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It started with a phone call.  Walt Bergene held his wife’s hand.  
They waited together by the sign with the words: Please Wait To 
Be Seated, inside the doorway of Rottelli’s, just six blocks from the 
White House.  Walt was six foot five with wispy, receding black 
hair and a mustache.  Miriam, his wife, was a petite woman with 
hazel eyes and auburn hair.
 Walt’s cell phone rang the moment the waiter set a steaming 
platter of pasta in front of him.  His big, hungry grin fell and 
he avoided his wife’s eyes as he fished the small phone from his 
pocket.
 “Yeah?” he said.
 He had a deep, booming voice that could be intimidating 
when he was annoyed.  He listened to the person on the other 
end.  His eyes finally came up to meet Miriam’s, and he found he 
was unable to decide whether she was irritated or concerned.
 “Tell her I’ll be at my office in fifteen minutes.  I’ll call her 
from there,” Walt said.
 He flipped the phone shut and looked at his wife again.  She 
was clearly disappointed.
 “Care for a picnic?” he said, but his voice did not sound as 
cheerful as he hoped.
 He stopped a waiter and asked him to wrap their meals.
 Half an hour later they unlocked the door of his office on the 
third floor of a small building tucked behind the Treasury building 
in downtown Washington.  Painted on the glass of the old door 
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were the words “U.S. Navy Intelligence” and below it the words 
“Criminal Investigations Division”.  Walt cleared a spot on his 
desk for the styrofoam trays and sat down in his tall, black leather 
chair and picked up the phone.  From the reception area outside 
his office, where Walt’s secretary had her desk and miscellaneous 
supplies, Miriam found a couple of plastic forks, some napkins 
and a couple of bottles of tea from a small refrigerator.
 Walt dialed a direct line.  It was answered on the first ring.
 “Special Ops,” said the woman’s voice on the other end, and 
Walt could picture the short, stout figure of Rear Admiral Kath-
erine Filmore holding the receiver to her ear.
 “It’s me.  Fill me in.”
 Walt listened while she gave him details.  Miriam handed him 
his tray of mostaccioli and a fork and he picked at it, occasionally 
putting the fork down to scribble notes on his desk blotter.
 “Hawkins is in town.  I’ll put him on it,” he said when Filmore 
finished.
 “I don’t have time for that.  I need to know this job’s gonna 
get done.  I have orders from very far up the chain.”
 “What do you want me to do?”
 “I need the mechanic for this one.”
 Walt sighed.  “Katherine, I’ve got him on a job right now.  I 
can’t pull him out right in the middle-”
 “Walt, I’m not asking you for a favor here.  Get Josh and send 
him here, now.”
 She hung up.  Walt set the phone down.  Miriam ate her Caesar 
salad and fettuccine alfredo in small bites.  Walt’s brow creased 
with deep furrows.
 “Sounds big,” Miriam said, raising the fork to her mouth.
 Walt nodded.  “I think it is.”

Josh McGowan set the spoon in his styrofoam cup of egg drop 
soup and shifted in the seat.  His body was cramped from sitting 
in the confining seat of the car for three hours.  He wore a gray 
double breasted suit, a white shirt with a dark red tie, and a long 
overcoat, which was great for the dinner party they attended, but 
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was terribly uncomfortable for sitting in a car for long periods.  
He brushed his hand through his short, dark hair and adjusted 
the earpiece in his left ear.  He hated wearing those things.  It 
was impossible to ever make them fit.  Walt was always telling 
him his gadgets would make his job easier, but Josh never bought 
that.  The only time he needed a radio was when he worked with 
a team, and on most jobs, he preferred to work alone.
 For some reason, though, Walt believed Josh needed a partner 
on his assignments.  Even worse, he wanted Josh to take part in 
the training of some of his newer recruits, no matter how much 
Josh objected.
 Josh was six foot three with broad shoulders, deep, dark eyes, 
and a regular face, except for a small scar on his chin and one over 
his right eye.  He looked straight ahead through the windshield 
into the blackness of the quiet alley and the street onto which it 
opened.  He sat in a black Crown Victoria parked in the shadows 
of an alley looking out on West 47th in downtown Baltimore with 
Jerry, his partner on this mission and Walt’s latest whiz kid.
