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A


iken pulled his rented limo up to the West Gate and waited for the guard to phone for instructions.  He was waved on into the main drive where he turned up the hill toward the south portico, glimpsing here and there through the trees to his left the executive wing and its empty oval office.  He smiled at an alert Secret Service agent who placed himself between Aiken’s long black limousine and the President’s office, smiled at the tight knots of White House police over by the west wing, smiled at conscientious men eagerly guarding thin air.


Standing in one of the narrow archways under the portico, a civilian aide watched him park his car on the oval and cross the wide lawn in the hot sun.  He took Aiken’s I.D. and disappeared inside for about twenty seconds, then came back and ushered him in across a narrow curved hallway to the Diplomatic Reception Room.  The President was reading a handful of looseleaf pages stapled together at the corner, reading at an ornate antique table next to a vivid pastoral mural sweeping around the walls of the room, seated on a chintzy little chair studying affairs of vast violence and destruction.


He was alone.


It took Aiken quite a while to adjust his eyes to the inside lighting and to the utterly incongruous scene of trees and water and light gold carpeting that surrounded his secret boss reading his secret reports.  He took off the chauffeur’s cap and mopped some of the sweat off his forehead while he waited for the President to finish.


After President Towle put down the last page, he stared for a long moment at the same peaceful scene before motioning Aiken to sit down at the delicate Louis XV table with him.


“Did either of us ever really believe we would succeed to this extent, Colonel?”  The President took off his glasses and massaged his tired eyes.  “Did we think in our wildest dreams that we could disarm the Soviet Union in four years without firing a shot?”


“Well we haven’t entirely pulled it off even now, Mr. President.  There’s still - - - -”


“Yes but we’re so close now I can taste it, Tom.  We’re so close I’m finally able to grasp the enormity of your scheme.  For the first time it’s coming off these sheets of paper and taking shape out there in the real world.”


“There’s still the new submarine missile,” Aiken insisted.


“Sure.  It’s been a problem from the start,” Towle muttered.  “But let me remind you that the Navy can almost certainly round up those Sierra-class subs before they ever get a chance to launch.”


“With your permission, Mr. President, I suggest we’ll be safer if we don’t have to depend on the Navy.”


“You’re an Air Force chauvinist pig, Aiken.”  Towle laughed.  “But I’ve got to admit you’ve done the impossible.”  Aiken sprang to his feet as the President stood up.  “And no one will ever believe your budget.  You’ve actually made money on this project during each of the last three years.  Did you realize that?”


Aiken scowled.  “But it’s all rubles, sir.  What the hell can we do with those?”


“After we pull the trigger on this thing, Colonel, we can buy the Kremlin for your ex-wife’s summer home.”


Aiken brightened.  “That’s something to look forward to, sir.  Do all the gates lock from the outside?”


They had crossed the room to the door leading into the curator’s office and it was time for the President to sneak back into the west wing.  He stopped in the doorway and looked back at Colonel Aiken as a disturbing thought flashed through his mind..


President Towle pulled back into the Diplomatic Reception Room and closed the door.  “You realize, of course, that if the Soviets get the slightest inkling of what we’ve done, they can switch back to their own chips in less than a week and a half.  I know you’ve been taking extreme precautions, Tom, but I can’t emphasize enough how important it is that they be given absolutely no advance warning.  They have to be sitting there with worthless missiles the day I call them on the hotline, and no mistake.  If they’ve been tipped off, they can turn the tables on us but good. We’ve had it easy keeping the possible leaks to a minimum up ‘till now because I’m the only one in the government you’ve had to bring in on this.”


Although they were completely alone, the President lowered his voice to a whisper.  “Don’t take anyone  into your confidence, Tom.  I don’t care how high in the government they are, don’t confide in anyone.  I just hope and pray nobody has stumbled on to our little business here already.  The first person they’d tell, these days, would be a newspaper reporter.”  The President slumped against the door, his hand still gripping the knob.  “My God, Tom.  Can the whole thing fall through at the last minute?  Can the greatest opportunity Western Civilization ever had to protect itself. . .  be thrown away by some cretin’s remarks to one of our own reporters?”


The two men stared at each other wordlessly.  Twice Aiken started to speak but stopped.  Once the President’s face brightened with a sudden thought that slowly died unspoken.  At long last Aiken whispered out into the ornate room.  “It’s you and I, Mr. President.  We’re all that knows.  The people that help me are thoroughly convinced that I’m a legitimate crook.  I’ll do my best to keep it that way, sir.”


President Towle put the best face on it he could manage at the time.  “Okay, Colonel, those are the risks we have to take.”  He opened the door.  “I’ll move on it at this end as soon as possible.  When do you make your last ‘delivery’?”


