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A New Breed of Undersea Warriors Duel for the World’s Most Dangerous Prize . . .

Captain Peter MacKenzie: After years of extraordinary leadership, the most victorious submarine commander in the fleet has a new job: training America’s warriors for the next century. On the Jacksonville, it’s time for him to step back and loose the reins—until the action gets hotter than any he’s ever seen . . .

Captain Pari Avilov: Commander of the Northern Star, he’s a legendary Soviet hero, the unpredictable genius they call the Hawk. Now he’s been blackmailed into committing the most daring and treacherous act ever attempted on board a submarine . . .



FULL FATHOM FIVE

“A whirlwind pace . . . The novel is also aided by the author’s impressive knowledge of his subject matter, particularly submarine workings and detail.”

—West Coast Review of Books

A CONSPIRACY OF EAGLES

“A fast-paced and engaging thriller . . .”

—Publishers Weekly

    

Admiral Rushkov: The commander of Russia’s Black Sea fleet has watched a powerful empire crumble around him. Now he engineers a desperate ploy he hopes will not only save his career but make him rich in the process . . .

Captain Zilah: He looks more like a fierce desert chieftain than a naval officer, but the commander of the Russian sub Adri has a single mission: make sure Captain Avilov pilots the Northern Star safely to his Cuban destination. Failure would mean ruin . . .



BLIND PROPHET

“A gripper from beginning to end.”

—Newsday

“One of the best international thrillers to appear in recent years.”

—Library Journal

“Bart Davis seamlessly blends high technology with the age-old problems of men in combat.”

—Gerry Carroll, author of North SAR



The “Top Gun” Officers: For Mark Bell, Jamie Flynn, Reggie Carter and Jess Moran, Andros Island in the Bahamas is where their destinies will be written. There, the undersea combat exercises will make or break their dreams of command. Then the game on the Jacksonville turns real—and they’ll be lucky to surface alive . . .

Fasah al-Zawi: The Libyan representative harbors his own dreams of power, from New York to Riyadh to Tel Aviv. Only acquisition of the Northern Star can make them come true. Only Peter MacKenzie and his elite group of young officers on board the Jacksonville can shatter them . . .



BLACK WIDOW

“Chilling authenticity . . . a ruthless, dynamic novel.”

—Yorkshire Post

TAKEOVER

“A first-class thriller which encourages frantic reading.”

—Liverpool Daily Post
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Prologue




Sabaña Key, Cuba

HIS NAME WASN’T HAMED ABU Sharif, it was David Epstein, but the Arab name was as familiar to him as Libya, the country in which he had spent most of his adult life as a deep cover Mossad agent.

Epstein pried a leech off his leg and flicked it back into the dank water. He hated this damn swamp on Sabaña Key off the coast of Cuba. Epstein had dark Semitic features—penetrating eyes, olive skin, full lips, and tight black hair like steel wool. His mother was a Sephardic Jew who had immigrated to Israel from North Africa. In college he was often taken for an Arab exchange student. He stopped to pry off another leech. It was a long way from there to this fetid swamp.

The soldiers were closer. He had to get to the transmitter the Mossad agent brought before Sayid’s men did. Sayid was the security chief, a tough, well-trained man. The direction finder was supposed to take Epstein right to the transmitter, but, like a lot of things in life, it didn’t live up to its billing. He cursed their bad luck. The truth was there had been too little time to set this up correctly. He was on another matter completely, and it was only by accident he had stumbled onto what Fasah al-Zawi, his boss in the Libyan Intelligence Service, was up to.

When al-Zawi told Epstein—Colonel Hamed abu Sharif, to his countrymen—he was going to Sabaña Key, Epstein assumed he was just delivering money to another terrorist base. Acquiring and transporting hard currency was his specialty. But seventy-five million dollars was a big enough figure to make Epstein take a second look.

Another agent had been dropped here hastily after Epstein alerted his Israeli handlers. His job was to get communications gear to Epstein. Maybe, being in a hurry, they had sent someone inexperienced. He had tried to reach Epstein in spite of Epstein’s doggedly showing the “don’t approach” sign. The man was spotted and was now the object of pursuit. This endangered Epstein. It also angered him. Twenty years had taught him the most important survival trait of all was patience. Wait. Don’t rush. Never act precipitately. Now he had to.