 “Ok,” Josh said, and wiped a drop of soup from his chin.  
“Mel Gibson, Kurt Russell, Michelle Pfeiffer.”
 “Jesus, I don’t know.  What?” Jerry said, and lowered his 
night vision scope.
 “Tequila Sunrise.”
 “No way.  Michelle Pfeiffer wasn’t in that.”
 “Oh yeah, she was,” Josh said, and sipped his soup.
 Egg drop was one of his favorites.  He loved all kinds of soup.  
It always gave him a warm, wholesome feeling.
 “Ok, I got one for you.  Antonio Banderas, Tom Cruise, Brad 
Pitt.”
 “Easy.  Interview with the Vampire,” Josh said.
 “Damn, you’re good at this.”
 For the past three hours, he and Jerry sat in that car, staring 
at the same uneventful section of street.  Josh studied Jerry out 
of the corner of his eye.  He looked like a kid fresh out of high 
school, not a recent graduate of Annapolis.  Jerry was tall and 
athletic with a square jaw and a neat, short haircut.  He had that 
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star quarterback look with the charming smile that women found 
so irresistible.  He also had a cocky attitude.
 “I was the best shot in my squad,” Jerry was saying.  “I knew 
I would be perfect for an assignment like this.”
 Josh rolled his eyes and sipped his Seven-Up.  He easily could 
have felt nothing but contempt for this kid, but there was a time 
when he had been cocky himself.  Several years ago, that might 
have been him in that seat on his first mission, after two years of 
Naval service and three years of a Special Forces posting.
 Josh watched every car that passed and every doorway along 
the street.  Within his view was a white van that led them from 
the dinner party to this location.  He was waiting for a man to 
make an appearance, a man suspected of smuggling technological 
secrets out of the country.
 Josh reached for the open container of chicken fried rice, 
picking at it with a plastic fork.
 “Want some?” he said.
 Jerry held up his hand.
 “No, thanks.  Gotta watch what I eat.  Gotta take care of 
myself while I’m young.  I eat only soy and alfalfa, and only at six 
and three in the afternoon.  Keeps me sharp.”
 Josh lifted a forkful to his mouth.  Of course it did.  Jerry was 
a good, smart kid, but he talked too much.  Did Walt know what 
he was doing when he assigned this kid to work with him on his 
first night out?
 The earpiece in Josh’s ear buzzed.  He winced and shook his 
head.  A low voice came through the earpiece and he reached 
for the button on his belt to turn the volume down.  Jerry put his 
finger over his own earpiece.
 “It’s going down,” the voice said.
 Jerry lowered his night vision scope and looked at Josh.  The 
voice was Alwayne Bolen, a man Josh chose to work with at every 
opportunity.
 “It’s time,” Josh said.
 Jerry turned back to the van and raised his scope.
 Josh took a deep breath.  On the outside, he tried to look 
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cool and calm.  His insides, however, were twisted in knots.  His 
fingers tapped on the steering wheel.  He didn’t want Jerry to see 
how nervous he was.
 Josh lifted his own night vision scope and looked at the white 
van with the words “Vernon Carpet Cleaners” painted on the side.  
Finally, he saw movement around it.  The rear doors opened and 
someone put something in the back.
 Josh pushed one of the buttons on the belt pack.
 “Do you see him yet?” he said.
 “Not yet,” Alwayne said.
 Josh let out a strained breath.  They were running out of time.  
The man needed to show himself soon.
 “I count two.  No, three,” Jerry said.
 The cell phone in Josh’s jacket chirped.  Josh and Jerry looked 
at each other at the same time.  Josh pulled it out and held it to 
his ear without speaking.
 “Josh?” came Sally’s familiar voice on the other end.
 “Yeah,” Josh said.
 There was a click and then another voice.
 “I need you to pull out, Josh.  Now,” Walt said.
 “What?” Josh said.
 “I need you out.  Now.”
