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Lieutenant Ed Stovic stared at his name on the flight schedule in his squadrons ready room aboard the USS Harry S. Truman. He was listed as the wingman for Commander Pete Bruno, the squadron commanding officer. Stovic hardly ever flew on Brunos wing. His eye quickly scanned over to the missioncovert escort of an EP-3. The big slow EP-3 was to fly down the Mediterranean coast of Algeria and listen. Collect intelligence. There had been some talk that the Algerians were getting testy about the American battle group crossing into Algerias newly claimed two-hundred-mile economic zone. It was just the sort of thing that might stimulate a response from the new Algerian government.

Stovic tried to contain his surprise as he looked around the ready room. All the other pilots were watching, some smiling, some giving him looks of feigned anger for having scored the only good hop on the schedule. He was to launch before the official first launch.

Stovic briefed with Bruno and manned up. The excitement was noticeable in the crisp movements of everyone involved in the special launch of the two fighters. It came off beautifully. The two F/A-18E Super Hornets rendezvoused with the tanker above the carrier to top off their fuel tanks. They pulled off the tanker and flew low and fast to their rendezvous point, a random latitude and longitude in the middle of a lonely section of the Mediterranean Sea where the EP-3 waited for them, orbiting a thousand feet over the sea.

The EP-3 wagged its wings on seeing the Hornets across the rendezvous circle. The Hornets closed on the EP-3 from the left and slightly behind. Stovic studied the ungainly plane. He had never seen an EP-3 close up. He had never wanted to see it close up. It wasnt a fighter, so he had never thought much about it. But now he noticed the bulges and antennas all over it, like body piercings defacing its otherwise clean body. Stovic watched Bruno carefully, waiting. Bruno glanced at him, raised his left hand above the canopy rail, then closed his fingers and thumb together, like grabbing a sandwich, to indicate he was about to open his speed brakes. Stovic moved his finger to the speed brake button. Twice, three times Bruno made the signal; then he moved his head forward and quickly back to signal execution. They deployed their speed brakes simultaneously, and their closure on the EP-3 slowed even more.

The EP-3 was flying at two hundred twenty knots, slow for the Hornets but manageable. Bruno moved up close to the EP-3, up to the cockpit where he could see the pilot, who waved at them. Bruno nodded. He looked over at Stovic, who was tucked comfortably under his left wing. Bruno backed off, dropped under the EP-3s left wing, kissed off Stovic, leaving him there, and crossed under the EP-3 to the right wing where he took up his own position. They tucked up close to the larger plane, now invisible to any radar that might be looking.



Chakib Nezzar glanced ahead as his flight lead lifted off the runway. He pushed his throttles all the way forward. Brilliant flames roared out the back of the enormous engines of his MiG-25 Foxbat as the huge Russian-made fighter raced down the runway outside Algiers. Nezzar raised his landing gear and climbed after Hamid to join him as they headed out to surprise the American spy plane.

They climbed through fifteen thousand feet, careful not to use any of their electronic equipment. The American plane could detect any electronic signal they might make, and it almost certainly had Arabic linguists aboard listening to any radio communications. It was nearly impossible to surprise one of the U.S. Navys EP-3 intelligence-gathering airplanes, but they were sure going to try.

Nezzar heard the first intercept transmissions. Bearing 350, distance 300. It was in the blind, requiring no acknowledgment. He knew it was for him, and he was to add ninety degrees to whatever heading they transmitted and subtract one hundred fifty kilometers from any distance. So the American plane was 080 from them, one hundred fifty kilometers away.

They increased their speed, pushing through the sound barrier, through Mach 1.2, and headed directly for the unsuspecting American plane, which was ten thousand feet below them.



Kent Rathman used his new CIA badge to open the door to the Counter-Terrorism section on the first floor of the enormous office building in Langley, Virginia. He was surprised it actually worked. The first time was always iffy. He walked down the hallway, looking for Don Jacobs, the Director of Counter-Terrorism at the Agency. He spotted Jacobss office across a large area full of cubicles and walked around to approach it from the side without the window so his approach couldnt be seen. He looked through the crack behind the door where it stood open and saw Jacobs still sitting at his desk checking his watch. Rathman stepped silently through the door. Morning, sir, he said quietly.

Jacobs jumped, catching the expression on his face before it could fully develop into the shock he felt. What are you doing in here? Are you Rathman?

Yes, sir.

Were supposed to meet in a conference room. Didnt you get my message?

Yes, sir, but there wasnt anyone there. I thought Id come find you and save you the walk.

Were still going to the conference room. He started walking down the hall, then stopped. We need to get one thing clear right away. I dont like games. If you like games, youre in the wrong place. You got that?

Rathman tried not to smile. Sorry, sir.

They reached the conference room. Jacobs grabbed a carafe and poured coffee from it. He held it up, asking Rathman if he wanted any.

Rathman took a cup gratefully. Thanks.

You come highly recommended.

Rathman said nothing.

Have you met Carpenter? Craig Carpenter was the Deputy Director of Operations, the number two in the DO, the Directorate of Operations. The Directorate of Operations consisted of several subdivisions, including the CAS, the Covert Action Staff for political and economic covert actions, the PM for paramilitary covert action, and the Special Operations Unit, for counterintelligence. Within the Special Operations Unit was the SAS, the Special Activities Staff.

Yes sir. Weve gotten to know each other pretty well.

Why did he pick you to set up a new SAS team?

I think I was just available. He interviewed me, and thought Id be a good liaison between the SAS and your people.

So youre now a member of the SAS. At least temporarily.

Most people talked about the SAS in hushed tones. It was odd to hear Jacobs asking about it in full voice, not caring who was listening. Yes, sir.

What do you know about them?

The SAS was one of the least well-known special operations units in the country. The Special Activities Staffa nice vague name for a very pointed, deadly groupwas responsible for covert action undertaken by the Agency. Rat had done his homework. He wasnt about to accept his current assignment without learning everything there was to know about the SAS. Ive gotten a lot of good information but would always like to know more.

You have a lot of experience, Jacobs said watching Rathmans face. You were involved with the French Special Forces in Bosnia. You nabbed several of the most wanted war criminals.

Rathman controlled his surprise. Who told you that?

