter from a black-and-white photograph which pictured a middle-aged man with thinning hair and heavy jowls. The bartender gave a tolerably accurate description of the young woman to the police, but he had not overheard any of the couple’s conversation. The reporter’s bed had not been disturbed and his luggage was missing when the hotel maid entered the next morning. The bartender ventured the opinion that the woman was not a prostitute, and this professional observation caused police to make fruitless enquiries at every other hotel in Tangiers that catered to foreigners. Where the pair had gone after they left the hotel bar was never established.


An official of the French government asked the American embassy in Paris if the F’Accuse press pass to the United States had been used, and was informed several days later that it had. Two weeks after the event a photo of the missing journalist was shown to the naval officers who had guided the tours. The ship was then at sea in the Mediterranean. None of those who viewed the picture could recall the individual, so that information, for whatever it was worth, was passed via the embassy to the French authorities.


The American embassy CIA man reported the disappearance to his superiors, and US Naval Intelligence was routinely informed. Apparently the incident was too unimportant to be included in the summaries prepared for the National Security Council. After all, the group had not been shown anything classified or anything that was not shown as a matter of course to any visitor to the ship. Notations were made in the appropriate computer records and within a month the incident was forgotten by those few persons in the intelligence community who were aware of it.


The reporter was never seen again. Since he was divorced and his only daughter lived in Toulon with children of her own, his disappearance caused scarcely a ripple. Within six weeks his mistress had another regular visitor and F’Accuse had another reporter at a lower salary.





CHAPTER THREE



El Hakim, the ruler, stood at the window and gazed east in the direction of Mecca. He took a deep breath. Ah, the air smelled of the desert – it smelled of nothing at all. It was pure and empty, as Allah had made it.


‘There are enormous risks involved, Colonel Qazi.’ The colonel sat behind him on a carpet before a low table. A hot dry wind stirred the curtains. El Hakim continued, ‘The Americans declared war at the end of the last century when one of their warships was merely suspected of being lost due to hostile action. The course you propose is unambiguous, to say the least.’


El Hakim turned from the window and glanced down at Qazi, today dressed in clean, faded khakis. About forty, Qazi was dark with European features. Only his cheekbones hinted at his ancestry. The son of a British army sergeant and an Arab girl, Qazi often moved about Europe as a wealthy playboy or businessman, sometimes Greek, sometimes French, English, or Italian. He spoke seven languages without an accent. In a military environment he stood ramrod straight. ‘You have never failed us, Qazi. And you have never attempted so much.’


The colonel remained silent.


El Hakim obliquely examined the seated man. Qazi did not think like most soldiers, he reflected. He thought like the spy Allah must have intended him to be. And his ability to slip so completely into the roles of these people he pretended to be – indeed, to actually become the man his papers said he was – this ability troubled El Hakim, who had heard the stories of Qazi’s feats from informants and silently marveled, since he himself had spent his entire forty-nine years in the Arab world, except for one six-month visit to England twenty years ago. On that one foreign excursion he had felt so utterly, totally out of place, among people who seemed to have just arrived from another planet. One just never knew, he told himself now, when Qazi was onstage. He was a dangerous man. A very dangerous man. But most dangerous for whom?


El Hakim reluctantly resumed his seat. ‘Tell me about the ship.’


‘Her main weapons are her aircraft. Her deck is crammed with airplanes and to ready them for launch requires many men and a reasonable amount of time. It cannot be done quickly, if at all, while the ship is at anchor and unprepared. Then she is most vulnerable.


‘She carries three missile launchers, known as the Basic Point Defense Missile System.’ Qazi opened a reference book and displayed a picture of the ship. ‘A battery is located on each side of the after end of the flight deck, below the level of the flying deck, and one is forward of these two aircraft elevators in front of the island, on the starboard side of the ship.’ He pointed them out. ‘The reference book says these contain Sea Sparrow missiles with a ten- to twelve-mile range.


‘Her only other weapons are four close-in weapons systems, called CIWS.’ He pronounced the acronym as the American Navy did, ‘see-whiz.’ ‘These are very rapid-fire machine guns aimed by radar and lasers. Two are located on each side of the ship.’ His finger moved to the prominent little domes that housed each installation. ‘These weapons automatically engage incoming missiles and shoot them down before they can strike the ship. Maximum range for these systems is about two kilometers. They are for last-chance, close-in defense.’


