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SPIES, SOLDIERS AND TRUE BELIEVERS—IN THE HUNT FOR THE KENTUCKY


PETER MacKENZIE: In the USS Seawolf he had outdueled the Soviet’s best submarine. But a tragic accident wrecked his self-confidence. Now he’s back in foreign waters in command of a Soviet submarine—and a top-secret hunt for the stolen U.S. minisub . . .


RAZA: Brought to Moscow for special training, he became a colonel in the Spetsnatz Special Forces and head of a radical group in Turkmenistan, his native Arab land. Then he masterminded the taking of the Kentucky—and turned it against his former masters . . .


JUSTINE SEGURRA: She was painfully familiar with the ways of revolution. Now the CIA agent and wife of Captain MacKenzie is living and riding with hard, committed desert men—searching for the Kentucky’s missing nuclear payload . . .


KEMAL: He is the charismatic leader of the Karadeen and the grandson of the Mahdi—holy man—imprisoned by the Soviets. The Russians have told him that the recovery of the hijacked missiles will mean freedom for the Mahdi, but he has his own plans for his proud people . . .
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CHAPTER ONE






NATO Air Force Base, Scotland


This night security was doubled.


Armed soldiers covered the airfield and the surrounding woods from guard towers twenty feet over the tarmac. Automatic weapons twitched like deadly divining rods covering the dead zone between perimeter fences topped with barbed wire and razor sharp concertina coil. In the shadows, restless guard dogs pulled at their sharp-eyed handlers’ leashes, scurrying back and forth, panting hotly.


The reason for all the extra security had just landed on the runway and sat bathed in the light of the control tower floods. At first glance it was just another Boeing 747, but upon closer look the familiar silhouette was distorted by an odd “hump,” actually a second craft mated to the fuselage between the cockpit and wings. This particular 747 belonged to NASA and was used to ferry space shuttles back to the Kennedy Space Center in Florida after desert landings on the west coast. The black “hump” on the 747’s fuselage, now the center of intense activity by coveralled technicians, was not a shuttle, however. It was the navy’s newest minisub, the USS Kentucky. The Kentucky had just completed the first leg of its journey from the construction yards at Newport News to its eventual destination—the sub pens at Holy Loch, the American fleet’s main submarine base in this hemisphere.


The black, teardrop shaped Kentucky, perched piggyback on the big plane’s spine, sat outlined in the glare of truck lights and runway beacons. Crewmen crawled over the hull to release the transport moorings, their breaths misting in the cold Highland air.


The navy had experimented with minisubs before, but none had come near the Kentucky’s striking success. Ultra-fast computers and superlight alloys had made it possible to cut the size of the ship radically, and thus the size of the crew. Only three men were needed to operate the relatively simple controls. The propulsion system was based on new high-temperature superconductors that eliminated the need for noisy nuclear reactors with their attendant large cooling pumps and heavy turbines. Unique in the world, she was very fast for such a small ship.


Miniaturization made armament smaller, too, enabling the Kentucky to carry two modified MK-48 torpedoes that could be fired quickly and efficiently from Kentucky’s single torpedo tube in a kind of automatic weapon “clip” arrangement. Her combat system was an advancement on the latest BSY-2 carried by the new SS-21 USS Seawolf, but much smaller, with navigational satellite relays. By far, the Kentucky’s biggest offensive threat was her four tube-launched cruise missiles, modified Tomahawks designed to wield a limited nuclear capability against poison gas-capable enemies. All this was contained in a forty-foot hull with a twelve-foot beam, shaped by the new stealth technology into a flattened teardrop coated with black sound-absorbing tiles.


A honey of a ship, the Kentucky could dive to five thousand feet, more than twice the depth of our deepest diving sub, or if need be, operate in shallow water less than thirty feet to back up a land invasion. Her deep-diving ability gave her “bottoming-out” capabilities in most oceans of the world. She had a bathyscaphic sphere amidships with a viewport and, like the Deep Sea Rescue Vehicles from which she was partially descended, a remote controlled manipulator arm which stored within the outer hull.


Potentially, the Kentucky’s greatest strength, one that made the Anti Submarine Warfare boys in the navy think tank at Crystal City in Washington jump for joy, was that the Kentucky had proved virtually impossible to detect at speeds up to twenty knots by any sonar the navy possessed, including those of the Seawolf.


Crewmen with hooded flashlights jockeyed the big unloading crane into position, a three-story boxlike affair built like an inverted U, open in the center. There was a coveralled air force driver in the cab and a computer operator. They rolled the crane slowly over the nose of the 747 and sat poised like a huge spider. When the last bolts holding the Kentucky to the 747 were removed, grapple arms reached down and lifted the minisub off the plane.


The crane rolled back from the 747 and a sixteen wheeler transport slid into the space underneath it. The minisub was lowered onto the flatbed and crewmen threw special tarps over the black hull, securing them with heavy line. The truck started up and drove along the tarmac, moving through its gears with a higher and higher whine. At the main gate a jeep with four armed marines and a .50 caliber machine gun mounted on the back gunned out of the darkness and moved in front of the truck. A second similarly armed jeep slid in behind it. The three vehicles passed under the raised barrier and out onto the dark and winding road that cut through the heathered moors and low hills of the Scottish countryside.


A short distance away, a fisherman watched the convoy’s steady approach from a concealed position. As it left the main gate he spoke into a radio in his native language, Turkmeni, a derivative of Turkish spoken by the Moslem inhabitants of Turkmenistan, one of the Soviet Central Asian Republics.


“They’re coming, Raza. Two jeeps, one in front, one in back, each with four marines and a fifty caliber gun.”


“Acknowledged. Pull back,” came Raza’s voice.


Raza, the leader of the operation, was crouched three miles away in the darkness on the crest of a hill overlooking the road. Dressed in the combat fatigues of a colonel in the Soviet Special Forces—Spetsnatz—Raza shook his head at what he had just heard. “Stupid,” he muttered, pulling the bolt back on his assault rifle. Raza also spoke in Turkmeni, forsaking the despised Russian whenever he could. All the men he brought with him spoke Turkmeni, most born in Ashkhabad, the capital city of Turkmenistan.


“Criminally stupid,” he amended to himself. “Guard the plane with a hundred men, guard the truck with only eight.”


He waited until the convoy drew close. Three of Raza’s men were in a trench on the side of the road below his position, three on the other side of the road where the grade was lowest. All were armed with grenades and assault rifles and wore starlight-gathering night glasses. Raza motioned to his second-in-command across the highway, a big man with a dark, scraggly beard and no mustache, named Azrak. Azrak nodded in the darkness, made a sign with his hand and then dropped out of sight.