 Walt’s voice was plain, devoid of emotion.
 “Now?  Right now?  I’m in the middle of a job here.”
 Josh had the night vision scope to his eyes and was watching 
two men in dark clothing getting into the van.  Through the scope 
they were nothing more than indistinct black blobs against a fuzzy 
green background.
 “I realize that, Josh, but I’ve got another job.  It’s urgent.”
 Josh sighed.  “Ok.  When do I leave?”
 “Half an hour ago,” Walt said.
 Josh looked at his watch.  “What do I do?”
 “Go to the airstrip.  You’ll be briefed when you get there.  
Tell Alwayne he’s in charge.”
 The line clicked and went silent.
 “Thanks,” Josh said, and put the phone down.
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 “What was that all about?”
 “I just got a promotion,” Josh said.
 Jerry looked confused.
 “Congratulations,” he said.
 Alwayne’s voice buzzed in Josh’s ear.
 “There he is.  He’s heading for the car.  Are you on him?”
 Josh hesitated.  He raised the scope and saw a figure entering 
the dark car parked behind the van.  The van pulled away from 
the curb and headed in their direction.
 “Josh?” Alwayne said anxiously.
 “We’re on him,” Josh said.  He pulled off the headset and 
looked at Jerry.  “I didn’t chase this guy for six months just to let 
him get away with the goods.”
 He started the car.
 “What are you gonna do?” Jerry said, a tinge of nervousness 
in his voice.
 “You ever crash a party?”
 Josh jammed the shifter into drive and gunned the motor.  The 
tires screeched on the pavement and the car lurched forward just 
as the white van flashed in front of them.  Jerry’s mouth and eyes 
grew very wide.  He braced himself against the dashboard with 
both arms.
 The car shot out of the alley like a shell from a cannon and 
slammed into the van, caving in the side and lifting the front 
wheels of the car off the ground.  The van spun like a top.  Its 
back end whipped around to the right and crushed the side of a 
parked car while its momentum carried it down the street.
 Well, now he’d done it.  Josh glanced at Jerry.  He looked all 
right, although a bit dazed.
 The front end of the car was bent up and the hood was 
crumpled like the bellows of an accordion.  Josh’s door wouldn’t 
open.  He gave it a stiff shove with his shoulder and it opened with 
a loud wrenching sound.  He hopped out and drew his pistol, a 
black and silver Smith & Wesson .45 automatic, from the shoulder 
holster under his jacket.
 The van was still upright, propped against a pair of parked 
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cars, but it was far from roadworthy.  It was curved like a beer 
can somebody tried to crumple and bend in half.  Its engine had 
stopped.  Fluids dripped from the motor under the front end 
and steam rose through the radiator grill.  Josh moved toward it, 
jogging along the row of parked cars to his left, holding his gun 
straight out in both hands, aimed at the driver’s side door.  His 
long overcoat flowed behind him.  The turned up collar flapped 
against his neck like a mane of hair.
 Half a dozen car alarms had gone off.  The cars’ headlights 
flashed and their sirens screeched, some with a variety of annoying 
sounds.  Mixed together, it was an irritating cacophony of noise 
that made Josh’s ears ring.
 The back doors of the van burst open.  Josh pivoted.
 “He’s got a gun,” Jerry shouted, and ducked behind the front 
end of their crumpled car.
 The rear doors of the van blocked Josh’s view.  He couldn’t 
see who stepped out, but he did see the yellow, strobe-like flash 
of flame from the muzzle of a machine gun light up the area 
behind the van.  He also saw bullet holes appear in the side of 
their car, sprinkled like specks of pepper, although the sound 
of the machine gun was muffled, like the soft, rapid tapping of 
fingers on a wooden table top.  The spray of bullets cut through 
the windshields of their car and two other parked cars.  Jerry was 
pinned down behind them.