‘Is that all the weapons the ship has?’


‘At sea, Excellency, the ship is surrounded by surface combatants with modern guns and missiles with ranges beyond ninety miles. These escorts also carry antisubmarine weapons. Occasionally a large surface combatant, such as a battleship, will accompany the task group. When the carrier anchors, several of her escorts will anchor nearby.’


‘But the carrier? Has she any other weapons?’


‘Four machine guns, about 12.5 millimeter, are mounted on the catwalks around the flight deck when the ship is anchored, two on each side. These are constantly manned by marines. These guns could engage any unauthorized boat that comes too close, or a helicopter. The carrier’s crew does not carry small arms.’


El Hakim arched an eyebrow. ‘Not even the officers?’


‘No, sir.’


‘And how many men are in the crew?’


‘About five thousand six hundred, Excellency.’


The ruler gazed incredulously at the photograph in the reference book, Jane’s Fighting Ships. Although it is a big ship, he thought, with that many peasants crammed into such tight quarters the discipline problems must be stupendous. He remembered the stories he had heard about the slums of Los Angeles and New York, and allowed his upper lip to rise contemptuously.


‘Have you any photographs?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Qazi passed across a stack of enlarged prints.


El Hakim took the photos to the open window and studied them in the sunlight. He had a strong, square face set off by a perfect Roman nose. His nostrils flared slightly above sensuous, expressive lips. He had been an army officer when, nineteen years ago, he had organized and led a coup, preaching independent nationalism. Through the years he had stayed on top by ensuring the officer corps received a generous share of the petrodollars from the nationalized oil industry and by using every technological and public relations gimmick at his disposal to enshrine himself as the peoples’ savior while he spent the rest of the oil money to keep them fed, clothed, and housed. He postured on his little corner of the world stage under the benign eye of his state media, which portrayed him as one of the world’s movers and shakers and flooded every radio and television set in the country with his simple, drumbeat message: American and European imperialism – political, economic, cultural, and technological – were responsible for the dishonor of his people. Harried government bureaucrats were kept on edge with a never-ending avalanche of ‘revolutionary reforms’ decreed from on high, as well as a raging torrent of orders and counterorders and orders changing the counterorders. All the while he goaded his North African neighbors and fluxed the military with rumors of war. The constant confusion created a tense domestic atmosphere, perfect for rooting out real and potential political enemies and ruthlessly destroying them in the name of national security.


El Hakim’s methods certainly weren’t unique. Military strongmen routinely toppled governments and seized power in other Third World nations, poor nations slowly sinking into hopeless debt and starvation in the effluvium of the great powers’ economies. El Hakim knew just how easy it had been for him – he knew how much money he had spent – and through the years he had tired of the footnote role history had assigned him. He wanted glory. He wanted to be the man his propagandists said he was.


El Hakim tapped the stack of photos on his left hand and looked out the window. ‘The American government,’ he said slowly, ‘has never admitted the presence of nuclear weapons aboard any naval vessel. Nor,’ he added dryly, ‘has it ever denied it.’ He thumbed through the photos again, then turned back to the colonel. ‘We must be very sure, Qazi. Absolutely certain. Once we begin we shall be unable to hide our involvement. We will have laid hands on the very essence of American power.’ El Hakim paused as the shame of past insults and outrages from the madmen who ruled America flooded him. He threw back his head, a conscious gesture, and spoke authoritatively. ‘What do we know?’


‘The weapons are aboard, Excellency.’


El Hakim stood waiting expectantly.


‘An American sailor told us. We used sodium pentothal. There is no possibility he was lying.’ Qazi extracted a cassette player from his attaché case and set it on the low table before him. He adjusted the volume and pushed the ‘play’ button.


El Hakim sat and sipped coffee as they listened. He spoke English well enough to follow what was being said, although he occasionally missed a word or two. He identified Qazi’s voice immediately. Qazi certainly had been thorough. He had approached the subject from every conceivable angle and discussed details that were far beyond the level of knowledge of El Hakim. Apparently the American knew the answers.