And after the World Trade Center, your Navy group, Dev Group, was given a pretty free hand. We heard you were personally involved in several missions.

Rathman paused. I cant really talk about much of that.

Ive read all the op reports. You think Id let you be the liaison with my counterterrorism people without checking up on you?

I assumed you had, Rathman said.

One thing makes me wonder, though.

Whats that? Rathman asked, sipping from his coffee but not taking his eyes off Jacobs.

If youre so good, why did the Navy let you come on temporary duty to the SAS? Why would they let you go? Jacobs didnt want to say what he thought, that the SAS hadnt done as well as had been expected in the War on Terrorism. This was a clear attempt on the part of the special warfare community to cross-pollinate those who had done spectacularly well into the CIA. Jacobs resented it.

I was due to rotate, and my detailer was sending me back to BUDS. Basic Underwater Demolition/Seal training, in Coronado, California, was where all Navy SEALs were trained. They were going to make an instructor out of me. My Dev Group CO thought that was a waste. He set this up. Dev Group, or DEVGRU, the Development Group, as it was known, was the Navys counterterrorism SEAL team. The elite of the elite. The Navy didnt even acknowledge its existence. They would talk of a certain SEAL team, its predecessor, but not DEVGRU. The group was elusive, unidentifiable, able to work both under cover and overtly.

Jacobs stared at him. Too pat. Nothing else?

No, sir.

Sure?

Yes, sir.

You havent been sent here to show us how to do it or something, have you?

Not at all. I asked for another operational billet, and they asked me if Id be interested in going TAD to the SAS. That was mostly true. They had begged Rathman to go to the SAS. They needed more people operating at the highest levels. They needed to expand the American Special Forces capability wherever they could. And somebody had big plans for the SAS.

Jacobs smiled. So have you been able to set up your corporation?

All set, sir. International Security Consultants, Inc. Ive already got rental space in D.C., Virginia Beach, and New York and a whole bunch of employees. Even a few contracts. We even have a couple of weapons evaluation contracts from the U.S. government. Business is good.

It had better be. This has to be a going concern. You have to actually get business and fulfill contracts.

Were all set.

Jacobs drank from his cup as he looked over the top of it at Rathman, the one they called Rat. I understand youre good with languages.

Some. I cant do oriental languages, but I can handle a couple of others.

Jacobs stood. Whered you learn them?

Monterey. The Defense Language Institute was in Monterey, California. They could make someone speak like a native if they had him for long enough.

Where will you spend most of your time?

Here in Washington. This will be my main office. The Virginia Beach office is a good second bet. I dont plan on going to New York much.

How many people do you have working for you? I understand theyre all part of the package. He said package with some sarcasm, as if he wasnt quite sure what was in the package that had just been handed to him. The SAS usually operated in teams of twelve, sometimes two teams together.

Well, yes, sir. I thought your people interviewed and cleared all of them. At least thats what I was

Yes, yes, we did. How many?

Its a flexible number, frankly. They have their own operations here and there, unrelated to whatever Im doing, but in a push I could get probably twenty-four or so together for anything you needed.

Jacobs liked that answer. I look forward to working with you. Rat. He said Rat with the vague distaste he felt for anyone who was just outside his grip. By the way, why do they call you that?

Just a name thing. Based on my last name. RathmanRAT-man. It started at Annapolis. I look forward to working with you too, sir. Rat meant it. He was stepping into a different world. Operating with DEVGRU had been his life, covert overseas operations, raids, kidnappings ... other things ... all in support of the longstanding, smoldering War on Terrorism. They had had success, but there was much still to be done. Rat was enthusiastic about going after terrorists from a totally different angle, with different tools and objectives. Whatever it took. It was a dirty war, but a war nonetheless. I hope I can help you succeed.

Jacobss face broke into a wrinkled, reluctant, ironic smile. I need all the help I can get. Ill be in touch

A young man in a white shirt and tie and a CIA identification badge dangling from his neck rushed into the room. Mr. Jacobs, you said you wanted to know if that Algerian thing got hot.

Whats up? Jacobs asked, glancing at Rat.

The Algerians have launched fighters and are going after the EP-3.

How many?

Two.

Did we do the escort?

Yes, sir. Two Navy F/A-18s are under the wings.

Jacobs put down his cup. This could get interesting. He looked at Rat. Come on. Lets see what the Algerians do when they find out our unarmed intelligence plane isnt so unarmed.



The E-2C, operating two hundred miles away, broadcast through its encrypted radio to the two navy fighters: Gulf November 103 flight, you have two bogeys approaching from the west. Angels unknown, estimated speed, Mach 1.5.

Stovic felt a rush of adrenaline as the transmission sank in. He ensured his radar was off, as was his radar altimeter and anything else that would send electronic signals out of his airplane. They hadnt said a word on their radios since starting their jets. As far as anyone else could tell, they werent even there. Their radar signature would blend in with the EP-3 that flew five feet above their heads with its four large turboprop engines turning methodically.

Inside the EP-3 Chief Petty Officer Jerry Kenny pressed his earphones to his head. He squinted at the screen in front of him as he dialed the frequency in more carefully. He finally took his hands away, nodded to the linguist next to him, and pointed to the frequency. He started the tape. He switched the large screen display in front of him to the radar repeater mode and saw the two targets their air controller was watching. The two targets, bogeys, as they were being called, were fifty miles behind them.

The Chief, an Arabic linguist, looked at the radar return and compared it to the heading and distance information undoubtedly being transmitted to the fighters he was following on the screen. He watched the computer triangulate the GCI (Ground-Controlled Intercept) transmission he was listening to and confirmed it was coming from the Air Force base outside of Algiers that had launched the fighters thirty minutes ago.

Kenny nodded again and spoke through his lip mike, Theyre sending their fighters range and bearing data but are adding ninety degrees to the bearing and subtracting a hundred and fifty from the range. Pretty basic. Everybody got the fighter channel?

The three men to his right nodded. Okay. Sprague, see if you can find any other traffic we havent seen yet. Thompson, get on the HF and see if theyre getting any help from anybody else. Amad, check the ground crew transmissions again. See if anyone else is turning on the ground.

They all nodded their agreement.

Come on down, Kenny said to himself and smiled as he watched the two MiG-25 targets approaching them at an ever-increasing speed.