“I’ll be supplying the Sierra chips in September, sir -- -- they’re the same format as the silicon chips already in those missiles.  As I show in my written report, the Russians have been working on a timetable of ten weeks or less in ‘up-grading’ their electronics with the latest stolen high-tech from the U.S.”


The two men smiled at each other grimly.  The President stuck out his hand and shook Aiken’s.  “There’s a lot of poetic justice in your little sting operation, Aiken.  You must have a very twisted mind.”


“I have, sir.  I have.”  The colonel smiled.  “It comes from sneaking around in chauffeur’s uniforms and meeting my boss in fancy French parlors like this one.”


“Keep in touch, Colonel,” the President said.  “According to your timetable, I should spring the trap no earlier than the first week of December.  I intend to make my move on December the second.  No later.  Every day I wait just adds to the risk of a leak.  If anything goes wrong, you’ve got until the end of November to warn me.  Understand?”  Colonel Aiken nodded and the President turned abruptly, crossed the curator’s office to the basement hallway and strode rapidly back into the west wing.


> > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < 








A


iken saw the big gray semi’s brakelights flash briefly, then come on again and hold.  He eased off on the station wagon’s gas, checked his rear-view mirror, and looked for a place to get off the road.  The semi was pulling into the first truck stop after Jacksboro on the road to Wichita Falls;  just perfect for what the colonel had in mind.  He let his heavy rented car coast to a standstill in a dark patch along the shoulder and, with the dome light disabled, quietly got out.


In the station wagon’s trunk was a coil-loaded whip antenna that fastened magnetically to Aiken’s roof.  Together with the 100-watt single sidebander behind the spare tire, he had a thousand miles worth of illegal communications:  ground-to-ground and ground-to-air.


The newly painted chase car driven by two of his hired hands was less than twenty miles away when he got the rig working.  Their answering call came in loud and clear.


He switched frequency and made his second call.  Even though the Rockwell Jetprop was still on the ground at Waco its acknowledgment came bombing in within seconds.  He told it to go up to the airport just west of Seymour and wait for them, then he recited a five-letter code group to tell everyone what the next set of communication frequencies would be.  That left him time to change into a state trooper’s uniform and wait for the chase car.


When it arrived, Aiken turned over his station wagon to the driver and took the brightly colored Chevvy five miles up the road beyond the truck stop.  There his #2 confederate strapped on the roof lights and plastered appropriate decals on both sides and the back.  They were now a State of Texas patrol car with two uniformed rangers ready to keep law and order on into the gathering darkness of a chilly September evening.


The driver of the gray semi had missed his lunch while his truck was being loaded at Texas Instruments sixty miles back down the highway.  He put it off again to beat the rush-hour traffic through Fort Worth and he stayed at the wheel until the highway joined Route 281 on its way into Wichita Falls.  After loading on his last consignment there, he would head north to pick up the Interstate for Denver.  It was a lot of miles to go and he was hungry.


By the time his double-size dinner arrived, he had stationed himself in a window booth where he could keep his eye on the unmarked tractor-trailer combination he had carefully parked under the floodlights.  There was more wealth in that trailer than most people ever see in a lifetime.  Along with the usual consignment of personal-computer memory chips and MOS microprocessors, he had seven cases of gallium-arsenide high-temperature ultrastable missile-guidance modules, the kind of military high-tech gadgets a hundred Russian agents were hunting for all over the country.  He had heard of bribery, extortion and even highjacking during the last few years;  agents always on the lookout for more of the marvelous new chips to send over to Russia in sacks of flour and barrels of insecticide.


But this was the answer, he was sure of that.  An unmarked truck meant nothing to anybody.  Why advertise yourself and your cargo with Texas Instruments markings all over your truck when it could only bring you trouble?  He had been fighting for months to get the rigs painted over;  now he was going to breeze on through to the guidance plant in Denver like a load of turkey feathers without turning a head.  He spent an hour and a half over his dinner and drank three leisurely cups of coffee afterwards.


Aiken was getting frantic with no word from the station wagon when the driver finally paid his bill and pulled the big gray semi back out on Route 281. The big 100-watter in the trunk of the wagon came alive again.  By this time the Jetprop was back on the ground;  his bogus patrol car had not been spotted by any legitimate cruisers along the road;  word had been received that his customers had arrived in Ocampo in the Sierra de la Madera mountains of Mexico.  With things humming along in high gear again, he relaxed in the driver’s seat and wiped the headband of his ranger’s hat one more time with the sleeve of his tunic.  Before the semi had time to arrive, Aiken pulled out on the highway and set up a speed designed to be overtaken in a couple miles.