 Just as he started toward the rear of the van, Josh noticed a 
movement out of the corner of his eye.  Instinctively, he pivoted 
to his right, took one step and dove onto the hood of the nearest 
car.  A burst of gunfire chased him over.  Each bullet made a thunk 
sound when it hit the side of the car.  The side glass and windshield 
exploded in a shower of crystalline shrapnel that rained on Josh 
as he rolled off the hood and hit the pavement on the opposite 
side.  He covered his head with his arms.  The bullets shattered 
the plate glass windows of the storefront behind him and the noise 
of the sheets of glass crashing down around him drowned out the 
noise of the car alarms.
 He felt pinpricks on his hands and face from tiny shards of 
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glass.  From a short distance, he heard the tapping sound of the 
first Uzi firing and the sounds of bullets hitting his car.  Much 
closer, he heard footsteps coming toward him.
 Under the car he saw a shadow moving toward the car.  Look-
ing up at the car’s side mirror, he saw the man’s reflection.  He 
was a young guy with dark hair and a trickle of blood down the 
side of his face.  In his eyes was the look of cold blooded fear.
 Josh raised his pistol over the edge of the car door, pointing 
it through the shot out side window, adjusted his aim using the 
shadow moving beneath the car as his guide, and fired.  He heard 
a grunt.  The gunman’s reflection disappeared from the mirror.  
His body hit the ground with a thump, followed by the clatter of 
the Uzi on the pavement.
 Josh hopped to his feet and scurried in a crouch behind the 
row of parked cars back toward the gap where the alley opened.  
The shooting from behind the van came in rapid spurts.  Between 
each spurt came the staccato crack of a pistol.  Jerry must have 
been pinned down.  Josh went to the front end of the last car and 
peeked around the bumper.
 Jerry was behind a parked car on the other side of the street, 
using it as cover.  The headlights and windshield were shot out 
and the front end was riddled with bullet holes.  Josh realized 
Jerry could do nothing as long as he was outmatched by the Uzi.  
So it was up to him to make something happen.  If it worked out 
right, this would be the perfect opportunity for Jerry.  He would 
distract the shooter and Jerry could take him out.
 Josh stepped out around the front of the car.
 “Hey,” he shouted.  
 The shooter swung the Uzi around and Josh dove back be-
hind the car, dodging a burst of bullets.  He landed hard on the 
concrete curb, scraping both palms and banging his left knee.
 Just as he hoped, Jerry took advantage and fired two shots.  
Josh stayed low behind the car, waiting for a shout of pain to tell 
him Jerry hit his target.  However, he heard nothing.  The gun-
man fired another burst of bullets, riddling the side of the car and 
shattering more windows.
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 Josh shook his head.  Rookies.
 He stepped out from behind the front of the car once more.  
The shooter was firing in Jerry’s direction, but was waiting for 
Josh to reappear.  As he swung the Uzi around again, Josh did not 
dive for cover.  Calmly, he raised his Smith & Wesson and fired.
 The gunman grunted, bending at the middle.  His hand 
squeezed the trigger of his Uzi and, as he fell backward, the small 
machine gun swept up, tracing a neat line of bullets all the way 
across the street, less than a foot from where Josh stood, and up 
the side of the building, taking out an entire row of windows.
 Josh went around the car and found Jerry in a crouch.
 “You all right?”
 Jerry stared up at him with wide eyes.  The kid had just fin-
ished his first year of training and this was his first mission in the 
field, Josh remembered.  Clearly, he was shaken.  Josh was angry 
at himself for not taking more time to get him ready.
 “That was a great shot,” Jerry said.
 “Are you hit?” Josh said.
 Jerry shook his head.  “No.  I’m fine.”
 He got to his feet, brushing down his jacket.  His hands were 
shaking.
 “Let me see your pistol.”
 Jerry handed it to him.  It was a short barrel .38 caliber re-
volver.  Josh examined it, turning it side to side.
 “Where’d you get this gun?” Josh said.
 “Walt gave it to me.”
 Josh handed it back.  “Tell him to get you one that shoots 
straight.”
 He started toward the van.
 “Where are you going?” Jerry said.
 “To get the last guy.  There were three, remember?” Josh said, 
holding up three fingers.
 Josh approached the van with his gun raised, ready to fire at 
anything carrying an Uzi.  Lights came on in the buildings along 
the street.  People would be coming down to check on their cars.  
