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MISSION: TANK WAR

 


In the late 1960s, the Cold War threatened
the survival of mankind. The map of the world was being recolored.
And so, to help keep the uneasy peace a new group of mercenaries
was born, known as Weapons Analysis and Research, Incorporated.

WAR, Inc., did not supply fighting troops. It
did supply training, equipment, systems, advice and technical
knowhow for using the equipment of modern warfare. Its men were
carefully-selected experts at their jobs, men such as Peter
Carthage, formally a major in the Intelligence branch of the United
States Army.

 


A small, oil-rich Arab nation is about to
lose its status as a British protectorate. A superior enemy force
lurks in the wings, waiting to invade, led by Soviet tanks. How
many men from War, Inc. (a company with an ultra-scientific
approach to warfare) does it take to stop an army of tanks? Six —
debonair Peter Carthage and five specialists, accompanied by a
plucky young British woman determined to rescue a kidnapped
brother.
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It could have been a scene from a Grade C movie. A
company of soldiers crouched around the wall circling a
pumping station were valiantly defending it against native
tribesmen.

The tribesmen, their white
robes flapping as they rode around the station,
screamed ancient curses in Arabic. Their long Craig rifles
cracked red flame, and the defenders’ sub-machine guns
stuttered white streams of tracer slugs into the night.

As in the movie, an occasional man would
crumple behind the wall or slide off his horse, eyes wide and
hands at his chest as a widening splotch of red stained his
tunic.

The blood was real.

The battle had gone on for half an hour, with
neither side gaining an advantage, when an anachronism appeared. A
high-winged monoplane flew into sight and began making
purposeful circles over the battle area. This observer took
neither side, and the combatants, from lack of choice,
ignored the plane. Over the droning sound of the engine and
the sharp bursts of gunfire could be heard the clacking of a heavy
camera shutter within the plane, if anyone below paused long enough
to listen for it.

In director’s-chair position on a sand dune
overlooking the action, a tall man in the garb of a desert
chieftain sat astride a milk-white Arabian stallion and stared
impassively at the scene below. Emotion crossed his face only
twice: one brief moment of savage joy when the tribesmen
succeeded in blowing up a pipeline where it entered the station,
and again a trace of bewilderment when the plane appeared.

At
an almost imperceptible hand signal from the
chieftain, the tribesmen left the attack and gathered in a group
just out of range of the wall. Several figures dropped and remained
flat on the sand, while the group rode a quarter of the way around
the circle to draw the defenders’ attention. The figures then
stealthily crawled back to the attack line to retrieve the
wounded and dead. Easily spotted from above, the crawling
figures were almost invisible to the soldiers crouched low
behind the wall.

Motionless and silent except for the heavy
breathing of their horses, the tribesmen sat facing the wall. Now
the pulsing drone of the overhead airplane was
the loudest sound on the desert, and some of the men below did hear
a strange clacking noise and wonder at it. One of the riders left
the group and guided his horse up the loose sand of the tall
dune until he was beside his chief.

“Thy servant, Mondar,” he intoned.

“I rule among equals, ben Sinna.” The
tall man continued staring across the sand, and he spoke
softly, but his voice carried clearly across the desert.

There was a silence lasting several minutes;
then the tall man turned his head to look at his companion. “The
station does not fall, ben Sinna.”

Ben Sinna inclined his head briefly. “True,
Mondar. The exchange of death has been just about equal, perhaps
just slightly more of them than us. We are following your plan,”
ben Sinna said, keeping his voice carefully noncommittal. “We stay
at a precise distance from the station, keep in motion and fire
only at targets or at the flashes from their guns.”

Mondar looked sharply at his lieutenant. “You
disapprove?”

“My chief,” ben Sinna said, keeping his voice
low and speaking earnestly, “for years—for generations—el Quarat,
the people whose title you bear as Sherif el Quarat, our hereditary
leader, first among equals, have been the most feared tribe in the
desert. We are fighters: it is our birth; it is our learning;
it is our creed. We shall do battle until the egg of the world
cracks open, and until this time your house will lead us. It isn’t
my place to approve your decisions.” 