The highway patrol car up ahead was a welcome sight to the truck driver as traffic thinned out and towns got fewer and farther apart.  Waves were exchanged in the glow of headlights as he passed it, then waves were exchanged again as the police car came up from behind him and motioned him to stop.


“Your latching bar is swinging open back there, buddy.  Are you empty?”  Aiken asked pleasantly.


“Hell, no!  I’ve got . . .”  The driver jumped down from his cab and ran back to see what the trouble was.  He found it in the form of Aiken’s sidekick with a cotton mitt soaked in chloroform.


“Not too much,” Aiken cautioned.  “That stuff’s potent.”


Aiken pulled the truck back out on the highway behind the patrol car, his cap and jacket on the floor with the trussed-up driver.  The little caravan turned off 281 on 114 headed west until it reached the open country beyond Westover.  That’s where they opened the trailer with the driver’s keys and unloaded the cases they were after.  It was less than ten minutes before the station wagon pulled up to take their ‘trans-shipment’ to the airport.  The Jetprop was fueled and ready for take-off when they got there.


Instead of barreling straight down to Ocampo like an arrow on every border-patrol radar in the Southwest, Aiken set a leisurely course for El Paso and managed to lose a lot of altitude by the time he got to the Sierra Diablo Mountains.  He turned the twin-engine Rockwell southeast along the mountain chains for 200 hedgehopping miles and crossed into Mexico in the Big Bend country, holding the plane below radar altitude for another hundred miles to Ocampo.  During most of the flight toward El Paso, Aiken saturated the stolen chips with a weak organic acid solution that diffused into their gallium arsenide surfaces, forming a harmless and totally undetectable contaminant.  During the low-level flight into Mexico, he had opened the windows and blown all traces of the highly volatile acid out of the crates and out of the plane itself.


Now he was on his way to deliver to his Russian contact a very special set of guidance chips.  Once they were installed in the Russian missiles, once the routine standby voltage was applied to them, the weak acid would be swept across the surface of the chip and collected at the delicate electrical contacts.  There it would eat away the connection and leave the modern world’s weakest Achilles heel, quietly waiting for the hour of its operational use.  Working perfectly in the silo, in the submarine, on its launcher in Eastern Europe, the warhead would happily signal “A-OK” throughout its launch into space.  But once it hit the atmosphere on its way back in, the terminal control device would find its connections to the warhead guidance, to the nuclear arming system, to the weapon ignition system suddenly shattered - - and let the nose cone fall like an inert stone to the earth below.  There would be no terminal guidance, no measurement of altitude, no fusing command, no explosion.  Aiken’s acid created highly reliable duds.  It took about a hundred hours to “rot” a chip — — all things considered, the Soviet Union’s strategic rocket forces should be completely disarmed by about the second week of November.


When Aiken pulled his Jetprop to a stop on the deserted apron at Ocampo, his customers  were standing next to a brand new Mitsubishi Marquise with a range of over a thousand miles.  One of them turned out to be an old acquaintance named Grigori Litovkin whom Aiken had dealt with frequently in the past. He was waiting to take formal delivery of Aiken’s “precious” computer chips.  The guy with him was young, Mexican looking, and showing unusual interest in the transaction.


Litovkin got right down to business and inspected the packages carefully.  Satisfied they were what he was looking for, he handed Aiken the money with more formality than he usually did and lugged the cardboard boxes over to load into the Mitsubishi.  Just as Aiken opened the door of his own plane to get in, a voice behind him said, “Put your hands up against the aircraft, Colonel, and don’t make any sudden moves.”


Aiken was about to chuckle to himself that the cheapskates were going to take back their money when he realized the fellow had called him ‘colonel’.  Nobody knew his real identity.  What was going on?


“I don’t have to read you your rights, Colonel Aiken, because we are under the jurisdiction of Mexican authorities here.  Sergeant Portillo will take you into custody and hold you here in Mexico until charges are filed in the United States.”  The man Aiken had always known as “Litovkin” was putting handcuffs on him while the Mexican policeman was taking copious photographs of all the evidence.  Aiken’s mind raced in several directions at the same time, but he came nowhere near understanding what was going on.  Finally the fake Litovkin who suddenly spoke perfect English explained the situation in painful detail.


“I don’t mind telling you, Colonel, that we’re all very happy to bag you in this sting, but we sure wish we could have gotten our hands on the other bunch, too.  I’ll give you something to think about while you cool your heels in that Mexican jail.  If you decide to turn state’s evidence and help us pull in your buddies, I’ll personally see to it that the U.S. government doesn’t ask for the death penalty.  Okay?”


Aiken couldn’t think of any clever way to get the information he desperately needed.  He simply whirled around and said, “Who the hell are you, buster?  What kind of shakedown is this?”