The Mossad agent found him before he had gone much further. He was crouched on a mossy spit of land between two trees, gun in hand, obviously afraid. He was young, brown-haired, maybe twenty-one, nice-looking. A stranger. Epstein privately thought they had no business sending one so young, conveniently forgetting he had been a year younger when they sent him to Tripoli. He wanted to yell at the boy and demand an explanation, but that was pointless. What difference did it make now?

“Give me the transmitter,” Epstein said sharply.

“Look, I’m really sorry, sir. I—”

“The transmitter. Now.”

The boy handed him a tiny satellite-relay phone, a little black square no bigger than a pack of cigarettes. Epstein keyed in a number, got the connection, and spoke quietly for a few moments. Behind him in the swamp he could hear Sayid and the others coming. He only had seconds. The Northern Star. Akula-class submarine. Two weeks. July first. He told them as much as he knew, as much as he had time for, and signed off.

The boy put the phone back in his breast pocket.

“Fire your gun twice,” Epstein commanded.

“But”—the boy shook his head—“they’ll hear—”

“Can’t you follow even the simplest orders?” Epstein said furiously. “I said shoot!”

Stung, the boy fired two rounds, then looked back to Epstein for approval. It was sad, really, Epstein thought. As if that was going to make it all right.

Epstein drew his own gun and shot the boy through the heart, smashing the phone in his breast pocket.

“Over here,” Epstein shouted. “I got him.”

They came running. Sayid checked the boy’s pulse, then searched him, muttering about how he would have liked this one alive. But they had all heard the shots fired, so no one could blame him. Sayid examined the smashed transmitter unhappily. The man must have made a report. They searched his camp, found nothing else, and left the body where it was for the swamp creatures to digest.

Epstein hid his profound sadness. The sight of the dead boy lying on the mossy ground without even so much as a kind word to send him to God would haunt him for a long time. His complicity was like a knife in his soul. He was deeply sorry, but sadly the boy’s death had been ordained from the moment he betrayed his presence here. Sayid would have caught him soon enough and, lacking sophisticated equipment, would simply have hung him up and begun hacking off pieces till he talked. He would have, too. Everyone did. Unless they took the poison. So either way the boy was dead.

Sayid put an arm around him and jokingly told him to aim for the kneecaps next time. Hamed abu Sharif made a funny/hurt face and told him that’s where he had been aiming. Sayid roared.

Epstein fought the temptation to go back and bury the boy. His soul was torn in half. What gave him the right to do what he did? He regained his balance. Never forget the reason, the greater good. Mossad would analyze the information and call in the Americans. They were the only ones who could stop the Northern Star from reaching Sabaña Key and falling into Libyan hands.

Hamed abu Sharif slogged along toward camp with the others. Outwardly he joined in their lighthearted banter, complaining about the heat, the bugs, and the lack of women.

Inside, all the way back, David Epstein recited kaddish, the Jewish prayer for the dead.



Chapter One




Ukraine

THE WIND SWEPT IN FROM the Black Sea over the once-great piers at Sevastopol and took twenty degrees off the temperature of what should have been a glorious June day. Senior Captain First Rank Pari Avilov sealed his black slicker tighter and selected his incoming channel markers from the sail of the Northern Star, his Akula-class attack submarine.

“Right ten degrees rudder,” Avilov said into the headset mike connecting him to the control room. “Make minimum turns.”

Avilov’s touch was soft. Northern Star moved through the harbor chop like a languid otter.

Something darted across the horizon, and Avilov’s eye jerked to track it. Not a bird, just the same damn gray spot that had been appearing in his peripheral vision with ever greater regularity, followed by a brief pain in his head. Avilov probed his scalp trying to find the spot where it originated but it seemed always just out of reach. Maddening.

“Are you all right, Pari?”

Senior Lieutenant Yuri Pachenko, Avilov’s first officer, was a game, dark-eyed, black-haired little man with quick movements and a wrestler’s shoulders. He had been scanning the water ahead through binoculars for submerged debris. Now he looked concerned.

“The fresh air gives me a headache the first few hours, Yuri,” Avilov said, waving it off. Pachenko had served under him almost two years now, and despite their age difference they had become close friends.

Pachenko accepted the explanation and went back to scanning the harbor. He had come to know his captain well. Pari Ivanovich Avilov was the finest submarine commander in the fleet. His legendary exploits and tactical brilliance had earned him the nickname Orgule, the Hawk. It was appropriate physically, too. Avilov’s prominent nose curved down like a beak. He had a crown of silver hair. And his sharp azure eyes fixed a man like prey. Even at fifty-three Avilov retained the fluid strength of that powerful hunting bird. He had been known to pluck a crewman who wasn’t doing his job right out of his chair.