The first of the jeeps was no more than a hundred yards away. Raza fingered the detonator in his hand. The American soldiers were lazy. One was smoking. The soldiers manning the .50-cal guns hung casually over their weapons. Raza doubted the guns were even cocked. After all, who was expecting anything? This was Scotland and the cold war was over. Wasn’t it?


The truck and the jeeps were almost upon them when Raza pressed the detonator. As he had instructed his men to do, he kept his eyes closed to avoid any night blindness the plastique flash would create, depending only on the sounds his ears picked up to know that the explosion had not caught the first jeep underneath as he had wanted, but a little ahead, so that it spun into the trench at the side of the road rather than going up in flames.


The sound of gunfire told Raza his men were already up and onto the road before the jeep stopped spinning. Two of the marines tumbled out of it only to be mowed down, jerking like crazed marionettes under the withering fire. With a sudden crack wumpf, the jeep’s gas tank exploded.


Behind the truck, Azrak and his men had made short work of the second jeep. But the truck driver was nobody’s fool. He gave no thought to the slaughter going on around him and gunned the engine, sliding off the road onto the treacherous shoulder. The truck inclined so acutely that it almost tipped over. He managed to hold it steady and steer around the burning jeep. He shot past Raza’s men who brandished their weapons to get him to stop, but feared harming his cargo too much to shoot directly.


Raza dropped his rifle and raced down the hill toward the truck. They had to end this quickly. The truck certainly had a radio and help would soon be on its way. Ahead, he saw a boulder jutting out from the roadside. With a little luck . . .


The truck was closing the distance and for a moment he feared he might not make it. But too much was at stake. Too much planning and too many lives. Clamping down on his doubt with a will that years of Spetsnatz training had forged into steel, he shot forward with a burst of speed, jumped onto the boulder and leapt into the air as the truck, still held back from full speed by the narrow road and the weight of its cargo, passed.


Raza hit the truck bed and felt the thick tarpaulin under his hands. It stopped his fall. Righting himself, he crawled toward the truck cab. The wind blew his hair back and made his eyes tear. He drew a pistol from his tunic.


In one motion he swung down onto the running board outside the driver’s door and plunged the gun through the window glass. It shattered, spraying the wide-eyed driver who for the first time had believed himself safe. Raza pressed the barrel into the driver’s neck and pulled the trigger. The explosion was barely audible above the wind noise but the force of the blast almost wrenched the driver from behind the wheel. Yanking the body out of the way, Raza slid in and applied the brakes carefully. The truck came to a stop on the suddenly quiet road.


Raza forced his pounding pulse under control. The light from the burning jeep cast strange gyrating shadows on the hills around him. He saw his men coming in the truck’s big rearview mirrors.


Azrak was the first to reach him. His smile was fierce. “And here I thought so many years with the Russians made you slow and fat,” he said proudly.


Raza laughed. “Teach you to think ill of your betters.”


“It was a good run. Maybe you haven’t lost your nerve yet.”


Raza motioned back. “Do we have any casualties?”


“None. There are three of them left alive. We did what we could for them. I think they will live.”


“Good. Get the men on the truck. We must go.”


Azrak disappeared for a moment, then came back and slid into the cab. “All loaded, including the lookout. How much time do you think we have?”


“This will amaze you. Look.”


Azrak did, his craggy face suddenly breaking into a grin. The radio was in shambles from a direct hit.


“We’ve done it, Raza. Praise Allah!”


“Allah be praised,” avowed Raza with appropriate gravity. His reputation for piety needed shoring up anyway. He slid the truck into gear and moved it down the road, picking up speed for the short run to the coast.


*  *  *


Two wooden fishing trawlers were harbored in the rocky basin. The ancient pier that led out to them looked barely able to support the weight of a few men, much less the Kentucky, but Raza’s men had reinforced the old timbers with steel beams months ago, publicly, the prelude to a never-to-come cannery.


Here we are then, he thought, walking down the path to the pier. What was ordained has come to pass. On the road above the rocky crags his troops had been met by fishermen from the trawlers and together they were working the off-loading ramps from the truck. He felt a sense of awe that it had all worked. Who knows? he wondered. Maybe I am getting religion in my old age.


Slowly, the soldiers and the fishermen slid the Kentucky’s great black mass onto a trolley which rested on a set of steel rails leading all the way down the cliffs and along the pier to the ship. Raza saw Azrak and another man raise a black hatch and disappear inside the Kentucky. Using only pulleys and sweat, the rest of the men hauled the Kentucky toward the boat that was to be its home for the next few critical weeks while they uncovered its secrets.


The Kentucky reached the side of the first trawler. It was far too big to be put down any of the hatches and Raza wondered idly how they would get it on board. He shouldn’t have. Ancient tools. That was all they had, anyway. Ancient tools and ancient ways. And his training. The entire side of the trawler was lifted away, revealing a hold large enough to contain the minisub. Once it was inside, the side was replaced and a horde of fishermen swarmed over it, nailing and caulking and resealing.


Azrak emerged on deck and signaled to someone. A boom with a cargo net was lowered into the hold. When it appeared again, it carried two eight-foot cylinders with tapered nose cones, ten feet shorter than the original Tomahawks—half the Kentucky’s complement of cruise missiles. They were transferred to the second trawler and disappeared down into its hold.


Azrak came down from the trawler and walked up the pier. “Allah has two hands,” Raza quoted when he was in earshot.


Azrak made a fist, his face serious. “Open for the righteous, closed for the infidel,” he finished the quote.


Azrak didn’t know it, but Raza had spent considerable time collecting a list of these little pieties to be parceled out at moments like these, half-remembered from their shared boyhood and the underground schools that had been the foundation of their Islamic education years ago. The Russians had taught him that a good officer understood what motivated his men. God, how little they had understood what motivated him. Turkmenis were driven first and foremost by a fierce and unorthodox piety. A simple pat on the back or a “good job” wouldn’t be enough for men who were risking their lives for God’s will and their country’s future. He had spent too many years away. For them to follow him with his suspiciously secular reputation, piety was doubly important.


“We must go, Azrak. The tide is ours only for a little while longer. Tell the men they fought well.”


“The killing was justified, blessed by Allah.” Azrak’s eyes had a heretic twinkle. “The Russians taught you that well enough.”


“Be careful in the desert,” Raza said seriously. “The way will be long and dangerous and they’ll come after their prize. Be sure of it. And remember what I taught you.”