He could not let them get caught in the middle of a firefight.
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 He looked in the open back end of the van.  Inside were a 
few boxes laying on their sides.  From around the side of the van, 
though, he heard shoes scuffing on the pavement.  He peeked 
around the rear door and saw a guy standing with his back against 
the van, adjusting something on his arm.
 Was he injured?  If so, this should be easy enough.  He would 
at least take one of them alive.
 He stepped around the door.  The gunman looked up and 
raised his Uzi.  Josh lunged back behind the van.  A spray of bul-
lets rattled against the door and the side of the van.  Josh rolled 
into the street with the image of the open end of the barrel in his 
mind.  He did not like getting that close to a machine gun.  It was 
like staring at death.
 He heard footsteps running away.  Josh hopped to his feet and 
went after him.  That was stupid.  Only rookies made boneheaded 
moves like that.  They got themselves killed for it, too.
 A second burst of gunfire stopped him again.  He heard glass 
shattering and peeked around the van.  One of the glass doors 
that led into an office building was shot out.  He heard someone 
shout, then another short burst of gunfire, followed by a cry of 
pain.  Josh ran to the door and looked in.
 On the floor in the middle of the lobby was a security guard, 
an overweight, middle-aged guy in a gray and black uniform.
 “Wh-Who the hell are you?” the guard said.
 Josh admired his valiant attempt to do his job even though he 
had three bullet holes in his right leg and two in his right arm.
 “I’m one of the good guys,” Josh said.
 The guard’s revolver was on the floor by a couple of potted 
plants.
 “I called the cops when I heard the shooting outside,” the 
guard said.
 “Great.”
 Josh could hear a quiver in the man’s voice.  He was scared 
and Josh didn’t blame him.  He was pretty scared, too, the first 
time he took a couple of bullets.
 “Which way did he go?”
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 The guard pointed with his good arm.
 “The stairs.  Up the stairs.  Artie’s up there.”
 Josh ran down the tall arched hallway toward the rear of the 
building, passing a row of elevators and several doors.  At the end 
of the hall were doors on either side with signs to indicate they 
were stairwells.
 Great.  He could have gone anywhere.  He could be upstairs 
or downstairs, or he might have found a way out of the building 
already.  Josh picked one of the stairwells and went in.
 It was dimly lit, with cement stairs, white walls and steel tube 
handrails.  The gunman wasn’t there.  Josh went across the hall to 
the other door.  Nothing there, either.  He started to go out when 
he heard another short burst from the Uzi, this time more distant.  
Definitely from upstairs.  Did he find another guard?  Josh went 
up the stairs.  He was getting much too familiar with the sound 
of an Uzi for his own comfort.
 He came out in the hallway on the second floor.  There was 
the guard, Artie, he guessed, face down on the carpeted floor, a 
pool of blood spreading beneath him.  On his back were the exit 
wounds of three bullets.  Josh crouched and pressed two fingers 
to the man’s neck.  He had no pulse.
 In the opposite wall were three bullet holes.  Artie obviously 
surprised the third gunman as he came out of the stairwell.  There 
was no reason for this man to pay for this mistake with his life.  It 
was his fault.  If he hadn’t pulled that stunt with the van it would 
have gone on its way and none of these people would have been 
hurt.  Walt was going to come down hard on him for this one.
 Josh started down the hall.  He wanted to find this guy before 
he killed someone else.  He would tear this building apart if he 
had to.
 Josh entered an office area crowded with desks when he heard 
a woman’s scream just a few feet away.  He turned to his left and 
saw the Uzi pointed at him again.  The gunman fired.  Josh dove 
and rolled under the nearest desk.  The bullets left a trail in the 
carpet behind him and slammed into the steel desk, shattering 
the phone and spraying a stack of papers in the air like confetti.
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 Josh rolled to a knee behind the desk and aimed at the 
shooter, ready to kill.  The gunman was using the cleaning lady 
as a shield.  He saw Josh on the far side of the desk, readjusted 
his aim and fired.  The woman screamed again.  Josh ducked to 
avoid the bullets, feeling frustrated.  This guy had to run out of 
bullets sometime, didn’t he?