A similar picture was right in front of Stovic. The E-2C was transmitting its radar picture via data link to the airborne fighters. All Stovic and Bruno needed to see where the MiGs were was electrical power. Stovics screen showed the symbols for two data link bogeysinverted chevrons. He shook his head, moving his oxygen mask back and forth slightly. The MiGs were coming out to intimidate the unarmed EP-3 and probably thump itfly underneath it, then pull up directly in front of it to startle and intimidate the Americans. Instead they were about to get a rude surprise of their own.

The American radios were deathly quiet now. Everything that needed to be known was being transmitted by UHF data link. And it was always transmitting. No one who was listening to the UHF transmission would be able to make any sense of itit was all data and was all encryptedand the volume of transmission didnt change if things got more interesting. There was simply no way to know what the Americans were looking at or whether they were even tracking the MiGs.

Suddenly Stovics AN/ALR-67(V)3 radar warning receiver jumped to life. It was the unmistakable sound of a fighter radar. He tore his eyes away from his visual cues on the side of the EP-3 to glance at the display. MiG-25. Bigger than hell. Hed never seen this radar indication before. Few Americans had ever flown against the vaunted MiG-25. The Russians rarely sent them out, and the Algerians never did. It was the fastest jet fighter ever built. It was the gorilla of Russian fightersbig, fast, and mean.

Stovic watched the MiG radar. It was unusual for them to illuminate a target from forty miles away. They liked to sneak up on targets, illuminate late in the intercept, then be right on top of them. In this case, no doubt because they were confident the American surveillance plane was flying alone, they wanted the Americans to know they were coming, to be concerned and worried, and possibly do something they would never do if they kept their cool.

He ran through his combat checklist. His AIM-120 AMRAAMs were ready, as were the AIM-9 Sidewinders. His gun was fully loaded. He checked all his switches and held off only on the master arm switch, which would make his trigger hot as soon as he selected a weapon. Fifteen miles.



Mr. President, Sarah St. John said softly.

The President put down the New York Times. His favorite thing to do every morning when he was at Camp David was to read the paper. He knew that his National Security Advisor wouldnt interrupt him lightly. What is it?

Theyre all airborne. You said you wanted to know.

The President drank from his orange juice.

The Algerians are coming out?

Yes, sir. MiG-25s.

How many?

Just two.

Thats a pretty big fighter, isnt it?

Yes, sir. Biggest one theyve got. Very fast. Capable of Mach 3.

President Kendrick sat back. Think they know what were up to?

We dont think so, she replied.

You still having doubts? the President asked.

This decision has been made, sir. I just think if something happens, it will look like we set them up.

He rolled up the Times, tossed it to the middle of the table, and stood. Get everybody. Lets go over this one more time. Could we still call off our fighters?

She nodded. Theyre escorting the EP-3, but nothing has happened yet. Weve only got a few minutes, though.

Get everybody into the conference room.

She hurried out of the room. It wouldnt take long, since they were all eating breakfast in the guest dining room in the next building. It was only his Chief of Staff, the Secretary of Defense, and Sarah St. John, the National Security Advisor. They gathered in the newly refurbished high-tech briefing room just next to the room where the President had been eating. The table he had been sitting at had been quickly taken away, and the room had been restored to a family room with a large brick fireplace.

They gave St. John curious looks as they entered the large room. What could have happened in the last thirty minutes since they had received the security brief?

President Kendrick stood against the wall in a loose-fitting polo shirt and khakis. Go ahead, Sarah.

Weve talked about this. We agreed to send the Truman battle group into Algerias new two-hundred-mile limit

We had to, Sarah, Stuntz said. Howard Stuntz was the Secretary of Defense and was forever nipping at her heels, trying to impress her with his superiority. She had learned to deflect most of his comments. We dont let countries just shut down international waters. And here, its right by the Strait of Gibraltar.

Of course, she replied. But the EP-3, with fighter escort, could be seen as provocation. I just wanted to make sure we were all on the same page.

Stuntz rolled his eyes. I hope it does provoke them. I mean really, a two-hundred-mile economic zone? No ships or airplanes allowed? Its ridiculous. What did they think we were going to do? Just say okay, close off the western Mediterranean? Libya did the same thing with their Line of Death. Same deal. Same result. We sent in carrier battle groups until they made some stupid moves, lost some boats and airplanes and relented. The Line of Death,  he said in a mocking tone, suddenly went away.

She looked at the map of northern Africa that someone had called up on the huge projection screen in front of them. It had the positions of the forces in place, including the carrier battle group, the EP-3, and the F/A-18E Super Hornets with it. Approaching from the west were the two symbols representing the Algerian fighters. I just dont want another China incident.

Stuntz grunted. Weve got to protect the EP-3

Kendrick interrupted. Look, all that has happened is the Algerians have launched a couple of fighters. Thats what we expected. Theres nothing new. If they go out there and see the escort, they should turn around and tell all their friends maybe the American intelligence planes arent such easy targets. Right?

St. John replied, Yes, sir. Thats why were doing this. I just wanted to keep the bigger picture in mind. The new regime in Algeria has been on the sidelines in the War on Terrorism, but theyre sympathetic to the wrong people. They havent done what we feared. Im just concerned this could push them over the edge.

The Chief of Staff, Dennis Arlberg, a lifelong friend of the President, watched the President as the others spoke. Then he jumped in. Look, the EP-3 is a national asset. The NSA and everybody else care a lot about what happens to it. This new regime in Algeria is borderline irrational. They come from people who used to kill civilian villagers in their own country for intimidation. They dont come from the same kind of thinking we do. They are the ones who came up with the two-hundred-mile limit. Not us. And they had to know we always challenge restrictions on international waters. Always have, always will. No matter who is President.

The only thing different about this is the escort. But if you think we should troll up and down the coast of Algeria in their new two-hundred-mile limit without protecting an unarmed, slow airplane, youre out of your mind. If they make something of it, its at their peril, and we have a carrier battle group right there in case they do.

Kendrick asked, Is the MiG-25 a problem for the Super Hornet?

Stuntz shook his head. Anything can happen, of course, but it shouldnt be any problem.

Anything else? Kendrick asked. No one responded. Keep me posted.