“Who do we report to?” asked Pachenko. “Do you know yet?”

“I have no orders other than the ones you know about,” said Avilov. “Return to base immediately. Come home.” He frowned. “Home. What does that even mean now?”

“It means you pick a side,” said Pachenko soberly. “That’s democracy.”

A radio technician scampered up the sail ladder and thrust a transmission out. “Captain.”

Avilov read it. “We’ve been summoned.”

Pachenko took the paper and frowned. “What the hell is the Unified High Commission for Naval Affairs?”

“I don’t know. It changes every week. But it’s cosigned by Admiral Rushkov. If he’s involved, Russia hasn’t given up the Black Sea Fleet yet.”

“There won’t be much left to lose if this keeps up,” Pachenko said sadly. “Look at it.”

Ships of every size and class lay mothballed in the harbor losing more of their fighting edge every day. It wasn’t a port, it was a graveyard. The Northern Star sailed silently past idle sub tenders and patrol boats standing by like lost relatives at a funeral. Pier cranes drooped in the sky untended, ungainly things whose time had come and gone. A crisscrossed web of transfer lines and guy wires creaked back and forth in the wind giving voice to the harbor’s sad rusting song.

My song, too, thought Avilov bleakly. He was at the end of his career. Normally he and his wife, Katcha, would have retired to the lovely cottage in the provinces the fleet had promised him. But what good were those promises now? The economy was bankrupt. Money was worthless. On some bases they’d had to turn barracks into communal apartments for fifteen or twenty families, all of them huddled behind makeshift plywood walls with one kitchen and bathroom. Was that his future?

“Engines back one third, rudder amidships,” ordered Avilov. Northern Star touched the pier gently, and crewmen secured lines from her deck cleats to the dock. “All engines stop. Secure the underway watch.”

“Pari?” Pachenko motioned to the gray military sedan stopped on the road above the pier.

Avilov spoke to his navigator through the headset mike. “Pytor, you have the duty. Station the in-port watch, and let the rest of the crew go ashore. Yuri and I will be back in a few hours. Wait for us.”

“Yes, Captain.”

The watch guard saluted them as they crossed over the gangplank and onto dry land for the first time in weeks. Avilov hated taking his first steps on land. They separated him from his ship and consigned him to his earthbound life, a transition he never made easily or without some small regret.

The car’s driver was a stocky civilian. Ordinarily a military driver would have come.

“Captain Avilov?” he asked.

“And Senior Lieutenant Pachenko. Just where exactly is the Unified High Commission for Naval Affairs?”

“Outside the city, com . . . sir.”

“Let’s go, then,” said Avilov, pulling the door shut himself.

They sped onto Primorsky Boulevard and headed east along the coast. They passed the fleet’s water sports center. Pachenko drummed his fingers impatiently.

“What’s bothering you?” Avilov asked idly.

“There was no message from Irina and Katcha. You think they got to the spa all right?”

“Can I tell you something?” Avilov asked mildly.

“What?”

“You are getting to be an old lady with your worries.” Avilov held his forehead and feigned a headache. “Your wife is more competent than you are at details. More than mine even, and Katcha sorts socks by their age. One thing I know. If I had your Irina as my exec, we would have eaten more fruit this trip, hmm?”

“I did not forget the canned peaches,” Pachenko fumed. “But even if I did—not that I’m taking responsibility, mind you—but even if I did, how can a perfect record be spoiled by something as mundane as peaches?”

Avilov had to laugh. “It marks what I am sure is a decline in my professional standards, but I’ve omitted it from your fitness report.”

“Future generations will sing of you,” muttered Pachenko.

Only the occasional spa or villa dotted the road now. They pulled into a private drive. Carefully trimmed shrubs lined it, leading to a modern white structure whose glass walls overlooked the sea. A sparkling blue pool sat alongside. A Mercedes and a Rolls were in the garage. There was the immediate impression of wealth and power. Avilov caught Pachenko’s look. Where the hell were they?

“This way, please,” said the driver.

In the house, curved poured-concrete walls led them into the living room which looked out to sea. Multicolored woods. Ceramic vases and sculptures. A cantilevered deck around the room. Vast windows and a system of terraces leading right down to the water. It was a house a man could work a lifetime for and still not be able to afford. Avilov commanded a billion-ruble ship capable of destroying a small country should he desire to, but he felt instantly and completely out of his depth in this house.

“It makes a man think, eh, Captain Avilov?”