Even with sodium pentothal, the American had needed encouragement to talk, Qazi reflected. He managed to be looking at El Hakim when the man on the tape screamed. El Hakim sipped his coffee.


Qazi had listened to the tape many times, so now as it played he reviewed the kidnapping of the American. Weeks of effort had gone into selecting the proper individual, one whose speciality was aircraft weapons and who would be officially leaving the ship soon. Four agents had worked the bars and nightclubs of Naples under Qazi’s supervision during two port calls by the USS Carl Vinson. She was a sister ship of the United States, slated to leave the Med soon and sufficiently similar to the United States that the information obtained was still valid. Qazi finally settled on a second-class petty officer who was going on three weeks leave to visit a brother serving in Germany with the US Army. The team took the man off a train in Rome and drove him to a safe house.


It had been a good operation, Qazi reflected as he watched the cassette reels turn. The sailor had known the answers and his absence would not be missed for a reasonable time. He would appear to be a deserter and only a cursory investigation would be made, one which, Qazi was reasonably certain, would fail to uncover even a hint of the sailor’s real fate.


A reasonable time and a reasonable certainty were all he could hope for. This business – one had to be so careful and yet there were so many unknowns. Chance or the unforeseen could betray one anywhere. So one moved in a perpetual paranoid fog, weighing the incalculable against the unknowable, forever tensed against contact with an obstacle that might or might not be there. And the nations that bordered the Mediterranean were awash in foreign agents, as thick as fleas on a camel. The Soviets were the most numerous and the Israelis the most energetic and efficient. Qazi was certain the Mossad had a voluminous file on his activities. If El Hakim approved this operation, it would have to be his last, for he was already a marked man.


El Hakim’s fingers twitched and Qazi stopped the tape. The dictator sat silently for several moments before he spoke. ‘The bombs will alter forever the balance of power in the Mideast.’ He rose and strolled around the apartment examining objects with eyes that were opaque.


The Jews would have to come to terms or risk obliteration, El Hakim assured himself. That fact alone would make him the strongest man in the Arab world. Perhaps he should drop a bomb on Tel Aviv before he began to talk. Even Egypt would grudgingly yield to his leadership. He would be a hero to the masses and he would have the bomb: that combination would melt the most reluctant heart.


He had thought deeply on this subject. Nuclear weapons were the power base that would allow him to force the world to its knees. The Americans, the Soviets, the French and the British all have these weapons, many of them, and one walked softly in their presence because the weapons could conceivably be used. Even the Israelis had them, though they refused to admit it.


And every time he had tried to obtain them in the past he had been thwarted! Immense quantities of time, money and prestige had been expended, all to no avail. This time there would be no necessity to obtain some foreign government approval for a reactor sale, no secret deals to siphon processed fuel from an Indian reactor, no negotiations with the Chinese – no necessity to reveal information to foreign officials that they could sell or give to the Americans or the British for their own purposes.


He would use one of the weapons as soon as he got it, so the question would not be, Will he use the bomb? The question would be, Will he use it again?


His influence and prestige in the Arab world would rise astronomically.


None of the superpowers has the courage to use the ultimate weapon, El Hakim assured himself, as he had a hundred times before. The Americans excoriate Truman for using two on the Japanese and luxuriate in their guilt. The Communists are too fearful of losing their privileges to ever let one of their number pull the trigger. The French? That nation of decadent sensualists whom the Algerians defeated with rifles and pistols? Conceivably the British under that maniac Thatcher, they might. But not for the Jews. Not for the Americans. And the Israelis? If they ever used nuclear weapons they would have to live with the holocaust as perpetrators, not victims.


No, none has the courage to oppose the man who possesses the weapon and the will to use it, he told himself, believing it absolutely, believing it with all his heart and soul.


I will bring down the decadent unbelievers and the misguided imams, like Khomeini, who understand so little of the ways of the world. Khomeini, that fool! He thought he could build a pure, holy nation on the insatiable thirst of the infidels for that stinking black liquid. The old imbecile is almost as bad as the Saudi princes, Saddam Hussein, and all those others who lust so for the goods of the West. Their greed is a travesty of the Koran.