“But if it were,” Mondar asked dryly, “is it
safe to say that you wouldn’t approve?”

“Your father,” ben Sinna said, stroking his
slight beard and managing to sound as if he were conveying ancient
wisdom, “and your grandfather led us in many battles. Our tribe,
alone and with others, has taken many strong points. And today
thirty men are holding off our two hundred. The method of fighting
used by your grandfather worked well for him and his son. When
taking a fortified point,” he enumerated on his long fingers,
“first surround it from high points in the dunes, allowing no one
in or out. Then gradually work closer and tighten the ring, taking
a period of days if you must. The longer you wait the less food and
water will remain in the fort.” Ben Sinna looked as though he
were reliving old experiences as he spoke. “If you can, starve them
out. Have your sharpshooters fire at anyone foolish enough to show
his head. Wear them down through fatigue, thirst and fear. Then,
when they are no longer able to put up an organized resistance, the
attack! A sudden surprise charge by all our
horsemen, sweeping aside their poor defense and bearing
us right inside the fort. One moment of final victory and glory.”
He brought his right hand down with a slapping sound that startled
his horse.

“My grandfather fought with a flintlock
rifle,” Mondar reminded his captain, “and his grandfather carried a
spear. Times change, and we must change along with them. We cannot
lie on the dunes and keep them surrounded for many days because
they have radio transmitters, and rescue will arrive with the sun.
We cannot charge the station directly because, although we
outnumber them by seven men to their one, they’re carrying
automatic weapons—machine guns—that give one of their men fighting
equality with ten of ours at close range.”

“So instead,” ben Sinna said, “we ride around
their station many times, yelling and tiring our horses. I fail to
see the logic of your solution.” 

“When you talk to me, ben Sinna, you don’t
seem to be able to decide whether you’re addressing your leader,
which I am, or your pupil, which I have been most of my
life. Your tone fights between respect and scolding.”

Ben Sinna thought about this for a
moment. “True,” he finally acknowledged, staring up at the plane,
which was making a low pass over the waiting horsemen. 

“Ignore that,” Mondar said, elaborately
ignoring it. 

Ben Sinna sighed. “We are, I suppose, to go
back to the circling, yelling and shooting now that the
horses are to some degree rested.” 

”Patience for a while,” Mondar suggested.
“This has served its purpose.”

“It has?”

“Truly. In an hour we have done what took my
grandfather two or three days of biding behind sand dunes. By
circling just out of range of the machine guns and sharpshooting
with our more accurate rifles, we have made them nervous,
afraid and less able to resist.” 

“We have?” 

“Let’s hope so. It is now time for the next
step.” 

“Ah,” ben Sinna agreed, none the wiser, “the
next step.”

“The siege train, the battering rams, the,
ah, heavy artillery. Go back to the men and prepare them to attack.
I am about to destroy the enemy’s will to resist—along with just
about everything else inside those walls.” 

Thus dismissed, ben Sinna silently wheeled
his horse and rode back to the waiting men, leaving his chief
staring impassively at something off in the distance. 

As ben Sinna rode off, Mondar pulled a long
silver whistle from his robe and blew two shrill blasts on it. The
sound reverberated over the dunes.

* * * *

Inside the station a short, stocky lieutenant
crouched against the wall and peered out at the horsemen through
a large pair of binoculars. He watched while one of the
riders left the main group and joined the leader on a hill
carefully out of rifle shot. 

“I say, what are those bloody maniacs doing
now?”

The lieutenant turned. A tall, thin young man
in the approved desert dress of the Anglo-Jeppet Oil
Company—short-sleeve khaki shirt, khaki Bermuda shorts, khaki knee
socks and light brown desert boots—stood next to him and nervously
patted a very sparse blond mustache

“A combination of conference and teatime, I
imagine,” the lieutenant suggested. “Please keep your head down.
You’re making it too easy for them.”