Avilov had been so mesmerized by the house he hadn’t realized there was anybody else there. Admiral Vladimir Rushkov was up on the deck facing the sea. Avilov came to attention and saluted.

“It is quite something, this house,” Rushkov continued. “Built with different values from the ones we devoted our lives to. Stand at ease, Pari Ivanovich. You, too, Senior Lieutenant.”

Avilov relaxed his stance. Rushkov was commander of the Black Sea Fleet, a squat, powerful man with a great head, thick neck, and wide shoulders. He was the veteran of a score of successful naval campaigns, and his intellect was legendary. But he was of the old guard, and many in the new government wanted to unseat him. Rumor had it his days were numbered.

“Something to drink?” suggested Rushkov. “You, too, Senior Lieutenant Pachenko.”

“No, thank you, Admiral,” said Avilov. Pachenko declined and sat cautiously. It never paid to relax in the lion’s den.

Rushkov came down and made himself a drink. He seemed in a good mood. “Remember that operation you commanded on the African coast, Pari Ivanovich?”

Avilov permitted himself to smile. “Yes, Admiral.”

Rushkov’s black eyes sparkled. He turned to Pachenko. “A thing of beauty, Senior Lieutenant. We had to get a Spetsnaz commando team in to dispatch an enemy commander, but the Americans had the country locked up tight. The Hawk sneaked past an entire battle group and dropped off the team, then sailed back out under a pair of fishing trawlers tethered to his main cleats. When the Americans finally realized what was going on he put a torpedo into their support tanker and escaped in the fire and confusion.” He winked at Avilov. “Those were the days, eh?”

“They had their moments,” Avilov agreed. There was danger here. He felt it but didn’t know why.

“All gone now,” Rushkov continued sadly. “We and the Americans. Like two subs caught in a race to dive deeper and deeper. But they were able to pull out, while we crashed into the bottom. Our time is over. You saw the ships at Sevastopol. There are similar junk piles at Cam Ranh Bay and Najin, even at Kola Bay. How long before those units are just worthless hulks? And consider this, Pari Ivanovich. We are very much like those ships. Military officers lived privileged lives, cared for and pampered. How long before we are worthless hulks, too?”

“We’ll always be needed, Admiral,” said Avilov.

“You’re shortsighted,” mocked Rushkov. “We’ve already been abandoned. But I am not going to let the politicians consign me to the same graveyard as my ships.”

Avilov shrugged. “I am only a submarine commander, Admiral. These matters don’t concern me.”

“Ah, but they do, Pari Ivanovich,” said Rushkov. “They concern you directly. Tell me what you feel in this house. Don’t lie, I watched your face.”

Avilov hesitated. Rushkov’s dark eyes never left him. Avilov felt Pachenko watching him, too. “I feel . . . small.”

There was a sigh of pleasure from Rushkov, almost gratitude, as if Avilov had said I suffer the same weakness. I am an addict, too.

Rushkov gestured around them. “There are men for whom this house is but a bauble on a string of baubles to be dropped in the ocean if they wish,” Rushkov said. “Would you like to be one of them, Pari Ivanovich?”

Avilov was startled. Only an hour before he’d been worrying he would end up one of the old men who sat on the benches in the parks talking about past glories and begging their children for bread and the occasional vodka. Now Rushkov was offering him riches?

Rushkov switched to English. It took Avilov a moment to make the change in his head. “Come. I want you to meet some people.”

Avilov followed him into the library. Pachenko came behind, silent and unreadable.

Two men were waiting. “Permit me to introduce Mr. Fasah al-Zawi,” Rushkov said, and Avilov shook his hand. “And Mr. Franklin Lerner. They have come a long way to meet you.”

“Good of you to come,” said al-Zawi, a portly Arab with intense dark eyes, black hair, and a small, neat mustache. His gray business suit and shoes alone would have cost Avilov several months’ pay. He extended a perfectly manicured hand with a gold and diamond Rolex, and Avilov shook it.

Rushkov said, “Pari Ivanovich, Mr. Lerner is an arms dealer. Ordinarily his agreements are with the Ministry of Defense. The breakup has induced him to work with those of us who have more direct control over things. Mr. al-Zawi is his client.”

Lerner was well over six feet, with brown eyes and hair. His skin was so tan it looked like polished wood. He looked fresh from lunch at the country club. “It’s a pleasure to meet the man they call the Hawk. You’ve got quite a record, Captain.”

Avilov nodded. Flattery from this man was meaningless. He would speak the same way to an ax murderer just to sell him a sharper blade.