Praise Allah, I am not like them. I have the courage and strength to live according to the Word. With the bomb will come all power, so I can purchase only what is really needed.


I will defend the Faith.


I will purify my people.


Mecca will be my capital in a united Arab world.


He started from his thoughts and glanced at Qazi, who was examining the photographs. Yes, he thought, Qazi is ambitious and competent and almost as ruthless as I: Unconsciously El Hakim flicked his hand as if at a fly.


‘Ring for coffee.’ He composed himself as the servant moved about, the only sound the faint clink of china.


After the servant departed, El Hakim seated himself across from the colonel. ‘What is your plan?’





CHAPTER FOUR



Captain Jake Grafton held his F-14 Tomcat level at six thousand feet in a steady left turn as his wingman came sliding in on a forty-five-degree line to rendezvous. The other plane crossed behind and under Jake and settled on his right wing. Jake leveled his wings and added power as he tweaked the nose up.


He keyed his radio mike and waited for the scrambler to synchronize. ‘Strike, Red Aces are joined and proceeding on course.’


‘Roger, Red Ace Two Oh Five. Report entering patrol area Bravo.’


‘Wilco.’


It was a cloudless night with a half moon, now just above the eastern horizon. To the west a layer of low haze over the sea limited visibility, but Jake knew that there was nothing to see in that direction anyway. The Lebanese coast was a mere thirty miles to the east, and as the two fighters climbed on a northerly heading toward their assigned altitude of 30,000 feet, Jake searched the blackness in that direction. Nothing. No lights. Jake scanned the night sky slowly in all quadrants for the lights of other aircraft. They seemed to be alone.


‘Keep your eye peeled for other planes, Toad,’ he told the RIO in the rear cockpit.


‘Uh, yessir,’ came the answer, sounding slightly puzzled. Normally the pilot performed routine lookout duties while the RIO worked the radar and computer. Well, thought Jake Grafton, let him wonder.


‘What’s on the scope, anyway?’


‘Not a daggone thing, CAG. Looks like one big empty sky to me.’


‘When’s that El Al flight from Athens to Haifa scheduled to be along?’


In the back seat of the Tomcat, Lieutenant Tarkington consulted the notes on his kneeboard. ‘Not till twenty-five after the hour.’ He slid back the sleeve of his flight suit and glanced at his luminous watch. He matched it with the clock on the panel in front of him. ‘About fifteen minutes from now.’


‘When will we reach area Bravo?’


Tarkington checked the TACAN against the chart on his kneeboard. ‘About two minutes.’


‘We’ll make a turn west then, and you see if you can pick up that airliner. Let me know when you see him.’


‘Yessir.’


‘In the meantime, let’s get some data link from the Hummer.’ The Hummer was the slang nickname for the E-2 Hawkeye radar reconnaissance plane that Jake knew was somewhere about.


Toad made the call as Jake checked the Tomcat on his right wing and noticed with satisfaction that Jelly Dolan was right where he should be, about a hundred feet away from Jake. Jelly was a lieutenant (junior grade) on his first cruise and flew with Lieutenant Commander Boomer Bronsky, the maintenance officer for the fighter squadron that owned these airplanes. Jake knew that Boomer liked to complain about the youth of the pilots he flew with – ‘Goddamn wet-nosed kids’ – but that he had a very high opinion of their skills. He bragged on Jelly Dolan at every opportunity.


‘Battlestar Strike,’ Toad said over the radio, ‘Red Ace flight entering Bravo at assigned altitude.’


‘Roger.’


Jake keyed the mike. ‘Left turn, Jelly.’


Two mike clicks was the reply.


One minute passed, then two. Jake stabilized the airspeed at 250 knots, max conserve. He scanned the instruments and resumed his visual search of the heavens.


‘I’ve got him, CAG,’ Toad said. ‘Looks like a hundred and twenty miles out. He’s headed southwest. Got the right squawk.’ The squawk was the radar identification code. ‘He’s running about a mile or so above us.’