“The day I need an old has-been to teach me anything is the day I teach my children Russian.” Azrak laughed. “You be careful, Raza. This sea is not the kind one of our youth.”


“You set the timer?”


Azrak nodded. “You worry too much.”


They embraced, clapping each other on the back. Then Azrak boarded the trawler with the missiles and Raza got onto the trawler that held the Kentucky. A half mile out to sea, Raza looked back.


The first explosions ripped through the steel railings and sent them tumbling down the cliffs into the sea. The pier was dragged under by rocks the size of small houses. The road crumbled, sending the truck tumbling in slow motion down the cliffs into the sea. More explosions followed. A cloud of black dust rolled out over the water.


When the smoke cleared, the cove was empty.





CHAPTER TWO






Norfolk, Virginia—Two Weeks Later


The color of the day was the same dull gray as the oily water that slid past the submarine USS Farley’s hull as it entered the channel into Norfolk Naval Station. Fat gulls stitched the drab sky to the cold sea. A fog bank was rolling in. Capt. Peter Mackenzie stood on the bridge watching the crew secure lines to the tugs that would bring the Farley into port. The featureless grayness suited him, precisely matching his mood.


“Good to be home, sir,” said the navigator, Lt. Ron Thompson, beside him.


MacKenzie decided it was just an innocent remark. Thompson had worked well with him on the milk run from the Med. If he’d harbored doubts about MacKenzie’s fitness to command, they wouldn’t be surfacing now. You have to stop, MacKenzie reminded himself for the hundredth time, having wondered about most everything said about him within earshot during the entire voyage. Thompson’s simple statement was just that. He eased his grip on the damp bulkhead steel.


“It’s always nice to come home. Do you have any plans, Ron?”


Thompson nodded. “I’m gonna get some rest. Then take some advanced training near the longest, whitest beach Detailing can find me.”


MacKenzie smiled. “I forgot, you’re single.”


Thompson shrugged philosophically. “Tough to keep up a steady relationship when you’re always leaving on seventy-day cruises. I suppose your wife will be waiting, sir. Must be a nice feeling.”


MacKenzie felt a familiar sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. Like swallowing a table, his wife, Justine, used to say. No, he wanted to tell the younger man standing beside him, my wife will not be waiting. She is somewhere I can’t reach her. Mostly, he could admit to himself now, because she could not reach me. Instead he said, “Her job takes her away sometimes,” and left it at that.


“Coming up on the markers, Skipper.”


MacKenzie spotted them and spoke into the headset mike connecting him to the control room below. “Right ten degrees rudder. Make minimum turns.”


“Right ten degrees rudder. Minimum turns, aye,” repeated the diving officer below, relaying the instructions to the helm.


MacKenzie ran a hand over the sharp planes of his rugged Scottish features and felt the deep lines wind, weather and responsibility had put there. There was more gray in his thick black hair than there had been a year ago. The tiny lines around his blue gray eyes were more pronounced, too, the result of the stress of command—and other things.


MacKenzie looked ahead. Bridges crisscrossed the network of Norfolk’s internal waterways. Navy ships of all sizes were docked at concrete piers. Sleek subs, razor-prowed destroyers, huge, vacuous subtenders that looked like floating junkyards. Squat, round fuel tanks were everywhere, along with repair yards and graveled parking lots filled with cars. But over everything, the bridges. MacKenzie wondered to himself, Have I burnt mine?


“Bridge, Communications. Skipper, naval air station just called to say there’ll be a plane waiting for you when we dock. You’re routed straight through to Washington to meet with the CNO.”


“Acknowledged,” MacKenzie responded. “Have a car meet me.”


The chief of naval operations, Adm. Ben Garver, was an old friend and there was a pleasant glow attached to the name. Careful, MacKenzie caught himself. Old friends are the most dangerous. They expect things to stay the same. But even disregarding Ben Garver’s superior rank, he owed him too much to stall the meeting.


“Good to be home, sir,” Thompson said again.


Once, it had been.


MacKenzie turned his attention to docking the Farley.


Take it one thing at a time.





CHAPTER THREE






Washington, D.C.


It was wet and cold the way Washington springs can be, so the big fireplace in Adm. Ben Garver’s comfortable den in Tingey House in the Washington Naval Yard had several logs burning in it. A uniformed orderly escorted MacKenzie in from the front door. The fire gave the nautical furnishings a warm glow, banishing at least part of the rainy gloom that had followed him from Norfolk.


Garver was seated in front of the fireplace talking to a man wearing lieutenant commander stripes. Somewhere in his fifties, MacKenzie judged. Both had snifters filled with an inch or so of brandy. Garver got up as MacKenzie entered, his smile warm and his hand extended.


“Mac, good to see you. Just got in?”


“Hello, sir. Right from the boat to here.”


“How was the trip from the Med?” Garver asked it lightly, but MacKenzie heard a more serious tone underneath. His face tightened. A year ago, Garver wouldn’t even have asked about a routine ferry job. But then he had to admit to himself that a year ago, he wouldn’t have been given a routine ferry job. A lot had changed since he had captained the Seawolf against the Russians under the arctic ice.


“It went well, sir. The Farley could use the refit. We had some problems with her steam fittings on the way over.”


“Nothing you couldn’t handle, I assume.”


Again MacKenzie felt the probe of hidden meanings but let it pass. “No, sir. Nothing I couldn’t handle.”


MacKenzie was acutely aware of the presence of the other man in the room. Garver had not yet introduced him and he couldn’t tell what that meant. Garver never did anything without a reason. The man had said nothing so far. He just remained standing casually by his chair, calmly observing their interchange. He had very clear brown eyes in a round face with small, neat features and an academician’s professorial fringe of thinning hair. MacKenzie clamped down on his curiosity and his insecurity and ignored the other man the way Garver was doing. If this was a test of his self-control, he wasn’t going to fail it by asking questions out of turn.


“Like a drink, Mac?” Garver asked.


“Whatever you’re having will be fine, sir,” MacKenzie responded.


“Good.” Garver smiled. “Brandy. Just the thing to ward off the chills on a day like this.” He walked over to a tray of crystal decanters on a mahogany lowboy and poured some of the brandy into another snifter.


“Cheers.”


“Good health,” MacKenzie toasted, taking a sip and liking the fiery trail the thick liquid left as it rolled down his throat. “That’s very good, sir. Thank you.”


His excessive politeness aggravated Garver. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. What gives, Mac? We go back too far for you to sir me to death in my own home.”


Was this a test, too? The other man still hadn’t said a word. “I’m not sure why you wanted to see me, Ben.”