The young man dropped to a squatting
position. “It’s all right for you,” he complained, “but I didn’t
come out here to get scalped by a bunch of savages. You’re paid for
this sort of thing. I’m supposed to be an oil
consultant.” 

“Think of it as the will of
Allah, Mister Quinline. Besides, these particular
savages don’t scalp: their established custom is to cut
throats.” The lieutenant made an illustrative gesture with his
hand. 

Quinline shuddered. “That’s all very nice,
but...” He paused as the lieutenant readjusted the binoculars and
stared into them. “What’s happening now?”

“The conference seems to be over. The
conferee is rejoining the group. Time for us to look alive again.”
The lieutenant called a runner over to him. “Wake up the men and
tell them that things are about to get hot again.”

“Yes, sir.” The runner started on a circuit
of the wall.

The lieutenant picked up his Sten gun and
checked it. 

“We’ve got enough ammunition left for about
another half hour of this nonsense,” he told Quinline. 

“That doesn’t really sound very reassuring,
Lieutenant Akrat. What about reinforcements?”

“I had Port Hornblower on the radio about ten
minutes ago. A relief column is on the way now, but it can’t get
here for at least two hours. They wish us luck.”

“British?” Quinline asked.

“The Royal Army of Jeppet, like myself,”
Lieutenant Akrat said. “It’s a matter of jurisdiction.” 

“I see,” said Quinline, who didn’t. “What
about that damned plane?” He pointed to make it clear which plane
he was referring to.

“I told them about it. They assured me that
it isn’t one of ours, and it’s very doubtful that it belongs to our
friends out there. They admit to being puzzled and promise to look
into it the first chance they get.”

“Splendid,” the young man said bitterly. “I
don’t suppose....” The sharp, shrill blast of a whistle sounded
twice from the top of the dunes and echoed off the buildings behind
them. 

“What was that?” Quinline demanded, the
strain showing in his voice. 

“I’m not sure,” Lieutenant Akrat said, laying
his Sten gun on the wall and sighting carefully along the top of
it. “I’d have thought it was the signal to attack, but they don’t
seem to be attacking. Whatever it means, I don’t suppose it’s
anything we’ll like very much. If you want to help, you could pick
up a spare gun and find yourself a vacant spot along the wall.”

“As I told you before, Lieutenant,” Quinline
said stiffly, “the Anglo-Jeppet Oil Company doesn’t permit its
employees to engage in any sort of armed activity. That’s to be
left to the local police and military.”

“They’re not going to ask, you know,” the
lieutenant said.

“What’s that?”

“Our friends outside. They’re not going to
ask about your company’s regulations. If, by some miracle,
you’re still alive when they overrun the station, they’ll slit
your throat—and then you won’t be. At least keep out of the way;
stay here and keep down.” 

Quinline sat on the hard-packed sand with his
back to the wall. “I suppose you think I’m a coward,” he said.
Lieutenant Akrat shrugged and said nothing.

“It’s not that,” Quinline told him. “When I
took this job, I did so on the assurance that there’d be no
fighting involved—I know how oil companies seem to end up in the
middle of battles. You see, I’m a pacifist. I believe in the
principles of nonviolence.” 

Something moved in the distance, but it was
too far away to tell what it was yet, and there wasn’t anything the
lieutenant could do about it anyway. Quinline seemed to want to
talk, so Akrat humored him. “There are many people who don’t
believe in violence,” he said.

“That’s passive,” Quinline explained,
“not believing in something. What I mean is an active belief in
nonviolence. Standing up for what you feel is right, even when the
other fellow blacks your eye for it, but not striking back. The
Christian principle of turning the other cheek.”

“I’m a follower of Islam, Mister Quinline.
Mohammed teaches one to live by the sword.” 

“Violence is wrong,” Quinline insisted.
“Morally wrong. It’s time the human race outgrew it.”

“It’s time for a lot of things that haven’t
happened yet,” Akrat said. 