Twelve miles behind Stovic and Bruno, Chakib Nezzar and Hamid, the lead pilot, accelerated to Mach 2. They stayed together, transmitting from their radars to ensure the EP-3 knew who was coming after them. They kept their noses below the horizon to get down to the Americans altitude quickly. Chakib kept his left hand on his throttle and ran through his combat checklist. He knew there wasnt any chance of combat, but he had live missiles on board and needed to do everything by the book.

Eight miles. Chakib could now see their target. He squinted at the airplane, afraid his eyes were tricking him. He had seen photos of the EP-3 before. It looked like the antisubmarine P-3, only fatter, with odd antennas and bulges, clearly modified for the collection of intelligence. But hed never realized just how fat it really wasbulbous, stubby, ungainly, unlike the photos he had seen. There was something odd, or wrong. The fuselage was moving from side to side as if it were made of unattached parts. Chakib leaned forward and squinted, wondering what exactly he was seeing.

As they closed on the EP-3 at fourteen hundred miles per hour, Chakibs heart went to his throathe realized he was looking at four jet engine exhausts that didnt belong to the EP-3. Four afterburning exhausts. It had to be an illusion of some sort. Then he saw the other four wings and the other four tails, the ones attached to the four afterburning engines, the ones that defined the images his brain had refused to recognizetwo American F/A-18s tucked under the wings of the EP-3, waiting for them. There was no way they could slow down. They were committed to flying below the EP-3 at twice the speed of sound, underneath two of her front-line fighters armed to the teeth, and would pull out directly in front of them.

Chakib cursed and quickly threw his master arm on. If the Americans were going to take the MiGs, it wouldnt be without a fight.

His lead quickly transmitted in a high-pitched voice in Arabic, American F-18s under the wings!

Chakib grimaced. He looked up and saw the EP-3 pass directly overhead a thousand feet above them. They screamed past the Americans. The supersonic booms from the MiGs shook the EP-3 and the two Hornets violently. He saw the Hornets light their afterburners, begin to pull away from the EP-3, and accelerate to catch up with the MiGs. Chakib watched as his flight lead pulled up hard into a climb, as they had planned, but now they were climbing in front of two armed F/A-18s that could shoot them down any moment. Chakib held his breath against the hard G forces pushing him into his seat at six times the force of gravity. Their noses pointed up as they climbed away from the Americans. Good, he thought. Lets just go high and head back to Algiers. We have shown them they cant just fly down our coast without cost. But as they straightened out with their noses pointing directly away from the earth and his lead chattering on the radio to the ground controllers in Algiers, he saw his lead come out of afterburner.
He frowned and pressed his lips together. No, he thought. Keep your speed up and head back.

As their speed dropped below Mach 1.5 and headed toward subsonic, Hamid pulled his MiG back toward the Americans. Dont do that, Chakib said to himself. But he knew better than to transmit on the radio such a disagreement with his leader. And he had heard the ground controller encourage Hamid to continue investigating the American spy plane.

He reduced his throttle and pulled the stick back to bring the nose of the Foxbat around toward the Americans, now a mile behind them in perfect missile firing position.

The two MiGs dropped below supersonic and began turning even more sharply.

Lock them up! Hamid commanded.

Chakib shook his head as he turned his fire control radar back toward the American fighters and raced toward them.

Bruno was shocked to see the MiGs turning back. The MiG-25 had no hope of prevailing in a turning fight with an F/A-18. In a straight race, there was no contest; the MiG was much faster. But the contest was equally unbalancedin the other directionin a turning fight.

Combat checklist. Master arm on, Bruno transmitted.

Roger. Stovic flipped up the switch just over his left knee. They watched as the MiG-25s came back down from altitude, heading directly toward them, or possibly back toward the EP-3 that was behind them.

Bruno transmitted to the controller on the ship for the first time on their encrypted channel. Pueblo, theyre turning back into us.

Weve got them.

Any instructions?

Intercept and escort.

Roger, Bruno said, acknowledging the only order that was really possible. They had no indication the Algerians had anything in mind other than a little sporting flight, a quick flipping of the bird, then back to the officers club to boast to their Algerian friends how they had shown up the Americans.

Stovic was on Brunos left in combat spreada mile off and slightly higherwatching the two MiGs turn back. He put the MiG on the left in the reticle in the middle of the HUDthe Heads-Up Displayon his windscreen and pressed the button on the throttle to focus his radar energy around that point. The radar immediately saw the reflected energy from the MiG-25 and locked it up. The symbology on the HUD changed to show he had a target locked up and an AMRAAM (Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile) selected, the AIM-120, a smart missile that had its own internal radar.

Stovic and Bruno were thinking alike. Without saying a word they kept their throttles at full military powerfull speed without afterburner. They would stay subsonic and maneuverable, their place of best advantage against a MiG-25.

Chakib Nezzar was breathing harder than he wanted to. Hamid was still in the same hard turn down toward the earth, and Chakib was trying to follow. He transmitted, They have me locked up!

Hamid looked at his own receiver just in time to see and hear the energy from Brunos F/A-18 radar battering the skin of his airplane. Hamid leveled off from his slashing downward turn and prepared to climb over the Americans, who were in front of them and below them, clear against the dark blue sea underneath.

Chakib leveled gratefully next to Hamid and waited for him to begin his inevitable climb. Hamid reset the autopilot switches, then returned his hand to the stick to begin the climb. His gloved hand reached too far and pushed the large handlelike trigger on the backside of the stick. The large AA-10 missile on his left wing dropped and fired, leaving a large trail of white smoke as it headed down toward the ocean, unguided. Hamid cursed and quickly turned off his radar to prevent any chance of the missile guiding, or hitting anyone.

Chakibs mouth flew open as he yelled into his oxygen mask, No!

Bruno began yelling at the same time. Were being fired on! He watched the missile go straight out from the Foxbat. Animal, he said. Check the

Stovics heart pounded as he heard Bruno on the radio. He kept his eye on his target as the huge radar-guided missile from the other Foxbat tore from the jet. Everything proceeded in slow motion, as if he were watching a movie. He focused on the MiG-25 on the left, the wingman. As he watched the MiG that had fired turn hard away, the one that hadnt fired continued toward him. He found himself icily calm and acutely aware that he didnt feel any danger; there was a chance the missile that had come off the MiG had gone instantly stupid or had been a mistake. But he also knew the rules of engagement, and based on what had happened, he could fire with a free conscience. He might never have such an opportunity again.