“Something has come up.” He turned to the other man. “Doug, maybe you’d better wait outside for a bit.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Before you go, let me introduce Captain Peter MacKenzie. Mac, Commander Doug Wallace.”


“How do you do, Captain.”


“Pleasure, Commander.”


Wallace had a pleasant voice, animated and educated. His eyes never left MacKenzie’s face. MacKenzie had seen eyes like that before. In a sudden flash of intuition he knew who, or rather what, Wallace was and why Garver had brought Wallace here. He said nothing. The knowledge, or at least his firm suspicion, was a possible advantage in whatever was to come with Garver. Instinctive reaction. Take the high ground. Old habits did die hard.


Wallace left and Garver dropped into one of the leather chairs in front of the fireplace, motioning for MacKenzie to take the other. It was a comfortable chair, one to doze in with a book on your chest and a big red dog lying on the floor beside you.


“How are you doing?” Garver asked quietly.


MacKenzie sat back and studied the amber liquid swirling in his glass. “Hard to say, Ben.”


“Any pain?”


“A little. Comes and goes. Still some stiffness.”


Garver laughed. “Sounds no worse than just being my age.”


MacKenzie’s smile was fleeting. “I’d like to tell you I feel fine. That I’m the same guy I used to be. But it isn’t true.”


“Better or worse?”


“Maybe a little of both. Funny. You start monkeying around with some things, taking them apart, you’re not always sure how to put all the pieces back. Like a model ship with parts left over at the end. It looks okay on the outside, but you know something’s missing.”


“What is missing?”


“Well, for one thing,” MacKenzie began, “I don’t trust myself.”


“C’mon,” Garver said with a little irritation. “You were and are the best there is. A natural.”


MacKenzie smiled ruefully. “So I carry the natural’s curse.”


“Which is?”


“Which is what happens to you the day you discover you have to work at it like everybody else. That it isn’t natural anymore. That your mind or your body just might not deliver whatever you need like it always did. That deep inside you is a time bomb, maybe just like the one everyone else has, but that doesn’t matter. You never had it. And if that bomb inside went off once it might go off again, but this time you might take a hundred and eleven men along with you, instead . . .” He paused. Garver was studying him intently. He had been waiting for this. “. . . instead of just yourself.”


“It wasn’t attempted suicide,” Garver protested. “The investigative board never ruled that and I don’t think you should call it that or think it was. It distorts the truth.”


“The truth is I don’t know whether or not it was me. With all the pain and the pills I don’t know what I was thinking. All I know is that suddenly, for the first time in my life, the unthinkable wasn’t unthinkable anymore. That’s scary, Ben. It scared me right down to my roots.”


“So get unscared.” Garver frowned. “I’m too primitive for all this stuff, Mac. I don’t go for shrinks messing with a person’s insides. Like you say, I don’t know if they can put back together what they take apart. Willpower, Mac. Tell yourself it was nothing and it was. Move on. Command.”


“I don’t know if I can anymore,” MacKenzie said honestly. “There I was on the Farley on a mission a Sea Scout could handle. No stress. Nothing even remotely approaching a combat situation. I was as nervous as a whore in church. Everyone I met I wondered—has he heard? Does he know? Was that just an innocent remark or is he needling me? I second-guessed myself continuously. I wasn’t sure of the simplest order. I was never so happy to see Norfolk in my life. Frankly, Ben, I don’t know how I got through it.”


“Will it help to know what your XO said?”


MacKenzie had to laugh. “You work quick.”


“I had his report faxed to me while you were in the air.” Garver reached beside his chair and picked up a folder, thumbing through the papers till he found the ones he wanted. “Here. Your XO said, and I quote, ’Captain MacKenzie is a thorough professional who inspired all his officers and men to their finest standards of performance. When a steam leak scramed the reactor, it was Captain MacKenzie’s personal courage and leadership that returned the ship to an operating posture and prevented serious injury to two of the engineering room crew. Details follow.’ ” He looked up. “Now that doesn’t sound like some green uncertain kid to me, Mac. It just doesn’t. It sounds like the old MacKenzie.”


“All they see is the outside. I’m in here looking out. And I know what I feel.”


“Fuck what you feel. I’m only concerned with what you do. Most of us used to shit our pants before every cruise in ’Nam. And if not before, during. Everybody’s scared, Mac.”


“Not of themselves.”


Garver considered that for a while.


“Why did you bring me here?” MacKenzie asked. “You’ve got shrinks who could do a better debriefing.”


Garver remained silent for a while longer. Then, he asked, “What do you know about the Kentucky?”


“The new minisub? I hear it’s a pistol. I haven’t actually seen the trial reports yet.”


“I’ve got them here. She lives up to her rep and more. Runs too quiet for anything we have to pick her up. Capable up to a thousand feet with torpedoes and cruise missiles. She could sneak down a sewer pipe if we asked her to, with a crew of three and enough punch to make the difference in a small war.”


“I’d like to drive it sometime,” MacKenzie said.


“That’s another thing,” Garver interjected enthusiastically. “Trim, ballast, pitch, planes, course, everything is automatically adjusted by computer. Given the operating manuals and enough time, you wouldn’t really need to be a trained sub driver. Who knows? Maybe we just invented the world’s most expensive carnival ride.”


“Or a toy for rich kids. Hey, Dad, can I borrow the keys to the sub?” Talking about the Kentucky, Mac felt some of his old exuberance return for a moment, but it was fleeting. It faded, and the familiar lethargy of spirit he had come to know settled over him again. He asked, “Where’s it stationed?”


“Two weeks ago we shipped the first operational unit to Scotland on board a seven-forty-seven. Unfortunately, it was stolen.”


“What?”


Garver drained his glass and got up to pour himself another. “You?”


“No, thanks. Did I hear you right? It was stolen? By whom?”


Garver sighed. “Turkmenistani guerrillas. God help us. We get through fighting the Soviet Union as a whole, now we’ve got to take on every goddamned separate republic.”


“I’m just a sub driver, take it slow will you.”


Garver folded himself back into his chair and his voice took on a lecturing tone. “Turkmenistan is a mostly desert republic in Soviet Central Asia. It was occupied or conquered by so many invaders up through the last century it doesn’t pay to name them, except for some folks called the Oghuz from Mongolia who gave the region its Turkic character about a thousand years ago. They still speak a Turkish dialect there. Britain was concerned enough about Russian expansion toward India in the late 1800s to fight for the area for a while, but by 1924 the Brits withdrew and the Red Army wiped out enough Turkmeni citizens to gain control. Turkmenistan became a Soviet republic.”