The distant object had moved closer, and
Akrat could now make it out. It was a single, heavily loaded camel,
led by three natives. Akrat picked up his binoculars for a closer
look. On the back of the camel, weaving about in time with the
beast’s ponderous walk, was a long tube. 

Akrat gave a low whistle and gestured with
his free hand. The runner returned, keeping his head carefully
below the top of the wall. “Tell our sharpshooter on the roof
to see if he can pot that animal before it gets any closer,” Akrat
said. The soldier nodded and raced away, headed for one of the
buildings. 

Quinline took the binoculars and peered
through them. “What’s that thing on the camel’s back?” he
asked. 

“I was wondering about that myself. About the
only thing I can think of that would make sense is a recoilless
rifle.”

“A rifle?”

“A recoilless rifle. Think of it as an easily
portable cannon.”

The beast stopped, and flame suddenly shot
out of both ends of the long tube. A thin line of fire arched over
the station, accompanied by a loud roaring noise.

“That’s what it is,” Akrat
commented, as the sound of an explosion came from close behind
them. “But they seem to be aiming high.”

“The camel lurched,” said Quinline, who still
had the binoculars. 

“I shouldn’t wonder. A camel isn’t the
most stable firing platform in the world. Besides, the sound of the
shot probably scared the poor beast half to death.”

The tube flamed again. This time the shot
plowed a furrow in the sand before exploding some ten yards in
front of the wall.

“Short,” the lieutenant said. 

There was a
sharp cracking sound over their heads,
and Quinline instinctively dropped.

“That’s our sharpshooter,” Akrat said. “It’s
extreme range for him, pure luck if he hits anything.” 

“Oh, sorry,” Quinline said, sitting up and
dusting himself off. 

“There’s no shame in
ducking when there are bullets flying,”
the lieutenant said. He took the binoculars from Quinline and
resumed his watch. “Only a fool or a fatalist is unafraid when
facing a loaded gun.”

“Which are you?” Quinline asked bitterly, and
without thinking. 

“I’m afraid,” Lieutenant Akrat admitted
softly. “The mark of a man is that he does what he must despite
fear, not without it.” 

Quinline thought about it for a few seconds.
“That’s true,” he said. “They’re taking the rifle off the camel’s
back,” Akrat said. “We have a minute or so before they start up
again, although I’m afraid this time their aim will be better.” He
put down the binoculars. 

“What’s going to happen?” Quinline asked. “I
mean, to us?”

“We’ll either hold out for two hours until
the reinforcements get here, or we won’t.” 

“And if we don’t?”

“Then we’ll have the chance to discover which
of our religions has the true picture of heaven.”

“I see,” Quinline told him. “Can we hold
out?”

“I doubt it,” Lieutenant Akrat told him.
“They’ll batter down this wall with that gun and then come charging
in. We’ll retreat to the buildings for a last-ditch fight. One by
one they’ll take the buildings. Then they’ll go around and slit the
throat of anyone not already dead. They’ll do their best to destroy
the buildings; if they have any dynamite, they’ll blow them up.
Then they’ll gather up their dead and wounded and ride home
singing.”

“Why?” Quinline demanded. He stood up and
stared blindly off across the sand. “Why do they do this? Why do
they hate us so?”

Lieutenant Akrat pulled him down. “They don’t
hate you, Mister Quinline. This station represents change. For many
hundreds of years the only changes have been bad.”

“You know a lot about them,” Quinline
said. 

“They’re my people,” Lieutenant Akrat
answered without expression.

“Your people?”

“In truth. I was born into that tribe.”

The recoilless rifle fired. This time the
explosion was inside the wall. “They’re getting the range,” Akrat
commented.

The next shot hit the wall, gouging out a
small section and sending chips of cement flying. After that the
rounds fell about one every twenty seconds, either on the wall or
inside the station. Most were directed toward one small part
of the wall, slowly reducing it to rubble. The horsemen were firing
their rifles at the station now, and the combined noise was
deafening.