 “Don’t make me kill this bitch,” the gunman shouted.
 “Oh, God,” the woman cried.
 Josh heard the fear in her voice.
 “I’m not gonna make you do anything,” Josh said.
 He could see over the edge of one of the desk drawers that 
had slid open.  The Uzi was pointed in the direction of the desk.  
The woman’s eyes were wide with fear.
 “You kill her, I kill you, simple as that.”
 “I’ll do it,” the gunman shouted.
 The Uzi shook in his hand.  He was just as frightened as the 
woman.
 “So do it,” Josh said in a calm, patient voice.
 The expression on the gunman’s face changed.  The woman 
sobbed.  Josh felt sorry for her.  She did not deserve to be put 
through this.
 The gunman’s arm held the Uzi out for another second, wa-
vering, then his elbow bent to turn the gun on the woman.  With 
his concentration focused on the gunman’s eyes, Josh popped up 
from behind the desk, raised his Smith & Wesson in both hands 
and fired a single shot.
 The gunman’s head snapped back.  He stood motionless.  The 
bullet entered on his right cheekbone and exited through the back 
of his head, scattering most of his skull on the wall behind him.  
He sagged to the floor like a rag doll.  The Uzi dropped from his 
right hand.  Still in the grip of the man’s left hand, the woman 
was spun around like a ballerina.  On her right shoulder was a 
splattering of blood.  She stared at Josh, near shock.
 Josh shrugged.  “Sorry,” he said.
 He didn’t know what else to say.  It was his fault she had been 
put through this.  There was nothing he could do to make it up 
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to her.  He should probably try to comfort her or something, but 
he didn’t know how to do that, either.

Alwayne had arrived when Josh came out of the building.  He 
stood beside his car, looking around at the carnage with his hands 
on his hips.  He was a tall man with a tall forehead, although he 
was about Josh’s age.  He wore a polyester print shirt and striped 
pants held up with suspenders.
 That was what Josh always liked about Alwayne.  He was true 
to himself and he didn’t care what others thought of him.  Walt 
was convinced Alwayne was not suited for field work and Josh 
was constantly fighting for him.  He needed men like Alwayne.
 “What the hell happened?  A bomb go off?” Alwayne said.
 His tall forehead crinkled.
 “Just about,” Josh said as he went to Alwayne’s car.
 He heard sirens approaching from the distance.  He was not 
anxious to be there to explain things to the police.  Jerry was 
leaning against the car.
 “Anything in the van?” Josh asked.
 Jerry shook his head.  “Nothing, just empty boxes.”
 Josh looked in the back seat of Alwayne’s car.
 “Did you get him?”
 Alwayne looked surprised.
 “I thought you got him.  I saw him go this way.”
 “Nothing came this way but the van,” Jerry said.
 Josh looked from one to the other, suddenly realizing they 
had been duped.
 “He’s headed for the boat.  Jerry, come with me,” he said.
 He got in Alwayne’s car.  Jerry got in the passenger side.
 “What are you doing?” Alwayne said.
 Josh rolled down the window.
 “We gotta stop him before he gets out of the country.  You 
don’t mind if we take your car do you?  Didn’t think so.”
 Smiling, he rolled the window up and drove off.
 “Wait!” Alwayne shouted.  “If you wreck that car Walt’s gonna 
kill me.”
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Jerry had been told Josh could be like this.  No, they had warned 
him.  They said Josh was a wild cannon, out of control, a cowboy 
who could be more of a danger to his partners than he was to him-
self.  After sitting in the car with him for three hours, Jerry came 
to the conclusion that none of it was true.  Josh seemed like one 
of those timid, sensitive new-age guys.  Jerry wanted to show Josh 
how tough he was and make an impression his first time out.
 Now, sitting in Alwayne’s car with Josh again, holding on 
for dear life while Josh threw the car around traffic at speeds 
that made the other cars just blurs, Jerry was the one who was 
impressed.