Lerner went on. “My father used to be in the cattle business in Dallas. Do you know where that is?”

“Texas.”

“Right on the money. One time we bought a herd and left them in one of our corrals while we hired a crew. Unfortunately, the fencing hadn’t been tended to properly, and the cattle got out. They ran off a lot of weight and most of our profit before we got them back. It taught me a lesson. It’s one thing to have, another to keep. Are you interested in being rich, Captain Avilov?”

“To be honest, I have never thought a great deal about it.”

“I’m a pretty fair judge of character, sir,” said Lerner, “and I say you thought about it the minute you walked in here. The old Soviet Union sold arms all over the world. America still does. The difference is you stand to profit from it for the first time.”

“What do you want exactly?” asked Avilov.

Al-Zawi’s cultured voice spoke of attending universities in other lands. “The Libyan government has bought a Pantera modified Akula nuclear attack submarine, Captain Avilov. Your submarine, the Northern Star.”

“Impossible,” said Avilov flatly.

“Seventy-five million dollars,” said Lerner, throwing out the number as easily as if he had just quoted a price for shoes. “You and your lieutenant will be paid three million dollars and one million dollars respectively for delivering it to our base on Sabaña Key in Cuba.” Lerner smiled expansively. “It’s that old free market economy you keep hearing so much about.”

“Why not the Middle East?” asked Avilov.

“The Northern Star will never operate from Libya,” said al-Zawi. “She is meant for . . . special missions.”

“Missions Libya might not wish to be connected to?”

“You are a smart man, Captain,” said al-Zawi. “Be smart a while longer and you’ll profit greatly.”

“It is a day-to-day thing whether I control this fleet or the president of Ukraine does,” said Rushkov. “The Star must be out of here within the week. When you are two hundred miles off Sabaña Key you will cause a fire to break out forcing you to abandon ship. The crew will do quite well in those warm waters until they’re picked up. Bravely, you’ll go down with your ship. The Northern Star will be presumed lost at sea. In reality, you’ll finish the run to Sabaña Key.”

“You could order a hundred other officers to sail the Star to Cuba. Why offer millions for what you could get for free?”

Lerner twisted the links of his watch, the first nervous gesture Avilov had seen in the man. “The Americans have learned the Star is coming. A Mossad agent made it to Sabaña Key, and suddenly there is unprecedented naval activity in the Atlantic. The connection is obvious. The man who takes the Northern Star across the Atlantic must be able to beat the Americans. The man we had was good, but not the best. You’re the best. You’ve beaten them before. That’s why you’re here.”

Avilov had to admit he was tempted. One last fight against his old adversaries. A great battle against desperate odds. And the money. He imagined giving his wife and children fine schools. Cars. Beautiful clothing. What did Americans call it? Yes . . . the good life. For one final Atlantic run.

“I’d say three million’s pretty good pay even for this trip, wouldn’t you?” said Lerner.

“I can’t say it isn’t.” Avilov caught Pachenko’s nod and went on. “But a naval officer carries out the policies of his government. That’s what we owe the people for all our training and privileges. You want the Star for one purpose, Mr. al-Zawi, and we both know it. Terrorism.” He heard their sharp intake of breath. “You can’t have her.”

Lerner was fast, but Avilov was faster. He had pegged the bulge under the cashmere jacket for a handgun. When Lerner came up from his chair with his hand inside his jacket Avilov sprang out of his seat and went low, hitting him hard in the abdomen. Lerner doubled over, and Avilov grabbed the gun and held it on them.

“Yuri, put in a call to the Minister of Defense in Moscow and tell him what you have just heard.”

“Yes, sir!” said Pachenko gladly, dialing. “I guess you aren’t so old and slow after all. For a moment I thought—”

“For a moment I thought so, too.”

Lerner got off the floor, glaring. Rushkov just shook his head as if a bright pupil had suddenly turned stupid. “Put down the phone. Pari Ivanovich, there is something you should see. Then he may call if you wish. Please, for your own sake.”

Lerner used two fingers to extract a plain white envelope, which he tossed over. He waited silently, smoothing out his clothes. Avilov handed the gun to Pachenko so he could open the envelope. The first item stopped him cold.

Lerner’s voice was smug. “You are the last piece in a puzzle it has taken me a year of my life and considerable money to arrange. When Admiral Rushkov showed me your file I knew this was going to be a hard sell, as we say. So I figured I’d make sure the fences were strong enough this time. What do you think, Captain? Are they?”