“You know a lot for an ex-jock.”


“I’m a quick study. Anyway, over the years the central beef these folks had with the ethnic Russians is that they are Moslem, a religion the Russians actively suppressed. They also wanted to speak Turkmen and the Russians want them to speak, well, Russian. KGB political assassinations took out every serious Turkmeni leader for decades. Moscow controlled their schools, their trade, even their architectural styles. Making matters worse, the Russians did as piss poor a job of housing and agriculture there as they did everywhere else.”


“Look, I know this may be heresy,” said MacKenzie, “but why do we or anyone else care about some crummy desert?”


Garver smiled. “Because the world’s third largest gold and oil deposits reside in this crummy desert. Along with untold cubic feet of natural gas and other assorted chemicals like bromine and iodine. The Russians spent billions creating an infrastructure in Turkmenistan. Wipe it out and you eliminate one of their few remaining sources of hard currency. They’re broke. They can’t afford to write off that investment. No money, no food. No food, well, we don’t like to think about what could happen to democratic reform if half the Russian population is starving to death.”


MacKenzie said, “The hardliners could try it again.”


“Precisely. Russia and Turkmenistan, all the republics, need a political solution to the problem worked out over time, not a military coup.”


“Where does the Kentucky fit in?”


“I’m coming to that.” Garver took a sip of brandy and continued. “Before the cold war ended, cultivating the Turkmenis’ strong nationalist tendencies was the subject of intense CIA efforts. They built a relationship with an emerging radical group called Skobelev.”


“Skobelev sounds Russian.”


“It is. Or rather, he was. A Russian general brought in after the Turkmenis defeated his predecessor at a place called Geok Tepe. Skobelev took Geok Tepe and gave no quarter to the defenders. Over eight thousand men, women and children were massacred. As Skobelev himself put it, ’The duration of the peace is in direct proportion to the slaughter you inflict upon your enemy.’ Nice fucking guy, huh?”


“The name, I take it, now indicates that the radical group shares that philosophy?”


“It’s certainly possible,” Garver agreed. “American funds strengthened Skobelev to the point where it was a first-class organization with international connections. Then all the changes occurred and our government decided to slow things down in Turkmenistan. The radicals, however, as is so often the case, weren’t as easy to control as the CIA would have liked.


“The head of Skobelev is a guy named Raza, a native Turkmeni who was culled from the population early and sent to Moscow for special training. He ended up a colonel in the Spetsnatz, their version of the special forces. He is tough and smart. He is also the mastermind behind the theft of the Kentucky. Unknown to his superiors, he set up a special SIGINT unit within his command to monitor U.S. intelligence traffic. Ironically, he probably used our money to finance the entire operation. He learned about the Kentucky, and understanding the strategic use such a weapon could be to him, he plotted to steal it. Two weeks ago he succeeded, leaving five marines dead. We’ve been looking for the Kentucky ever since.”


“How do we know all this?” MacKenzie asked.


“Because the Russians told us,” Garver said baldly. “You’ve got to remember, we’re not the enemy in this scenario. Raza has nothing to gain from pointing cruise missiles at the U.S. But you can be damn sure one day soon, whenever he’s set up what he thinks is a pat hand, and that includes having bypassed the safeguards on those cruise missiles—and they’re pretty formidable—he’s going to call whoever’s in charge in Moscow and announce that the Russians don’t own squat in Turkmenistan anymore and if anybody has a problem with that, he will be more than happy to wipe out whatever target is within Kentucky’s range and happens to please him that day. Believe me, Mac, the clock is ticking. Raza’s kind of nationalism could consume the whole region. Everybody who’s cleared to know about this is worried sick about it, including the President. We are on the verge of having a world where political solutions rule the day. We can’t permit nuclear terrorism to succeed.”


A log split in the crackling fire, sending sparks up the chimney. MacKenzie said thoughtfully, “You know, Ben, events being what they are, Raza holds some pretty strong cards.”


“That is also the opinion of the higher-ups who have lost a lot of sleep studying the situation,” Garver said with growing intensity. He looked at MacKenzie squarely. “The real danger is that this could explode into war between the republics. It is not in the best interests of the United States to let that happen. There are several thousand nuclear weapons which could fall into unstable hands. Additionally, we are not at all pleased with having a billion-dollar submarine stolen from us. To put it mildly. We all think it is an excellent idea that word go out that no one, including Raza, can profit from this activity.”


“It’s hard not to sympathize with him in part,” MacKenzie said. “Depending on how you look at it, the man’s a patriot.”


“He’s a thief and a murderer,” Garver said angrily.


“The British once said that about the man this city is named after.” “This is policy, Mac.”


MacKenzie shrugged. “I’m not going against it.”


“Good.”


“I’m just making a point.” MacKenzie got up and put his glass on the table. His gaze traveled over the books on the shelves. Naval history, classics, the State Department series on the countries of the world. Garver was still nursing his brandy, looking pensive.


Why had Garver gone to so much trouble to give him the background on the missing Kentucky? And Doug Wallace’s presence still hung in the air. MacKenzie decided it was time to play that card.


“How come you asked the shrink to leave, Ben?”


Garver looked startled for a moment, then shook his head admiringly. “See? I told you there wasn’t a thing wrong with you. Or your instincts. How’d you know?”


“The eyes. The manner. I talked to enough of them before I was recertified for duty. I’m not wrong?”


“No. I brought in Dr. Wallace to consult on your case if I felt I needed him. Or if you did.”


“Why? What’s so special now? I told you I’d hold off retiring for a while longer and see how things worked out. I made the run with the Farley, didn’t I?”


Garver held up a hand. “It isn’t any of those things. It’s something else. Something more important.”


“Guessing game’s over, Ben.”


Garver sighed. “Here’s the deal. If we were able to locate the Kentucky where she is in the North Atlantic, we’d destroy her for all the reasons I just gave you. But so far the sub has proved too quiet to be picked up by any sonar we have. We’ve shifted a massive naval presence into the area and so have the Russians. We have LAMPS helicopters in the air as thick as mosquitoes and Orions flying nonstop. We are monitoring every radio transmission and there isn’t a fishing boat or a merchant ship or even a pleasure craft in the North Sea that hasn’t been stopped and searched. The CIA’s gone the other route, putting manpower into Turkmenistan itself to pick up something from the Skobelevs. Moscow has combined KGB and special forces teams out looking for Raza all over the world. All that and there hasn’t been one damn trace of him or the Kentucky. We were tearing our hair out. Until five days ago.”


“What happened then?”


“The Russians told us they have an experimental sonar capable of hearing the Kentucky.”