 Two days ago, when Walt assigned him a gun, Jerry was filled 
with confidence.  Then, after sitting in a car with a new partner 
who seemed as passive as an old head of lettuce, Jerry was sure 
if he needed to use that gun he would have to do it on his own 
without expecting Josh to back him up.  It hadn’t quite worked 
out that way.
 He looked at Josh out of the corner of his eye, not wanting to 
stare openly.  This man was completely different from the one who 
started this mission earlier that day.  Josh had ice in his veins and 
that fiery look in his eyes.  What was it?  It was a look he’d seen 
before, but where?  Then he remembered.  It was the bloodthirsty 
look of a war hardened veteran on a battlefield.  Jerry saw that 
look in the eyes of the veterans he fought alongside in the des-
ert.  They got that look after combat, especially when they killed 
someone.  It was a bloodlust.  Every one of them told him not to 
let himself get that deep into combat or he’d never get himself 
out.  It changed a man, it made him something less than human, 
like a beast, and he could never be the same around other people 
again.
 Jerry always took that for a load of crap, until he looked into 
the eyes of the man sitting next to him.  Josh was not just some 
average field agent working a tedious surveillance job for an intel-
ligence organization.  He had been changed.  He was a soldier, a 
hardened warrior.
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 Jerry looked away.  He completely underestimated his partner.  
But then, how could he not?  To look at Josh he’d never know 
what he was made of inside.
 They reached the docks.  Apparently, Josh knew exactly where 
he was going.  They came to a guarded entrance in the fence with 
a guard house and a striped gate.  Jerry saw the guard in the small 
booth sit up when their car did not slow down.  Josh laid into 
the accelerator and the engine roared.  Jerry’s grip on the door 
handle tightened.  The guard picked up a radio microphone and 
shouted something into it.  Josh launched the car up the slight 
rise of the driveway and through the lowered single plank gate, 
shattering it to splinters.  The car slammed back to the ground.  
Josh did not lift his foot off the gas.
 They raced past the row of docks.  In the side mirror, Jerry 
noticed flashing red lights coming after them.  He looked at Josh.  
If he noticed, he showed no sign of concern.  If Josh wasn’t wor-
ried, then he wouldn’t be, either.  He was, however, terrified.
 At the end of the row of docks, Josh slammed on the brakes 
and slid the car sideways to a stop, perpendicular to the access 
road, facing out to the water and the end of dock 39.  Ahead, in 
the car’s headlights, several armed men ran toward them.  Beyond 
them, a long, tall yacht drifted slowly away from the dock.  Jerry 
and Josh both looked out the left side window back up the access 
road.  Several security vehicles, their red lights flashing, rushed 
toward them.
 Josh looked at Jerry.
 “Hang on,” he said.
 “What?  What?” Jerry cried.
 His hands had never released their tight grip.  Josh nailed 
the gas, heading straight toward the armed men, who raised their 
guns.
 “You might want to get down,” Josh said, his voice calm over 
the roar of the engine.
 Jerry heard the crack of the pistols as the men scattered out of 
the way of the car.  Bullet holes punched through the windshield, 
but Josh did not flinch.  One of the men failed to get out of the 
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way of the car.  Josh swerved to avoid him and Jerry wondered 
why until he realized Josh had no way of knowing whether they 
were real hoods or just rented cops.
 They made it past the wave of guards and the only thing ahead 
was the yacht, turning out into the harbor, already well away from 
the dock.  Jerry looked back.  The guards were still shooting and 
the security cars had made the turn, bearing down on them.
 “What are we gonna do?” Jerry said.
 He did not see how they could stop the yacht without the 
harbor patrol.  He also did not see how they were going to get 
away from all that security behind them with their lives.
 “I don’t know,” Josh said.
 His foot lifted off the gas.  The yacht seemed to hover in a 
black void of space.  Jerry hated the idea of admitting defeat.
 “I think I have an idea,” Josh said.
 The car swerved again and accelerated.
 “Oh no.  Josh, no,” Jerry pleaded.
 Josh aimed for a makeshift ramp on the end of the dock that 
angled toward the stern of the yacht.  The gap between the end 
of the dock and the back of the yacht grew rapidly.