Shooting down a MiG was a dream. Every Navy fighter pilot carried around a not-so-secret dream of shooting down an enemy fighter. But what had raced into Stovics mind was more than just the glory that might come to his Navy career from being known as a MiG killer. It was how he might use that new reputation to accomplish his lifelong dream of becoming a Blue Angel, a member of the Navys elite flight demonstration squadron. He found his dreams crowding out his judgment as he moved his finger up on the inboard throttle to the trigger, determined to shoot.

He looked at the base of the HUD, confirmed he had a good AIM-120 AMRAAM selected, and pulled the trigger before Bruno could finish his sentence.

The missile flew off in a rage and guided toward the Foxbat on the left, directly in front of him, accelerating to Mach 4. Fox one! Stovic transmitted, indicating to those on the carrier that he had fired a radar missile at the target. The frequency came alive with radio transmissions. Other fighters were racing to their aid, and the controllers were shocked and looking for the Admiral to get directly involved. The Hornet computer showed Stovic how long until impact on his HUD.

Bruno released his microphone button on the throttle. Never mind, he said to himself. Inadvertent or not, it was a shot, and Stovic was justified in returning fire. He selected an AMRAAM on his weapons selection panel and waited to see what came next. If the other MiG fired, he would fire instantly. Under any rules of engagement he was entitled to defend himself. But something made him hold his fire. He just couldnt believe the MiGs had come out to shoot somebody or that the presence of the Hornets so rattled them that they fired out of fear or panic. It just didnt make any sense. He reduced his throttle to keep his distance from the MiGs and watched the two missiles in front of him. The Algerian missile had gone straight down to the ocean, and Stovics missile was heading straight for the wingman.

Chakib saw the missile come off the Hornet. Just what he had expected, and just what he would have done if he had been flying the Hornet. But the missile was coming at him. It flew straight toward him, leaving its thick white smoke trail behind it, like a flaming arrow flying through the sky directly at his heart. As the MiGs had started up, they were tempted to continue up, but they knew that as fast as they were, the AMRAAM was faster. They pulled hard away from each other and broke down toward the water. The AMRAAM had no problem distinguishing the MiG from the water.

Stovic kept waiting for the MiG to fire back, to attempt to shoot him down as the other MiG had already fired. He couldnt imagine what was going through the mind of the pilot as he tried to maneuver his heavy fighter away from the best air-to-air radar missile in the world. The AMRAAM came up from under the Foxbat and slammed into its left wing. The warhead exploded in a fraction of a second, sending its fragments into the Algerian fighter and severing the wing.

The Foxbat flipped into uncontrolled flight and threw Chakib up against the canopy. He tried to reach the ejection handle but could only touch it with his fingertips. Chakib fought the panic that gripped his throat as his MiG tumbled out of control. Several fragments of the American missile had punctured the back of the airtight cockpit and wind noise shrieked in his ears through his helmet. He could hear Hamid screaming at him on the radio, but the sounds were drowned out by the dying sounds of the MiG engines coming apart and the wind. Chakib watched the sky and earth spin in front of him. He couldnt tell if he was right side up or upside down. He was spinning too fast. The G forces mounted, forcing him up higher against the canopy. He pushed himself down from the canopy with one hand and finally wrapped his fingers around the ejection handle. He pulled it with all his strength and felt it move up four inches. He waited for the canopy to come off the MiG. Nothing.

He pulled the handle again, then reached for the alternate handle. He pulled it. Still nothing. It was then he felt smoke in his eyes and smelled it through his oxygen mask. He began to panic. He reached for the emergency canopy jettison handle. He heard Hamid transmit on the radio, Chakib! Get out of the airplane! You are on fire!

I cant! he screamed. The ejection seat is not re He pulled the canopy jettison handle, the canopy rails were blown off by explosive cord, and the canopy flew off the airplane. I got the canopy off!

Wind whistled around him, throwing him back against his seat, which was now free to burn in the open air. Fragments from the missile warhead had disabled the seat and punctured the rocket fuel that should have thrown the ejection seat clear of the airplane. It now burned intensely just behind Nezzar, through the entire back of the ejection seat and the parachute in it. It started burning the harnesses that kept him strapped in and the boots on his feet. Theres fire! he cried. The seat is on fire!

Stovic watched as the Foxbat continued to spin toward the Mediterranean. He kept his radar locked on the second Foxbat, which was between him and the burning plane.

Animal, knock it off, knock it off, Bruno transmitted, using Stovics call sign to make sure he heard him.

Chakib strained to get out of the cockpit and away from the fire. He saw with horror that the skin on the back of his hands was hanging off, drooping to the side as if made from putty. The pain on his feet was intolerable as he pushed himself up into the airstream, away from the seat. Im on fire! Im on fire! Chakibs screams were transmitted over and over again on his radio.

Get out! Hamid yelled.

Chakibs plane plummeted down in a perfect spiral trailing a long flame and black smoke behind it. He kept his microphone on the entire way down, crying out in pain, screaming that he was on fire, until he clearly couldnt take any more. He finally wrapped his wounded hand around the emergency release handle and pulled with everything he had left. He felt the pressure release from his harnesses, and he climbed out of the Foxbat cockpit to escape the fire. He jumped and flew up into the airstream. He was pulled out of the cockpit and just missed the two huge tails of the Foxbat as the airstream pulled him behind his falling jet. As the Foxbat spun below him, he reached up to his left shoulder with his right hand, the burned skin hanging down toward the sea, and pulled the ripcord to manually deploy the parachute. He felt the cord release and the back of the parachute open. The wind whipped it up, and he looked up over his head expectantly. The white silk parachute was a tattered mess with brown singed
edges on large and small holes. The half of the parachute on his right was detached from the risers, spilling out all the air that might have slowed him. His parachute was burned, ruined, and there was no backup. Chakib looked down at the sea. He watched his Foxbat plunge in below him, throwing up a tower of white water. He looked up at the American fighter that had shot him down.

High above in the EP-3, the Arabic linguists put down their headsets solemnly. Their smiles had vanished.