“Why don’t your men fire back?” Quinline
demanded, the edge of hysteria in his voice.

Akrat looked at him with a peculiar
expression. “I’m prepared to respect your nonviolent beliefs,
Mister Quinline, but you must be consistent.” 

“Consistent?” Quinline shuddered. “It’s hard
to be consistent when you’re in a state of panic. I never even
liked the sound of target shooting at an amusement park. The only
thing stopping me from getting up and running is that
there’s no place to run.”

“That’s the effect they’re trying to create.
My men aren’t firing back because there’s no target within range,
and they have orders not to waste their ammunition. There’ll be
plenty of shooting in a few minutes; that hole looks big
enough for our friends to start thinking about charging through
it.”

Akrat yelled for the runner and gave orders
for most of the men on the far side of the wall to be brought
around and stationed in the building facing the newly blasted
hole.

The explosions were mostly coming from inside
the station now. Dirt, sand, rock and chips of concrete formed a
haze over the area and splattered to the ground like an irregular
rainfall. The thick, acrid smog burned the lungs and eyes of the
defenders. 

The silver whistle sounded over the firing,
stopping the guns abruptly, and for a long moment the desert was
silent. Then, oddly muted by the sand, the hoofbeats of many horses
broke the quiet as el Quarat rode to the attack.

When the first line of tribesmen reached the
wall, they let out a long, keening scream, which was picked up by
the men behind them. A submachine gun chattered in reply to the
scream, and one of the lead horses fell, throwing its
rider. More sub-machine guns sounded, and the sharp crack
of rifles answered as the riders galloped through the breach
and into the station.

It was almost an hour before the desert was,
again, silent. 
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The city of Ante, capital of the Sheikdom of
Jeppet, is as old as human history. As far back
as records go, on paper, papyrus and clay tablets, there
has been some sort of settlement on this fertile strip between the
great desert and the Persian Gulf. For as deep as archeologists
care to dig, there is some sign of human habitation. 

On the Gulf is the port, a whitewashed oval
of former glories. In the port, thrust out from the oval like
a middle finger, lay the Sheik’s Dock, a long, stone pier built
centuries ago by the rulers of Jeppet. From its sides triremes once
went out to protect the wealth of ancient Akr, its pearl fishers,
and, legend has it, to stop an occasional passing merchant ship and
see whether it held anything that might be of interest to the
Sheik.

Today the port is the point of departure for
Jeppet’s newly found oil wealth and is busier than it ever
was. The Sheik’s Dock, closed off by customs
barriers, holds the incoming symbols of this wealth. Haphazardly
stacked crates of air conditioners, adding
machines, disassembled school desks, textbooks, shoes,
cosmetics and heavy machinery cluttered the stone pier.

It was eight-fifteen in the morning, and
Peter Carthage, head of the Weapons Analysis and Research, Inc.,
mission to Jeppet, was standing outside the customs shed, looking
through the fence at the pile of crates. A taxi pulled up, and its
passenger got out and strode over to Peter.

“Welcome, Tony,” Peter said, sticking out his
hand.

Tony Ryan grabbed the hand and shook it
briefly. “Right,” he said, “hospitality of the Mystic East and
all that stuff. What am I doing here?”

“I sent for you,” Peter told him.

“I figured that, pal,” Tony said. “Only my
old buddy Carthage would call me away from a well-deserved
month’s vacation in Stockholm after the first week is barely
up. It had the earmarks of Carthage consideration all over it. I
repeat, what am I doing here?”

“Well,” Peter said, “I tried to set up this
mission without you, but nobody has insulted me for the past week.
I felt that something was missing. I’m putting you in charge of the
Plans and Strategy section of the mission.” 

Tony tried to set his youthful face in a
serious expression. “Bad?” he asked.

“Bad,” Peter agreed.

“Twenty pasti,” the cabdriver said, sticking
his head out of the window of the ancient Packard. 

“What’s that?” Tony asked.