Jake flipped the secondary radio to the channel the E-2 Hawkeye used and listened to the crew report the airliner to the Combat Decision Center (CDC) aboard the carrier. He knew the radio transmissions merely backed up the data link that transmitted the Hawkeye’s radar picture for presentation on a scope in CDC. The watchstanders aboard ship would watch the airliner. If the course changed to come within fifty miles of the carrier, Jake’s flight or the flight in area Alpha would be vectored to intercept. They would close the airliner and check visually to ensure that it was what they thought and that it was alone. The fighters would stay well back out of view of the airliner’s cockpit and passenger windows and would follow until told to break off.


Jake yawned and flashed his exterior lights. Then he turned north. Jelly Dolan followed obediently. In a few moments he turned east to permit Toad and Boomer to use their radars to scan the skies toward Lebanon. If any terrorists or fanatics attempted a night aerial strike on the carrier task group, it would more than likely come from the east.


‘Nothing, CAG. The sky’s as clean as a virgin’s conscience.’


‘How come you’re always talking about women, Toad?’


‘Am I?’ Feigned shock.


‘After three months at sea, I’d think your hormones would have achieved a level of dormancy that allowed your mind to dwell on other subjects.’


‘I’m always horny. That’s why they call me Toad. When are we going into port, anyway?’


‘Whenever the admiral says.’


‘Yessir. But have you got any idea when he might say it?’


‘Soon, I hope.’ Jake was very much aware of the toll the constant day-and-night flight operations had taken on the ship’s crew and the men of the air wing. He thought about the stresses of constant work, work, work on the men as he guided the Tomcat through the sky.


‘We’re approaching the eastern edge of the area,’ Toad reminded him.


Jake glanced toward Jelly. The wingman was not there.


‘Jelly?’


He looked on the other side. The sky was empty there, too. He rolled the aircraft and looked down. Far below he saw a set of lights.


‘Red Ace Two Oh Seven, do you read?’


Jake rolled on his back and pulled the nose down. ‘Strike, Red Ace Two Oh Five, I’m leaving altitude.’ The nose came down twenty degrees and Jake pointed it at the lights. ‘Jelly, this is CAG. Do you read me, over?’


‘He’s going down,’ Toad informed him.


‘Boomer, talk to me.’ Jake had the throttles full forward: 450 knots, now 500, passing 21,000 feet descending. The aircraft below was in a gentle right turn, and Jake hastened to cut the turn short and intercept.


‘Red Ace Two Oh Five, Strike. Say your problem.’


‘My wingman is apparently in an uncontrolled descent and I can’t raise him on the radio. Am trying to rendezvous. Have you got an emergency squawk?’


‘Negative. Keep me advised.’


Now he throttled back and cracked the speed brakes. He was closing rapidly. Passing 15,000 feet. Goddamn, Jelly’s nose was way down. In the darkness Jake found it extremely difficult to judge the closure, and he finally realized he was too fast. He cross-controlled with the speed brakes full out and overshot slightly.


‘Thirteen thousand feet.’


Jake slid in on Jelly’s left side as he thumbed the boards in. Toad shone his white flashlight on the front cockpit of the other fighter. The pilot’s helmeted head lolled from side to side. In the back cockpit Boomer also appeared to be unconscious. Both men had their oxygen masks on.


‘We’re steepening up, CAG.’ Toad said. ‘Twelve degrees nose down. Fifteen-degree right turn. Passing nine thousand.’


‘Jelly, talk to me, you son of a bitch.’ No good. ‘Wake up!’ Jake screamed.


He crossed under the other plane and locked on the right wing. He moved forward as Toad kept the flashlight on Jelly’s helmet. He flipped the radio channel selector switch to the emergency channel and turned off the scrambler.


‘Wake up, Jelly, or you’re going to sleep forever!’


‘Six thousand.’ Toad’s voice.


‘Pull up!’


‘Five thousand.’


‘Eject, eject, eject! Get out Jelly! Get out Boomer!’


‘Four thousand. Fifteen degrees nose down.’


Jake began to pull his nose up. As the descending Tomcat fell away he lost sight of the slumped figures in the cockpit. He rolled into a turn to keep the lights of the descending plane in sight.


‘Pull up, pull up, pull up, pull up, pull …’ He was still chanting over the radio when the lights disappeared.


‘Sweet Jesus,’ Toad whispered. ‘They went in.’