Splash one Foxbat, Lieutenant Stovic transmitted to the controller on the Truman as he circled and followed the Foxbat down to the sea. He watched it hit with satisfaction, then looked at the pilot and realized the same thing the pilot had realized, that his parachute wasnt going to stop him. He was doomed.

Roger. Good shooting, the controller replied. Wheres the second bogey?

Bruno watched the other MiG circle the white foamy remnant of his wingman far below them above the Mediterranean. Hes on scene SAR.

Should we send a helo?

Negative. His chute never opened.

Roger that. Your signal is RTB. Return to base.

He glanced over at Stovic, who had joined on his wing. Roger, RTB.
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The phone rang in the studio apartment in Georgetown with a loud, demanding ring that Ismael had grown to hate. Several weeks before, he had taken the phone apart, disarmed the bell, and installed a light instead. But he had quickly learned that he couldnt see the light all the time, especially when he was asleep. He had put the bell back in but had lined half of it with felt, so the ring sounded like a muffled, distant request. It hadnt been enough to wake him, so he had taken the felt off and restored it to its original state. Now it annoyed him again, but it was enough to wake him.

Ismael! his mother cried as soon as he answered the phone.

Ismael felt a chill of dread. His mother had not called him once since he had left Algeria three years before to come to Washington to study engineering. His father always called. Always. His mother would use most of the time to talk to her second son, but she never placed the call. Mother, what is it? Why are you calling me in the middle of the night? he replied in the comfortable Arabic they spoke in their home.

Your brother!

What about him? What?

He is dead! she shrieked, breaking down into uncontrollable sobs as soon as the declaration was out of her mouth.

Ismael could barely speak. Dead? What happened?

There was no reply, just the sound of his mother sobbing in a way that he had never heard before, the kind that told him her life had broken and was beyond repair. His father took the phone. Ismael, he said in his deep, soothing voice.

What happened? Is this true?

Yes. It is true

But how? Was there an accident?

No. The Americans. They came to challenge the two-hundred-mile

No! he cried, his head falling. I knew as soon as I saw that we were saying

The Americans sent their aircraft carrier here to provoke us. They sent one of their spy planes to fly near our coast. We sent fighters out after it, and there was a battle. Your brother was shot down.

No, Ismael moaned. They shot him down?

Yes. I spoke with the pilot who was with him, in the other plane.

Did he parachute out? Is he in the sea?

His father hesitated. After some prodding he had gotten the entire story from the other pilot, including the fire and the desperate attempt to climb out of the jet. Ismael didnt need to know it all. It would just hurt more. There was no parachute. The American missile hit right at the cockpit. He was killed instantly.

Ismaels mind was flooded with memories of his older brother. His hero. His brother was in nearly every memory he had of his entire life, and it all came back to him at once. The heaviness of the new emptiness in his life hit him like a fall onto his back from a fence that he recalled from Algiers. His brother had tried to break the fall but to no availhe had landed flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him. He had lain motionless, staring up at his brother, wondering if he was dying. He felt the same thing now as he stared at the memory of his brothers face.

Neither of them had married, but they had looked forward to raising their children together. They had promised to live near each other in their favorite section of Algiers, near a small park where their sons could play soccer together. He fought back tears as he tried to talk. I will leave today. Mother needs me.

No, there is nothing you can do. We dont even have the body ... It is so far

There will be a funeral for him.

Yes, but we dont know when.

I will be there.

I am sorry to have had to tell you this, Ismael. His fathers lips quivered as he tried to retain his composure. He was a physician. He dealt with death every day. But he never expected to have to deal with the death of one of his sons. He desperately wanted to see his only remaining child, but he didnt want to look weak before him or his mother. He tried to sound calm as he replied, Do come home, son. It would be good for your mother. For ... all of us. Do you have enough money to get

I have money.

But your studies?

I have an exam in three days. I will leave that afternoon. I must be there.

Thank you.



Roll it! Commander Bruno yelled at exactly 2000 hours on the night of the busiest day of his life. He sat in his gray steel and burgundy chair in the front of Ready Room 7, directly under the arresting gear aboard the USS Harry S. Truman. The Ragin Bulls, VFA-37Strike-Fighter Squadron 37had a nightly tradition, which was common in Navy squadrons, of gathering in the ready room for an evening movie. The commanding officer would set the time, and the duty officer would ensure that the moviea DVD actuallyrolled at that timeto the secondand that it was framed on the screen and in focus. If he failed, he was subjected to endless ridicule, various objects were thrown at him, and he would receive an additional day of duty, where he might be able to redeem himself.

The evening had become a big party. Their squadron mate had shot down the first MiG a Navy pilot had shot down in years and the first MiG-25 ever. In a short time they would be headed home, out of the Mediterranean to Norfolk, Virginia. It was the perfect ending to a fabulous cruise in the Med.

Stovic tried to act as if nothing had happened. When he and Commander Bruno had landed after the shoot-down, the atmosphere aboard the carrier had been electric, particularly in their ready room. Everyone on the carrier from the Admiral down to the lowliest seaman apprentice knew that the MiGs had been after a defenseless EP-3, the slow, lumbering intelligence plane that some Air Forces liked to intimidate. The aggressors had gotten a rude surprise, and had paid dearly for it. The schoolyard bully had picked on the chubby kid again, but this time had discovered a big brother who wasnt afraid. The squadron wanted to hear every word of what had happened. Over and over again Stovic had been called on to recount the shoot-down.

The movie finally rolled, but it was a surprise. Bruno had made a copy of Stovics gun camera tape. It was in the VCR waiting for the signal. When the duty officer rolled the tape, all the pilots expected Terminator 3, starring Arnold Schwarzenegger. Instead they got the gun camera film. They all recognized it instantly and roared their approval. They watched as the MiG-25s flew by them and pulled up; they listened to the radio comm between Bruno and Stovic; and they screamed enthusiastically as they saw the MiG-25 fire at Bruno. Stovic replied instantly by firing his own missile at the shooters wingman.

There were cries for a rerun of the gun camera film, but Bruno shook his head. Roll em! he yelled again, and T-3 lit up the screen.