“But that would mean . . .” MacKenzie began.


“Right. It would mean a much greater capability than any we suspected. It means Seawolf might not have the edge we hoped for or the new refits on the L.A. class might not be sufficient to conceal her and who the hell knows what else. In the growing spirit of international cooperation, the Russians have asked for our help in destroying the Kentucky. For strategic reasons they are willing to let us use the new sonar if we are willing to sink the ship. And believe me, we’d very much like to. It has not helped our new relationship that we’ve been covertly supporting these folks all these years.”


“Why not just sink it themselves?”


“First, because they’re not sure they can. Remember, they know nothing about the Kentucky’s capabilities and we’re certainly not going to educate them. They don’t want to risk Raza’s launching those cruise missiles. Second, it’s bad precedent letting a foreign navy sink one of our ships, even a rogue. So we asked them to give us the sonar and we’d do the job.”


“And?”


“And they refused.” Garver grinned. “They’re not stupid, Mac. They knew that ten minutes after we had the sonar it would be in pieces in the Defense Advance Research Projects Agency’s labs. They’re still smarting about Red Dawn, or have you forgotten?”


“I haven’t forgotten.”


“A compromise was reached. An American officer will be allowed to captain the Soviet sub equipped with the new sonar in full command of a Soviet crew. His mission is to destroy the Kentucky. I needn’t tell you that it is also the intelligence community’s fervent hope that this particular captain will be clever enough to bring us back the data on the sonar. If not, completing the primary mission will be sufficient.”


MacKenzie felt the world growing smaller.


“The Russians want you, Mac.”


“No. Absolutely not.”


Garver shrugged. “We gave them a list. They rejected every name.”


“I resign my commission, effective immediately.”


“You can’t. You’re needed.”


MacKenzie’s eyes were pleading. “Look, you just said they were still smarting about the Red Dawn. If that’s true, why me? I was the one who beat them to it.”


Garver’s expression was mild. “You have to understand the Russians’ way of thinking. In their books that simply makes you the best. But that wasn’t the clincher. It was what happened between you and the Akula’s captain at the end that made the difference. We’ve learned his name was Vassily Kalik, by the way. How many lives were saved because of your decision, Mac? Evidently, Kalik included that in his report and the Russians haven’t forgotten it. They believe you are a moral man. We cannot shake their faith. They want you.”


MacKenzie felt the familiar tightening in his chest. It was hard to breathe. He controlled his rising panic and said more steadily, “I can’t, Ben. There’s too great a likelihood that I’ll fail. I’m not running from this. I’m just trying to give you an accurate picture. If you asked me how well a weapon system worked, I’d give you the facts as I saw them. I’m doing that now. I’m not the same man I was. I don’t know if I can function in my old environment, much less a radically new one.”


“You’re the same man, damn it. The same man!”


“I wish I was,” said MacKenzie sadly. “But I’m not. I don’t have it anymore and I don’t know how to get it back. On the Farley, I was just going through the motions. It was an old routine I knew well enough to fake. But command a Russian sub? Who the hell is going to translate?”


“The Russian captain who will function as your XO can speak English as well as you do. So can the crew. They start it in grade school. Anyone who couldn’t was replaced. Next problem.”


“Getting used to a totally different design.”


“Subs go up, subs go down. What the hell difference does it make if it was built in Norfolk or Novodny? Sure you’ll have to train quicker than anyone has a right to expect of you, Mac. We all know that. But time is the one thing we do not have and the stakes are too damn high to go slow. Raza could act any time he gets those missiles armed. He could kill millions. We don’t know if you’ll be the one that has to face him, Mac, but you’d better get that ship ready damn fast because so far it’s shaping up that you may well be the only defense we have.”


MacKenzie shook his head. “Alone in Russia with a crew that’s indoctrinated from birth to hate Americans. Christ, Ben, I wondered what they were saying about me on my own ship.”


“The Russians say it’s you or no one. Your country needs you. Don’t make me remind you of your patriotic duty. Your personal considerations have no place here.”


MacKenzie shook his head. “You’re not listening. I don’t believe I can do it. Admiral Garver,” he said formally, “I respectfully submit my—”


“Just a minute. I didn’t want to do this, Mac. I hoped we could work this thing through just between us. Old friends. But if you insist on going formal there’s not a damn thing I can do to stop you. So before you do, listen to one more thing. When’s the last time you saw Justine?”


“What’s she got to do with this?”


“Answer me.”


“Three months,” MacKenzie said bleakly. He held up a hand to stifle Garver’s protest. “She wasn’t wrong to leave me, Ben. I know that. I was . . . unreachable. I hope to tell her that. Maybe we can start over.”


“I hope so, Mac. For both your sakes. In light of that maybe you’ll want to reconsider your decision.”


“Why?”


Garver’s words cut like a knife blade into MacKenzie’s heart. “Because three months ago your wife volunteered to be one of the agents the CIA sent into Turkmenistan,” he said, “and at this moment she is in a Skobelev prison.”


For one moment, Garver saw it. The undefinable quality that had always made MacKenzie a man to be reckoned with. Garver savored it, relieved it had not been lost—and if it hadn’t been lost it could be restored. One instructor had called it total concentration. An instant “on” switch, another had said. Garver felt it the way you feel a storm build around you until finally lightning strikes. Nothing had changed physically. MacKenzie still sat holding his glass and his facial expression could not have changed more than a millimeter, but somehow there was a cold light in his eyes that had not been there before, and the room was charged with a crackling energy for which he was the locus.


“Has she been hurt?” he asked quietly. A world of questions in one.


“No. Not to our knowledge.”


The energy subsided.


Garver said, “I’ll tell you the rest.”


*  *  *


Twenty minutes later, Garver left MacKenzie mulling over what he had been told and walked through a raised panel mahogany door into the adjacent room. Dr. Doug Wallace was wearing headphones that let him listen to what transpired in the den. He slid them off when Garver entered.


“You heard?” Garver demanded.


“Everything. Decidedly against regulations to eavesdrop this way,” Wallace said mildly.


“Stuff the regs. Can he do it?”


Wallace considered. “MacKenzie is an interesting case. Everyone, including you, seems convinced he is still a fully functioning command officer. Everyone except MacKenzie himself. Does he have higher standards than the rest of us? Is he just being insecure after trauma, something not so extraordinary. Or does he know something that we don’t, to wit—that he really can’t function under serious pressure.”


“Yes or no, Doc.”