‘Strike, Red Ace Two Oh Seven just went into the drink. Mark my position and get the angel out here buster.’ The ‘angel’ was the rescue helicopter. ‘Buster’ meant to hurry, bust your ass.


‘Red Ace, did the crew get out?’


‘I doubt it,’ Jake Grafton said, and removed his oxygen mask to wipe his face.


‘How heavy are the weapons?’ El Hakim asked.


‘About two hundred kilos,’ Colonel Qazi replied.


El Hakim stood in the apartment window and let the warm, dry wind play with the folds in his robe. Already the great summer heat had begun. Here in this retreat deep in the desert he did not wear the military uniform that he was obliged to wear in the capital before the Western diplomatic corps and press. He hated the uniform, but it gave him an air of authority that he felt essential. Soon, very soon, he would burn the uniform. He closed his eyes and faced the rising sun. He could feel it through his eyelids. The power of the sun would soon be his. Praise Allah, he would make the unbelievers kneel.


‘So no matter how many weapons are there, we can only take a few.’


‘Correct, Excellency. Our goal shall be to obtain six. Even half that many will make us a formidable political force to be reckoned with.’


El Hakim left the window reluctantly and returned to his seat on the carpet. ‘If you destroy the ship, the Americans will not know for sure how many we have.’


‘True, but they will be able to estimate the number with accuracy. Destruction of the ship will merely ensure our escape. The Americans will undoubtedly leap to the proper conclusion without evidence.’


‘No doubt.’ The dictator snorted. ‘They have demonstrated their capacity for that aerial feat numerous times in the past.’


‘So when the mission is complete, we must inform the world promptly in order to forestall any rash action on the part of the Americans. They are very sensitive to public opinion, even when goaded beyond endurance.’


El Hakim tilted his head back and narrowed his eyes. ‘The political and military exploitation of your mission is my concern, Colonel, not yours.’


‘Of course.’ Qazi lowered his gaze respectfully. ‘But still, Excellency, our mission will be for naught unless the Americans are sufficiently delayed to give us time to escape and alter the weapons.’


‘Time? How much time?’


‘The Americans have built numerous safety devices into each weapon. That information was part of the interrogation of the American sailor you did not hear. It was extremely technical. The only real danger from an unaltered weapon is that fire or an accident will split the skin of the weapon and cause nuclear material to be spilled. If one were handled carelessly enough, a conventional explosion of low magnitude could occur. But there can be no nuclear explosion unless and until a variety of sophisticated devices within the weapon have all had their parameters satisfied. For example, the devices must be initially stimulated by precisely the right amount of electrical current for precisely the proper length of time for the triggering process to begin. And that is only the first safeguard. But these safeguards must all be overcome or bypassed.’


‘How will you do that?’


‘We’ll need the cooperation of an American expert, one who helped design and construct the safeguards. Fortunately we are well on our way to obtaining the cooperation of just such an individual right now. We have identified him with the help of Henry Sakol.’


The left corner of El Hakim’s mouth rose slightly in a sneer. He knew Henry Sakol far too well. A former CIA agent, Sakol supplied weapons which El Hakim could obtain nowhere else, thanks to the American government, Mr Sakol’s former employer. Sakol was a ruthless and greedy man, a godless man without scruple or loyalty. ‘When we have the nuclear weapons, we will have no further need of Sakol.’


‘Truly.’


‘Do you intend to use him for this operation?’


‘Yes, Excellency. He knows much that will be useful.’


‘He will betray you if given the slightest opportunity. The Americans would reward him well, perhaps even forgive his crimes.’


‘He’ll have no opportunity. I’ll see to it.’


‘And the weapons expert?’


‘A fat fool with a very rich, very stupid wife and a fondness for small boys. He would serve the devil himself to preserve his filthy secret. I’m allowing him a quarter hour in the plan for him to alter just one weapon. But for our purposes, five or six hours must pass before the Americans are in a position to generate a military response to the incident. We need that time to escape. Then they must face the fact that we have also had sufficient time to alter the others. Of course, we don’t actually have to do it. The Americans must merely be delayed until they see that we have the personnel, the equipment, and the time to accomplish the task.’
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