The start was perfect again. Commander Bruno grinned and gave his approving thumbs-up to the squadron duty officer, who relaxed for the first time in eighteen hours. The phone was still ringing off the wall. Grubby, a Lieutenant, junior grade, had been ordered by Bruno to protect him and Animal from all the curious callers who just wanted to hear the story of the shoot-down. They had told it enough. He knew Stovic needed to be with his familyhis squadron matesto feel normal and allow what had happened to settle in.

The phone rang again. Stovic sat on the far left side of the ready room in the second row, in his assigned chair, which had his name stitched into the seat cover. He glanced at Grubby as he tried to concentrate on Arnold. He saw Grubby look at him, raise his hand in assurance, and shake his head to whoever was on the phone. Grubby hung up and returned his own attention to the movie.

There was a knock on the door in the front of the ready room. Grubby jumped up from his chair, furious that someone would ignore the signs clearly hanging on the doors in the front and the back of the ready room that read do not disturb! classified brief under way!

He pulled the door open, stepped out of the ready room, and closed the door behind him to keep the room dark. The red passageway lights illuminated the faces of two officers in khakis and flight jackets that he recognized immediately. Commander Rob Strauss, the ships Intelligence Officer, and Lieutenant Commander Jennifer Harrow, the Air Wing Intelligence Officer. Yes sir, maam? Grubby said.

Strauss spoke. We need to talk to Lieutenant Stovic.

Grubby grimaced. Boy, hes about debriefed out. Didnt you guys already talk to him a couple of times?

We need to talk to him again. A few more questions have come up.

I dont know. Grubby shook his head widely. Hes really beat. Im not sure he even has any voice left.

Well write yes and no on a piece of paper, and he can point, Harrow added sarcastically.

Cant it wait until tomorrow? Skipper told me not to let anyone interrupt him. Hes in the middle of a debrief right now.

You mean a movie?

Im sure some of the pilots are watching the movie

This is from CAG himself, Harrow said, invoking the Air Wing commander for the first time. His desires trumped those of any squadron commander.

You sure this cant wait?

Were sure.

All right. Wait here. Ill ask the Skipper, and if he says its okay, Ill get Animal out of his debrief.

They nodded, and he slid back into the ready room, ducking under the huge image of Arnold brandishing some unrecognizable weapon. He crossed to Bruno and crouched beside his chair. Ships Intel and CAG Intel want to talk to Animal.

Those guys never give up. He glanced over at Stovic, who was deeply involved in the movie. Okay, but were going to rewind to this spot when he comes back.

Yes, sir, Grubby said. He stood up to his full height so he blocked the movie, a move that was greeted instantly by catcalls and various missiles. He pointed to Stovic and motioned for him to come to the front of the room.

Stovic excused himself down the aisle and followed out the front door. The two Intelligence Officers were waiting for him. Whats up?

We had a couple more questions. Weve sent off the initial message, and as you might expect, Washington has some questions.

Shoot.

Most can wait to later, but one cant, Harrow said.

Stovic felt his heart jump. What?

Harrow glanced at Strauss and asked, How do you know the MiG that fired was firing at you?

Stovic was surprised at the question. He narrowed his eyes as if he were answering a question that was so obvious it was all he could do to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. It wasnt me, so much. I assumed he was firing at the Skipper. But when I saw the missile come off the rails I knew he was shooting at somebody. He might have been shooting at the EP-3, I guess, which was about five miles behind us. Could be. But that didnt really matter to me. Once he fired at us, the fight was on.

Strauss followed up. How do you know it wasnt an inadvertent missile release? An accident?

Stovic rolled his eyes. Is that what this is about? They claiming it was an accident?

Strauss and Harrow nodded.

What a crock. If you fly up supersonic after three American planesokay, so they thought it was one planethen pull a big turn back into them and fire a missile, I dont really care whether they had an accident or not. Thats hostile, and Im not going to sit around and try to figure it out. Check the gun camera tape. You can see the missile come off long before I shoot.

We looked at it, Harrow said. His missile never guided.

Stovic was incredulous. So what? So theyve got a stupid missile, or they dont keep their radars up to snuff. So what?

Why didnt Commander Bruno fire?

Stovics face turned red. I dont know. Why dont you ask him? He waited as the impact of his rhetorical question was less than he had hoped. Are we done?

Not quite, they said, looking up and down the small passageway leading to the main fore and aft passageway outside the ready room. Weve got the pilot on tape, Harrow said in a near whisper.

What? Stovic asked.

The EP-3 was listening to their ground control radio. As soon as the missile came off the rail, the lead MiG broke radar lock. Did you notice that?

No, Stovic said defensively. He didnt have me locked up.

Right. He had Commander Bruno locked up. And then he shut his radar off and turned away. She looked up into his eyes to make sure he was getting her point. To make sure his missile didnt guide. He transmitted to his ground controller that his missile came off the rail in error. He squeezed the trigger when turning. He said he was turning away to disengage when you shot his wingman.

Stovic didnt know what to say. You buy that? You think his master arm switch just happened to be on? Was that a mistake too?

Does the MiG-25 have a master arm switch? she asked, making a note.

Sure as hell, Stovic replied. Sorry. Ive got no sympathy. Anybody that goes into a fighteven an intercept with a fighter from another countrywith his master arm on is taking the risk of an accidental shot. Thats just too bad for him. He shrugged. Thats the way things go in the major leagues. When you throw at a batters head, you might just get hit yourself. Even if the ball just got away from you. He turned to go back into the ready room. The guy shouldve jumped out earlier.

He couldnt, Harrow replied.

Why not? Stovic frowned. Suddenly hot, he rolled up the sleeves on his olive flight suit, the same one he had been wearing during the shoot-down.

His seat failed. He was burning to death, so he jumped out. He hit the water right after his jet. Theyre trying to recover the body.

Stovic closed his eyes and nearly laughed. Unbelievable. Hero to goat in eight short hours. Thanks for telling me. You really made my day.

I thought youd want to know what happened, Harrow said.

Stovic was about to say something he would regret. He held his tongue, walked quickly back into the ready room and down the row to his still warm seat. No one could see that his ears were red from embarrassment and humiliation.