“Given his time on the Farley and the rest of the reports, including the XO’s, I’d like to give you a hesitant yes. But it’s not that simple. I’ve read his record. It strikes me as consistent that he would be harder on himself than anyone else. I take it he has yet to resolve his marital problems?”


“You have to know Justine to really appreciate how she went to bat for him. She’s as tough as he is. An experienced combat vet, too. She understood what he was feeling. It was just like he said, he was unreachable. It was part of the reason she went back into the field. Maybe he’s willing to open up now. I dunno.”


“Yes, you do. And I wonder if you didn’t use his guilt over her now being in danger because of him as a lever to get him to accept this assignment.”


Garver shrugged. “Maybe. Like I said, personal considerations have no place here. Yes or no, Doc?”


“I’d like the chance to speak to him before he goes. Then I’ll tell you.”


Garver nodded. “I gotta get back.”


*  *  *


“Well?”


“I shouldn’t take this assignment given what I think of my combat readiness. But there’s Justine. Take Raza out and we weaken all of his units. That will help her directly.”


“Then you’ll go?”


“I’ll go. And off the record?”


“Sure.”


“You are a stinking manipulative sonofabitch.”


Garver was expansive. “Now that’s the Mac I know and love. I tell you, it’ll be all right, son.”


“A Russian ship. Jesus Christ,” MacKenzie swore.


Garver was smiling the smile he saved for huge successes. He pulled out a cigar. “Let’s talk.”





CHAPTER FOUR






Ashkhabad, Turkmenistan


The tiny desert mouse poked its head out of a crack in the mud and brick wall of the cell and looked around, its whiskers twitching cautiously. It searched for the slightest motion, found none, and slowly ventured out to eat a crumb on the dirt floor. It moved on to another, then another. . . .


Justine Segurra MacKenzie held a string that hung down from the rafters and held her boot suspended over the last crumb. She had made it by unraveling the wool blanket on her cot. The mouse came closer. She let go of the string. The boot fell on top of the creature, trapping him.


“Gotcha,” she said proudly. The mouse had been eluding her for a day, and with little else to do in the barren cell, its capture had become a real focus for her.


She reached into the boot, palmed its furry smallness and brought it out. “You’re a cute little thing, aren’t you?” There was panic in its eyes. “Don’t worry,” she said soothingly, “there’s nothing to worry about. I don’t eat friends.”


This was obviously a comfort to the mouse and it snuggled into her hand. Justine had a cage already prepared, a tight basket weave of desert grasses she had pulled out of the mattress. She was taught how to weave by the campesinos of her native country when she was a child. She put the mouse in and dropped some food through the strands.


“Home sweet home.”


The mouse’s capture was a real achievement, but as with all such successes she now had to figure out what to do next. Choices weren’t many. The dirt-floored cell had a door, a naked light bulb, a barred window, a chamber pot, a bed with a grass-stuffed mattress and a blanket made of Karakul wool, the native sheep of this region. No books, no writing materials, no instruments. Just time.


Normally, all her energies would have been devoted to getting out. After three days in the cell she’d have had half a dozen escape plans formulated. But the same apathy that had characterized her work since the breakup with Mac had affected her here, too. She had to admit that if she was up to her usual standards, she wouldn’t even be in this mess in the first place.


Unbelievable, really. Raza was a trained professional, like she was. It would have been one thing if she had fallen to him. But the pair of local yokels who had taken her because she was stupid enough to get up on a horse with a rigged saddle—it was too much. She was thrown to the sand and while stunned they had trussed her up like a Christmas turkey and thrown her in here. She tried to work up a sense of indignation but couldn’t even manage that. Instead, she wondered what to name the mouse. She sighed. It was obvious.


“Hey, Little Mac.” The mouse raised no objection to the name, settling in to gnaw on his food.


Raza was long gone with the rest of his group. He had come back to Turkmenistan only briefly, anyway, from the North Atlantic. That she had been able to find out, but for what purpose she couldn’t ascertain. Then he was gone again. Great work, Justine.


The clever bastard had fooled them all. The CIA thought he was controllable in exchange for supporting his group. The Red Army and even the KGB with whom he frequently worked, as many Spetsnatz had, thought he was a loyal officer. Only the people here, members of his Skobelev organization, knew that all the while he was working for them, setting up the Kentucky gambit that had the superpowers jumping. From Moscow’s point of view it was all or nothing. For better or worse, both countries agreed he had to be stopped.


Raza had still outflanked them. The incredible number of operatives in the region had managed to learn that Raza had taken two of the cruise missiles off the Kentucky and transported them into Turkmenistan as additional insurance. Justine was one of the people whose brief it was to find those other missiles and eliminate them.


She’d made a mess of it. Choosing to work alone, she ran an agent onto one of the higher up Skobelevs with whom she’d had contact before the whole organization went rogue. Just when she thought she was getting some decent product, his men pulled the horse trick that landed her in here. She hadn’t learned enough to pinpoint the weapons, only that they were somewhere in the vast Kara-Kum Desert.


Her own people might not even know she was in here. It was time to get out on her own. Sooner or later some very unpleasant questioning would begin. Probably only Raza’s presence elsewhere had forestalled it till now. She forced herself to stretch. Throw some kicks. Get the blood moving. She began a slow kata, holding each movement a long time, flowing into the next, letting the isometric interplay of muscles provide resistance. After a few minutes she felt better.


The guards would be arriving in a few hours with her afternoon meal. There would be two, as usual. One held a rifle on her while the other put down the new tray and picked up the old. The chamber pot came and left the same way. Evidently, they knew something about her talents. The man with the gun never took his eyes off her. But now she had something to work with.


“About goddamned time,” she needled herself, and set about her task.


*  *  *


The jailers came as they usually did, a little while after afternoon prayers. She needed no clock, the prompt voice of the imam singing out prayers in the city gave her sufficient time to get ready. She placed the old tray and the chamber pot on the floor by the door as she did every day and sat down on the bed, hands folded in her lap, also according to her captor’s instructions.


The bolt on the other side of the door snicked back and the door swung open. Her jailers wore traditional Turkmeni clothing, dark, knee-length robes over blousey shirts, loose fitting trousers, and boots. They looked like brothers and could well have been. Large families were the norm throughout Central Asia. The one with the rifle watched her closely but he couldn’t see the end of the string she was holding behind her. It trailed under the cot all the way to the mouse’s cage hidden by the door.


“Salam.” The one with the tray put it on the floor and placed a clean pot beside it. The used pot went on the dirty tray. He swept both up together. Just like always.