“What is it, Pari?” demanded Pachenko.

Avilov passed him the envelope. Simple 35mm color prints showed his wife and youngest son, Misha, cavorting on a beach in Cuba, along with Pachenko’s wife, Irina, and their daughter Kara. Other shots showed them shopping in Havana, eating, riding. The pictures weren’t fakes. Avilov had made port there enough times over the years to know the city. There was a handwritten note.

Dearest Pari,

How wonderful to surprise us with such a vacation! Too bad our daughter couldn’t come, but marriage and work have her too busy. As you can see from the photos, Misha and Irina and Kara and I are having a wonderful time. The weather is gorgeous! They told us you and Yuri will be coming soon to the military base on Sabaña Key, and we will meet you there. Thank you again for the wonderful surprise!

All my love,

Katcha

“This is why they didn’t call,” Avilov said. He returned the gun to Lerner.

“You understand now?” asked the American.

Avilov nodded. “The story about fences. You were telling me this.”

“Yes. And something else, too.”

The barrel of his gun crashed into Avilov’s head, and pain seared through his skull. His vision shattered into a million fragments and then went black. When he came to he was being supported by Pachenko.

“I never leave a score unsettled,” said Lerner. He turned to Pachenko. “You’ll do as your captain says? Remember, your family’s out there, too.”

“I am Captain Avilov’s man,” said Pachenko proudly, and then just as clearly, “you filthy bastard.”

Lerner smarted, then shrugged. You couldn’t hit everyone for every little thing. “Captain Avilov, I want you to have as much to gain, and to lose, as the rest of us. Sail the Northern Star into Sabaña Key by July first and you’re a rich man. I give you my word your family will be waiting on the pier to see you surface. I also give you my word that if you cross me, you’ll never see them again.”

Rushkov handed Avilov a packet of authorizations. “Take on supplies and weapons. Anything else you think you’ll need. My intelligence reports say you won’t run into major opposition until the western Med.”

Gray dots were still dancing in Avilov’s field of vision. Behind them the ocean grew darker as the sun set. The house with all its treasures had turned violet as the sun’s final colors reflected off the sea. Pachenko took his elbow, leading him.

“We will not meet again, Pari Ivanovich,” Rushkov said. “Good luck on your Atlantic run. Remember how much depends on it.”



Chapter Two




The Bahamas

THE NAVY TRANSPORT PLANE DROPPED toward the sparse, sandy island nestled in the mottled green waters of Grand Bahama Bank.

“There it is, Lieutenant. Andros Island,” the navy pilot needled him. “Destiny.”

Lt. Mark Bell sighed. What the hell response could you make to that wiseass crack? It was too damn true.

Andros island was the site of the navy’s Atlantic Undersea Test and Evaluation Center (AUTEC). It represented the last leg of a journey that had started six months earlier for Bell and the other submarine Prospective Commanding Officers—PCOs—on the plane. This was final exam week. They would be tested here in actual undersea combat in the deep blue waters off Andros Island. It was war, and only the winners went on to become commanding officers.

“It’s not my destiny I’m worried about,” Bell said gamely. “I just stepped on the Cracker Jack box your wings came in.”

Bell hoped his nervous tension didn’t show. His stomach had been sour ever since they’d left Norfolk Naval Base that morning, having completed Advanced Weapons Training. It had been a dream-filled sleepless night. His own private nightmare still followed him like a homing torpedo. Even now the thought of boarding a sub again brought back painful memories. Would he ever shake them? And could he command if he didn’t?

Destiny. The pilot didn’t know how close he’d come.

“You Bubbleheads are all alike,” the pilot said, chuckling. “Up here you’re just fish out of water.” He pointed to the gold dolphins on Bell’s chest and elbowed his copilot, enjoying his own humor. “Fish out of water, get it?”

Bell went aft.

He expected to find his classmates working. In fact, Carter was engrossed in an engineering manual. Flynn was plugged into a Walkman, eyes closed, humming a rock tune, totally self-assured. Nothing fazed Flynn. He had been his usual “Lemme at ’em” self all morning. If the transport plane had been any later, Flynn would have swum to Andros.

“Heading in, girls,” came the pilot’s jocular voice over the loudspeaker.

The plane hit the airstrip and slammed to a stop. “Let’s get a move on, Brother Bell,” Flynn said cheerily. “Our new master awaits.”

“Anxious to meet him, Jamie?” asked Bell, trying to smooth out the wrinkles in his khaki uniform.