With Aiken’s hands manacled behind his back, “Litovkin” was relaxed enough to talk freely.  “No shakedown, Colonel, just one of our favorite Bureau operations.  Believe me, it’s been a pleasure stinging you traitors who’ve been helping the Russians pull off all this high-tech thievery.  And it’s a pleasure to tell you that the people you’ve been busy supplying with guidance chips all this time have been working out of the FBI District Office in Austin.  We’ve been buying every chip you stole for the past three and a half years, Aiken, and we’ve had your fingerprints and identity for at least two years. We’ve got all your stolen chips neatly stored in a San Antonio warehouse and now we’re going to store you, incommunicado, in a nice little backwoods jail here in Mexico until we catch your buddies.  You won’t be getting a chance to warn them, Aiken.  You won’t be getting a chance to warn anybody.  You’re on ice, my friend, until we’ve bagged the whole operation.”  The FBI agent leaned toward him confidentially, “They say these Mexican jails are really rough, Colonel.  If I were you, I’d give us the goods on the others so you can get out of here right away.  American jails aren’t anywhere near as bad.”


Still desperate for information, Aiken made one last attempt to get a look at the overall picture.  “These others you talk about -- -- how big an operation were they running?”


“Don’t play the innocent with me, Aiken.  You know perfectly well how big it was.”


“Well then there’s no harm in telling me what I already know, is there?”


“Easily as big as yours, wise guy.  As big or bigger.”


Aiken sagged against the cool aluminum skin of the Jetprop and groaned.  The Russians had an alternative source big enough to outfit their entire force.  He had failed completely.  Worse yet, the President believed the Russians were disarmed when, in fact, they were not.  He must warn him at once.  He wondered what the FBI man had meant by “incommunicado”.


> > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < <





W


hat he had meant was what he had said:  Aiken was held in a small Mexican jail without the slightest contact with the outside world for the next  four months.


> > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < <





W


hen the earthquake hit northern Mexico in late January, Aiken escaped death by the narrowest of margins as the cement-block jail collapsed from the earth’s violent shaking.  Fortunately for him, it was the middle of the night, and he was able to reach Rosales down in the valley before dawn and lose himself in its rubble-strewn streets.  By nightfall of the third day after the earthquake, Aiken was across the border near Ojinaga and on his way home.


It took him until January 27 to reach Washington and phone the President using their own special code.  President Towle came on the phone himself in a state of elation.  “Tom!”  Aiken winced;  they had never used his real name over the phone.  “Tom,” the President repeated, “get over here quick as you can.”


Aiken did.  He asked at the West Gate and learned that he was expected -- -- under the name Colonel Thomas Aiken!  He was taken directly to the Oval Office and ushered in without being announced.  The President rose from his desk and came across the room to the bewildered colonel.  “We did it, Tom!”  He was shaking Aiken’s hand and pounding him on the back at the same time.  “We did it all!  Can you imagine it?  The Russians dismantled their land-based rocket forces the second week in December and had all the missiles off their submarine force by the first week of January.”


The President stopped pounding him and drew him over to his desk.  “I played it exactly the way you had it outlined, Tom.  I called them late at night, Moscow time, and told them what the situation was:  their missiles weren’t worth a damn because the chips they stole from us had been doctored to make them fail.  They tried to stall for time but I headed them off and kept repeating that we would blow up any missile they didn’t dismantle -- -- any missile they tried to fix.”


Towle sat back in his chair and put his feet up.  “It was magnificent, Tom.  You should have heard them.  They growled and blustered and threatened.  They said they’d go to war right that second, launch everything they had at us within the next ten minutes.  I laughed in their faces and told them to go ahead.  You could hear the terror in their voices, Tom.  You could almost smell them sweat, right over the hot line.  But the thing that decided it in the end was the fact that they knew they’d stolen those chips, they knew they’d taken out all their own electronics and put in ours, so they knew what I was telling them was true.  They realized they had done it to themselves.  They realized they were completely defenseless -- -- and the sudden realization scared the socks off them.  They didn’t dare call my bluff.  They didn’t dare, Tom.”


It was a miracle Aiken was able to make his voice heard through his painfully constricted throat.  “That’s a good thing,” he croaked drily.  “A good thing.”  He took out a handkerchief and wiped his forehead.  “Because the chips they had in all those missiles would have worked perfectly.  They had their own hijack operation in the Southwest -- - and it worked.  The FBI had all of mine locked up in San Antonio -- -- right from the start.”


> > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < < <





T


he bulletins from Bethesda Naval Hospital were guarded during the first two days, but then expressed hope that the President would be up and around again after two more weeks of strict bed rest and sedation.








The End
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