“Sag bol” Justine said. Thank you. Every nerve was lit up now. Her energy boiled, waiting for the moment when it could all burst out in a sudden rush. Like the sun and the moon approaching eclipse there was one configuration that had to present itself before she could act. One alignment that had to be there. It happened. The man with the tray stepped in front of the man in the doorway holding the gun. She pulled the string and the tiny cage came undone. A long, black, ropelike creature slithered out.


“Snake!” She leapt up onto the bed. “Help! Cobra!”


The animal’s motion caught the gunman’s eye lending credence to Justine’s cry as she leapt to her feet, wide-eyed.


Both men reacted instinctively. The tray bearer jumped back in panic ramming into the gunman who took his eyes off Justine and his finger off the trigger as he backpedaled in fear of the deadly creature it was illegal to kill. Justine shot off the bed and hit the tray bearer like a football lineman adding to his momentum and smashing him even harder into the gunman. All three shot out into the corridor and crashed into the wall. Justine took one quick glance around. The corridor was deserted.


Both Turkmenis were almost to their feet. She took the gunman first, the known danger. Her right foot shot out and kicked him solidly in the groin, doubling him over. The gun slid out of his hands and he clutched at his privates. She stepped in and chopped down hard on the nerve bundle at the side of his neck. There was a dull internal crunch and the man dropped to the floor like a stone.


The tray bearer was up and circling now. In spite of what she had done to his friend, his contempt for fighting a woman was evident in his casual stance. He must not have taken lessons from his elders, Justine thought as he circled her not even bothering to call out a warning or for help. Turkmeni women had often fought alongside their men during the wars. She let him come in with a long loping right and blocked it feebly. Grinning, he grabbed her shirt high up on the shoulder and pulled her to him.


It was a mistake. Justine brought her arm sharply around and underneath the man’s elbow pushing up with all her might. The tray bearer’s face broke into a grimace of pain as his arm straightened from underneath, a direction elbows do not bend, and the joint broke with a snap. A cry of anguish tore from him. Justine, clamping down on the damaged arm and using his shoulder for leverage, ran him headfirst into the wall. He dropped beside his fallen brother.


She dragged both men into her cell and shut the door. The entire fight had taken less than a minute. No alarm had been raised. She took enough of their clothing to cover her jeans, work shirt and boots and trussed them both with Karakul twine, gagging them with pieces of ripped blanket.


The men were no longer a concern but she was worried about the mouse. She owed it something. Without its timely diversion, she might never have had the chance to make a break.


“Ah, there you are, Little Mac,” she said happily, spying it in a corner. It was struggling tangled up in the braid of dark twine she had fixed to its tail—the cobra’s “body.” The illegality of killing cobras, a Russian law, sprang from the need for their venom for medicinal purposes. Catchers had to be called in whenever they were found in populated areas. She freed the mouse and put it back in the crack in the cell wall. As a parting gift she took one of the meat pies called fitchi from the tray and pushed it into the hole.


“Have a feast,” she said, munching the other pie.


A few moments later, dressed like a Turkmeni male with the rifle slung casually over her shoulder, she left the cell.


*  *  *


Above the building, on a roof across the street, Spetsnatz Brigadier General Goren Ivanovich Karansky watched the jail through a pair of binoculars with ever mounting concern. Three days of staking out the jail had strained his self-control. What if he had figured things incorrectly? Given Justine Segurra’s reputation, she should have been out of there long before now. He ran a hand under his cap over his bald skull, pensive. At least the harsh sun had eased. He could afford to wait, he decided. She’ll be coming. He would give it one more day and then leave, in spite of the problems that would cause him.


Karansky was on top of a relatively new building with a fine view of the jail. Most of the buildings in Ashkhabad were new. A nine-point earthquake had leveled the city back in 1948. The jail was one of the few mud and brick buildings left, with a walled courtyard in front of it. Skobelevs stood guard checking the papers of all who entered and left.


He was just about to put down his glasses and come back at the next mealtime when he saw her framed in the front doorway. Was he certain? Yes, it was the American all right. The boots gave her away. She was dressed like a Turkmeni male, her hair hidden under a woolly astrakhan hat. The clothing must have belonged to her jailers. He smiled appreciatively in the gathering dusk. Well, she was supposed to be good. He began to relax. He had figured things correctly after all.


To leave the compound she would have to get on the line of people in the courtyard who were slowly filing past the guard post having their papers checked. The barrier across the courtyard gate was only opened when the guards gave the signal. The open street lay beyond. The American got on line. Fine. He had a clear field.


He took out his sniper’s rifle, set the stock carefully on the pillow his jacket made folded neatly on the low roof wall, and lined up the crosshairs in the scope on his target.


*  *  *


Justine saw the guards outside the door and knew she had a problem. But the damn building didn’t seem to have any other way out and there was a limit to the amount of time she could spend wandering around muttering “Salam” with downcast eyes. She fished out the jailer’s identity papers and got on line in the courtyard. If she could get close enough to the barrier a few well placed shots might create enough confusion to let her get away.


The line moved across the courtyard and several people at the head were passed through the barrier into the tree-lined street. Turkmenistan was ninety percent desert but Ashkhabad was built in the middle of an oasis. Trees were plentiful. She edged forward. The rifle was an old 9mm bolt-action. There was already a cartridge in the chamber. She held a second between her fingers. Abruptly she came to the guard post.


“Papers?” the guard demanded.


Justine shoved the identity papers in front of his face and moved forward as if nothing could be so stupid a waste of time. It almost worked. For a second she heard no protest. She was almost at the barrier. Then she felt a hand on her shoulder. It’s a universal, that hand. It means you have been found out.


She didn’t pause to consider any implications. She thrust the offending hand aside and unlimbered her rifle, aware that cries of alarm were already spreading. Soldiers were running. Whistles were blowing. She ducked into the panicked people pushing against each other. The guards would start shooting the moment she was in the clear.


“Stop! You . . . stop!”


The robe constricted her. She threw it off and raised the rifle but there were too many innocent bodies in the way. Children were screaming. Guards from other stations were leaping barriers, running toward her. One got to her and threw his arms around her in a bear hug, pinning her arms to her side. The rifle dropped from her hands. She stomped down against the man’s instep and he let go of her with a cry of pain. She turned and rammed the heel of her palm into his nose. He reeled away, blinded by the pain. She ran for the barrier, ducking in and out of the stampeding crowd in the courtyard, trying to stay low, using the people for cover. She didn’t see the soldier who tackled her till his arms encircled her legs. She went down hard. Another one jumped on her and before she could get out from under them a third pushed her over and twisted her arms behind her back. An officer ran over and put a gun to her head. They levered her to her feet.
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