“Are you kidding? MacKenzie’s the best, the only captain ever to fight in two navies,” Flynn reminded him as they passed through the wooden building housing customs. “The goddamned Russians gave him a medal.”

“Three enemy kills to his credit. One American, too, if you count the Kentucky,” Carter said, sliding on his shades. He had no wrinkles in his uniform. “We might be the luckiest PCOs in history to be here when he drew this billet.”

“Or the most intimidated,” said Bell. “How the hell do you impress this guy?”

“You start by getting into his car so he can get out of this god-awful sun and back into his air-conditioned office,” said an amused voice behind them. “I’m Captain MacKenzie, your senior PCO instructor. Welcome to Andros Island.”

Bell smothered a curse and snapped to attention. Carter whipped off his shades and jerked erect. Flynn hopped over his bag and cut a sharp salute. All three stood stiffly in the hot sun.

MacKenzie smiled. He couldn’t help it. The little pups were so full of hope, so innocent of what it really meant to be in command of a submarine. Yet they wanted it badly enough to have devoted years to the demanding journey from ensign to commanding officer, gaining hard-won practical experience and dozens of scientific and tactical certificates along the way. Each was a combination of youthful arrogance, bright promise, and veteran pride.

And from where he stood they didn’t know jack shit about anything.

“At ease, gentlemen.” He stuck out his hand. “Not very sporting of me to sneak up on you like that.”

“Lieutenant Commander James Grady Flynn. Pleased to meet you, Captain.”

“Mr. Flynn.” Flynn had the face of a film star. Firm jaw, straight nose, green eyes, jet-black hair. A little bit of slouch from having it come too easy. The other two called him Jamie. Not James. That was good. Friends meant loyalty.

“Pleasure, sir,” said Carter, stepping over. “I was on the Baton Rouge when you gave us the slip in the eastern Med. We sure didn’t know it was you in command of that Russian sub.”

“It was a remarkable experience, Mr. Carter. Taught me a great deal.” MacKenzie sized up LCDR Reginald Carter, the bright Afro-American Annapolis grad from Georgia. He had top marks for efficiency and performance. Top ten percent of his class. Near-genius IQ.

Bell stepped up, putting his hand out almost as an afterthought. “Lieutenant Bell, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. You’ve healed, I take it?”

“Yes, sir. Clean bill of health. You don’t have to worry about me, sir.”

He said it defensively. MacKenzie knew several senior captains who claimed Bell was the best officer they’d ever served with, a rare blend of natural ability and hard worker. His being here at twenty-nine was testimony to their regard. But self-doubt clouded the lean boy’s dark eyes. MacKenzie didn’t know what he’d been through because the files had been sealed; there was only the rumor that it would have disqualified most men. Maybe that gave Bell an edge. It took more than ability to succeed here. It took character.

“Gentlemen, dinner tonight is at seventeen hundred down at the beach. Attire is casual. Short-sleeve shirts are fine. You’ll meet everybody there. Nothing’s scheduled this afternoon so I’ll drop you at the BOQ to relax and look around.”

The public road terminated at AUTEC’s main gate where they went through a security check. The base was one square mile with the western side on the water. Trailers and apartments were painted light pastels. The Bachelor Officers Quarters was sided with yellow corrugated steel. Children rode bicycles, and men and women strolled to work along the main street of this small “town” of two thousand, mostly engineers and communications experts who ran the AUTEC range. The vegetation was lush, the horizon reached up to a vaulted cloudless sky, and shades of green water melded into azure blue.

“Sir?”

“Yes, Mr. Carter?”

“PCO classes usually have four candidates. We’re still at three.”

“I’m hoping a fourth officer will be here by the start of the underway tomorrow.”

“Which sub will be ours, Captain?” asked Flynn.

“The Jacksonville. She’s already here. You’ll get your operational orders and be notified of your targets when we board.”

MacKenzie felt their energy. They were anxious to prove themselves. The academics—learning the administrative tasks of a commanding officer, intelligence training, order writing, legal work—all these were over. Now it was for the money. Only Bell restrained himself. He had MacKenzie’s sympathy. In a way, someone like Bell made it easier for him to be here.

He’d been hurt when his old friend Ben Garver, Chief of Naval Operations, “suggested” it was time he passed on his hard-won knowledge to the next generation of submarine captains. Men like Flynn, Bell, and Carter were supposed to be the best of a smart new breed, trained differently, America’s warriors for the next century. MacKenzie had to accept change. If he didn’t, despite his unequaled talent and reputation, he would be swept away like so many others whose stubborn clinging to past glories had turned them from heroes into relics.