“You owe me twenty pasti. Plus tip,” the
cabdriver added thoughtfully. 

“Look, hang on a second,” Tony told the
cabdriver.

“How much,” he asked Peter confidentially,
“is a pasti?”

“It’s a passit,” Peter told him. “Pasti is
the plural.” 

“Great,” Tony said. “What’s it
worth?” 

“A passit is just about a quarter. Twenty
pasti is about five bucks.”

“I’m being took,” Tony decided.

“You coming from the hotel?” Peter asked.

“What hotel? I got your message at the
airport to meet you here, wherever this is, at eight o’clock, and
here I am. Wherever.”

“Twenty pasti,” the cabdriver
interjected. 

“Where are your bags?” 

“In the cab. Will our friend take anything
but pasti? I’ve got Swedish and American money, but precious few
pasti.” 

“I’ll take care of it,” Peter said. He went
over to the cab and had a short, animated conversation with
the driver. A few pieces of bright red paper changed hands, and the
driver engaged the car’s rasping gears and drove away in a cloud of
oil. 

“Where’s he going with my irreplaceable
luggage?” Tony asked. “Am I going to have to buy them back at some
local bazaar?”

“I had a hard time convincing him to handle
such beat-up looking bags,” Peter said, “but he finally agreed to
take them to the hotel and sneak them up the back way.”

“Good of him,” Tony said. “Now that you’ve
pulled me four thousand miles to swipe my luggage, tell me what’s
happening.”

“Fair enough,” Peter said. “This is the
customs office for the Sheik’s Dock, which is that stone causeway
past the building. We’re waiting for the office to open so we
can get in and inspect some goods.”

“When does it open?” Tony asked.

“The sign says it opens twenty minutes ago,”
Peter said, “only there’s no one here yet. I’m sorry to have
rushed you. Have you had any sleep?”

“Not in weeks,” Tony said. “Drone some
soporific facts into my ear while we’re waiting, and we’ll find out
if sleep learning really works.” He settled himself
comfortably against the wooden fence and closed his eyes. 

Peter sat down on a convenient crate and
tried to decide where to begin. For him it had begun four days
before in War, Inc.’s headquarters in New Jersey. Dr. Steadman, the
almost mythical “Old Man,” former head of Special Intelligence
Group during World War Two, and founder of War, Inc., had called
Peter into his office.

“What do you know about Arabs?” he had asked
Peter without waiting for him to sit down.

“The usual things,” Peter had answered,
lowering himself into the soft leather chair opposite the desk.
“White horses, scimitars, oasis with date palms and beautiful
houris, endless deserts, and like that.”

“You read a book,” Steadman said
accusingly. 

“Saw a movie,” Peter admitted. 

“Well, forget it,” Steadman said. “I’m
sending you to Jeppet.”

“The place with all the oil?” Peter
asked. 

“That’s it,” Steadman agreed. “We’re setting
up a mission in Jeppet, and you’re it.”

* * * *

Weapons Analysis and Research, Inc., Dr.
Steadman’s creation, spplied advice and training to
the military establishments of small independent countries.
Acting under the theory that, until men are capable of living
in peace, a good defense is the best assurance against war,
these modern mercenaries, with the paradoxical title of War,
Inc., were dedicated to keeping the peace. A small country,
threatened by external aggression or internal subversion, might
need help in handling the situation. Applying to one of the big
powers for aid could be considered to have political overtones. The
smaller “powers” might be willing to help, but the strings
attached to the offer were usually thick and long. So free
enterprise took a hand. War, Inc. expected to be paid for its
services, but asked nothing more. This lack of strings, as Dr.
Steadman had foreseen, proved attractive to many
small countries with a military problem.

Before accepting any government as a client,
Dr. Steadman and his staff made as sure as possible that the
country’s intentions were purely defensive; one wrong guess in that
regard and the tacit support that he received from the nations
within whose borders War, Inc. operated or had offices would be
quickly withdrawn. So far Steadman had managed to
guess right.
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