Rewind! Bruno yelled to the duty officer, who was about to do just that when the ready room phone rang again. He answered it, argued with the person on the other line, then nodded vigorously as he looked at his luminous watch dial for the current time. He placed the receiver back on its cradle and stood at his duty desk. He yelled to Stovic, Animal! CAG wants to see you!

Stovics blood went cold. What for? he asked weakly. The others laughed and slapped him as he made his way down the row again.

Get this, Grubby said, getting everyones attention as he turned down Arnolds carnage. Today show sent a message. They want you on in two days, and CAG is flying you off to Rota, Spain, to head back to New York!

Whoa! the officers yelled.

Bruno stood and shook his hand. Hero for a day! he said, smiling. The Ragin Bulls will be watching!
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You were saying? Kendrick said to St. John, who was running the meeting, much to the distress of Stuntz, the Secretary of Defense, and Woods, the Director of Central Intelligence.

Yes, sir. Weve been hearing loudly and directly from Algeria, she said, looking at Woods. They are beyond furious. They are screaming we set them up, that we attacked after an inadvertent shot came off their plane, that they turned away and we took advantage of the situation to embarrass them. They say it is an act of war, a declaration of war on our part, and we had better be prepared for a response.

Or what? Stuntz interjected. What are they going to do? Send more of their crack Air Force out after the carrier battle group? Let them send them all. I hope like hell they do. This is nothing a sound ass-kicking wont take care of, Mr. President. This new group of lunatics that has gotten control of the country needs to understand the penalty of playing recklessly with the big boys.

Kendrick tried not to laugh. Stuntz was a great Secretary of Defense. He got everything organized, running smoothly, and ran the budget like a Swiss railroad, but he was over the top in his belief that force could solve any problem. What penalty did you have in mind?

Well, the National Security Advisor a minute agoif I heard her right, and I may not havejust suggested we pull back outside the two-hundred-mile limit. I say the hell with that. We should go in to the twelve-mile limit, the only recognized international waters limit, which is really three anyway, but for

Stewart, what are you hearing?

Woods waited until there was complete quiet. We have good information that they are planning a strike against the carrier battle group. Probably at first light. Theyre not much for flying at night anyway, but over the water? Never. We think theyre going to come after the Truman first thing in the morning.

What do they have that they could put in the air?

Some more MiG-25s, MiG-21s, MiG-23s, the usual Soviet fighters, but not that many of them.

Could the Truman handle them?

Stuntz wanted to answer that. If you dont mind, Stewart? Stuntz insisted.

Woods shook his head.

Sir, the Truman almost certainly could handle it. With its battle group and antiair capability, they could take whatever Algeria wanted to bring. But there might be an American plane or two that would get lost, and theres always the risk of a kamikaze type of attack. There would be some risk.

What is the other carrier relieving the Truman?

Eisenhower.

Can they handle it between them?

Almost certainly. But I think we just let that come. If they want to attack two American battle groups with their old MiGs? Let them. What we need to decide is whether to pull them outside this bogus two-hundred-mile limit. I vote a big hell no. Move them in closer. Stick their stupid noses in it.

St. John was less sure. Theres no additional risk, and it could easily be seen as a desire to give no further provocation

Further? Stuntz asked.

Yes. Further. I told you going inside that limit would set them off. Well, it did.

So what? Stuntz asked, amazed.

So if we hadnt done that, we wouldnt be here now. The can of worms is open, but we dont know whats inside. These people have no track record. They could do anything.

And if they hadnt set a silly, arbitrary limit, we wouldnt have had to test them, would we? Stuntz asked her.

In any case, Mr. President, as your National Security Advisor, it is my belief that there is substantial additional risk in leaving the Navy ships within that limit, and virtually no benefit. Weve made our point. There is great benefit in pulling them back a little, and no additional risk. I think we should take both carrier battle groups outside two hundred miles. Then if the Algerians come out, our carriers will see them coming from a long way away and can take whatever action is appropriate.

State?

The Secretary of State, Richard Moore, thought for a while, then walked slowly to the front of the room and stood in front of the electronic chart. He was the oldest person there by at least ten years. Mr. President, I think when teaching someone a lesson, its best to confine the learning to one subject. One thing at a time. Otherwise there could be confusion. Right now they are angry. Humiliated and angry. That is a dangerous combination. And although its not that big a lesson, it is a clear one. If thats the picture you want, you should pull back now. If on the other hand you want to start a war with Algeria, then you should keep the carriers where they are.

Hows the diplomatic community responding?

Officially? They are disappointed in our provocative moves. In private, the Europeans at least say they would have done the same thing.

What about this idea that our pilot shot when he didnt have to?

Stuntz turned his head toward the President, sitting at the end of the table opposite the Secretary of State, who was still standing in front of the electronic chart. Sir, Ive personally reviewed the gun camera tape. It was sent back from the carrier. Everyone on my staff agreesunder the pressure of the moment, our pilot was justified in shooting. It met the criteria as a hostile act under the rules of engagement they have been using. Anything else is just academic. He was justified, and he shot. Nobody can second-guess him now.

The President stood slowly. I want hourly updates from intelligence and diplomatic traffic. This thing may heat up a lot, or it may cool down. If it heats up, it wont be because of anything we have done. I want the Eisenhower to steam through the Strait of Gibraltar and rendezvous with the Truman. And tell both the battle groups to stay two hundred miles away from Algeria to the extent they are able. Stewart, how are we for the ability to collect intelligence on Algeria?

Were in good shape, sir. Lots of things in place. Anything big coming, we should hear about it.

Kendrick looked calm. Then were right where we want to be, he said.



Rat checked his pulse as he stepped off the treadmill. He much preferred running outdoors, through woods or by streams, but he had wanted to check out this civilian gym in D.C., which had the reputation of being an outstanding gym without too many politicos. Not too many obsessive staffers and interns beginning their idealistic little political careers.

The gym was three floors high, with free weights on the ground floor, exercise equipment on the second floor, and a track on the third floor. It was sparkling new and overall was the best gym he had ever seen. Rat had spent most of his time in small, smelly Navy gyms or packed into some forgotten corner of an amphibious ship where a universal gym had been crammed. He kept a log book recording every workout. It helped him keep a balanced program and kept him honest on the rare days when he didnt feel like working out.

Rat rubbed the sweat off his arms with a small towel and saw the logo for a special report from Fox News
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