MacKenzie caught his reflection in the mirror. He didn’t feel old. Sure, his dark hair was showing some gray. And the lines around his pale gray eyes had grown deeper. But the planes of his face were still lean and strong, a blend of his Scottish immigrant ancestors and the Midwestern women they had married. Imbued in his line was a respect for freedom, honesty, thrift, and hard work, a drive for competence in all things, and a love of life stemming from boundless optimism, which, given America, seemed self-evident.

To the PCOs he was the bold Captain MacKenzie, the most victorious commander in the fleet. His inner reality was vastly different. He wasn’t sure he knew how to change. What happens to a man when he finds the perfect job, loves it with all his might, becomes the best at it, and then has it taken away? He had come to Andros Island less than a week before. Everything was still brand new. It was his job not only to train them, but to educate them in the subtle ways of command. He decided to do that he first had to know them as people.

“Tell me, Mr. Bell. Is it true what I’ve heard?”

“Depends, sir. Can you tell me what you’ve heard? Been a long time since I threw a football, if that’s what you mean.”

“Actually, I meant your literary bent. The T is for Twain, isn’t it?” MacKenzie drove around a line of kids returning home from school. “Rumor has it you have all of Mark Twain’s books in your head.”

Bell shook his head. “Not the way you mean it, sir. You can’t give me the page number and have me read it straight out of the book or anything. My dad just liked us to memorize a lot of what Twain wrote. We’d do it when he was away on cruise. It was our way of being closer, picturing him in his cabin reading the same passages. We’d have contests when he got home.”

“Go ahead, sir. Test him,” said Flynn from the back. “He’s got one for every occasion.”

“All right,” agreed MacKenzie. “Mr. Bell, do the honors. A salute to Andros Island and what lies ahead.”

Bell concentrated for a moment. Then something sparkled in his eyes, and the tiniest smile broke the corners of his mouth. For the first time MacKenzie saw an inner quality of the man, and it seemed to include not only wry humor beneath that hard New England hide, but a tough, rebellious intelligence as well.

“Very well, sir,” said Bell. “A tribute to PCO final training. From Huck Finn. ‘I was a-trembling because I’d got to decide forever betwixt two things, and I knowed it. I studied for a minute, sort of holding my breath, and then says to myself, ‘All right, then, I’ll go to hell.’ ”



Chapter Three




Atlantic Ocean

300 miles east of the North Carolina coast

THE OCEAN DEPTHS WERE TOO murky to get any kind of clear TV picture, so LCDR Moran cut the front floods and backed off to let the silt settle on the sub. The downed U.S.S. Grayling was in a tough position, covered by tons of ocean silt thrown up by her too-rapid impact with the bottom. If too much silt covered the escape hatch, they couldn’t dock Avalon, a Deep Submergence Rescue Vehicle. Their hydraulic robot arm could move a ton of rock, but it was useless with the fine stuff.

“I’m going to try a back blow, Phil,” said Moran.

Lt. Phil Levin, the copilot, was monitoring the gauges closely. The DSRV was low on battery power. “Maybe we should go back to Mother for a recharge.”

“We got ten minutes?” asked Moran.

Levin frowned. “That’s pushing it.”

Moran looked out the viewport trying to discern the position of the downed sub. If the horizontal angle wasn’t too sharp they could settle over the Grayling’s escape trunk and dewater their skirt to make a tight enough seal to transfer twenty-four men at a time into Avalon. Too great an angle, the seal would rupture.

Whatever they were going to do, it had to be done quickly. They were over nineteen hundred feet down, close to the sub’s crush depth. A hundred and twenty-eight men were breathing smoke from the fire in the engine room that had sent her to the bottom. The whole area was laced with trenches that had bottom depths well below the sub’s crush depth. Luckily, the captain had been able to bottom his ship on a plateau. Another fifty feet and Grayling would have been over the edge. Moran had to be damn careful. A shock might send the sub sliding into the trench. Adding to their problems, the captain had been injured in the incident and now the XO, Commander Kelly, was in charge. Moran could hear fear in his voice. He was close to cracking, failing to use proper procedures for an accident of this kind. You never knew who could stand the heat until the kitchen was on fire.

“Avalon, we’ve got fumes spreading,” came Kelly’s worried voice over the speaker. “The fan room is unable to clear.”
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“More twists and plots and intriguing characters than any three
adventure tales....tough to tear your eyes from.”—Clive Cussler
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