 “Are you crazy?” Jerry shouted.
 “A little bit.”
 Jerry was screaming when the car hit the ramp at full speed.  
The engine roared as the wheels left the ramp and the car became 
airborne.  Jerry stared down at the water that stretched between 
them and the yacht.  They weren’t going to make it, he could see 
that, the yacht was too far.  He’d rather take his chances with all 
those armed guards on the dock than face certain death in the 
cold, black water below.
 Then the tail of the yacht loomed large in the cracked wind-
shield.  The car nosed over toward it.  A man stood on the aft 
deck, lit by the car’s headlights.  He had a machine gun, but was 
too stunned to use it.  The car came down right on top of him.  
Jerry couldn’t watch.  He closed his eyes, finally realized he was 
screaming, and snapped his mouth shut.  The impact seemed to 
take forever.  He heard nothing.  Time stopped for him, like in a 
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dream.  Then the car slammed into the deck like hitting a brick 
wall and the dream was over.  Their seat belts strained to hold 
them back.
 For a few seconds the world was silent.  Gradually, Jerry 
heard the faint throb of the yacht’s diesel motors and a fast hiss-
ing sound.  Jerry opened his eyes slowly.  Twice in one night.  He  
was beginning to understand what he had been told about Josh’s 
reputation.  If he did this kind of thing on every mission, Jerry 
wasn’t sure he wanted to be teamed with him again.
 A hand touched his shoulder and he opened his eyes.
 “You all right?” Josh said.
 “I think so.”
 Josh smiled.  “Damn.  That was fun.  I wanna to do it 
again.”
 “Fun,” Jerry repeated.
 Josh unfastened his belt and opened the door.  Jerry did the 
same.  As he got out, he noticed the hissing noise came from the 
front of the car, which had smashed through the wooden deck.  
Blood was splattered all over the splintered wood and he stared 
at it for a few seconds before he realized it belonged to the man 
who had been standing on that part of the deck.  The car stuck 
out of the deck at a steep angle.  When he climbed down, Jerry 
found the lower half of the man’s body, and was unable to tear 
his eyes away.  He’d never seen so much blood.
 “Grab that,” Josh said, and Jerry looked up.
 Josh pointed down at Jerry’s feet.  He looked down again, 
realizing an Uzi lay beside the body.  He bent down and picked 
it up.
 “If we meet resistance I need you to cover me.  If I miss a guy 
you have to clean him off.  Can you do that?” Josh said.
 “Definitely,” Jerry said.
 He pulled back the locking mechanism to make sure the Uzi 
was loaded and checked that the safety was off.  Josh nodded.  
Jerry took a deep breath.  Josh might be crazy, but there was 
something about the look in his eyes that made him feel confident.  
He’d follow this man to hell and back, if he wasn’t so afraid he’d 
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get them killed on the way.
 Jerry tapped Josh’s arm and pointed up the deck.  Josh looked.  
A man with an Uzi came toward them on the narrow walk along-
side the superstructure.
 “Thanks,” Josh said.
 He started toward the guy, who had not raised the Uzi.  Josh 
held his pistol down at his side, concealed by his leg.
 “Who the hell are you?” the man shouted.
 Josh didn’t answer.  He didn’t get a chance.  On the upper 
deck of the superstructure, a door opened and another man came 
out, his Uzi up and ready to fire.  In a lightning quick, fluid move 
that startled Jerry, Josh raised his pistol and fired a shot.  The man 
on the upper deck went down before he could fire.
 The one approaching on their level raised his Uzi.  Josh, 
holding his pistol in both hands, swung his arms down and fired 
another shot.  The man was hit in the shoulder.  He dropped the 
Uzi, which clattered on the rail and fell into the water.  Josh fired 
another shot.  The man dropped over the side.
 Another one appeared in the doorway on the upper deck, but 
before Jerry could shout something to warn him, Josh swung his 
arms back and fired.  Jerry saw a red splotch appear in the center 
of the man’s chest.  He tumbled forward over the rail and landed 
with a thud.
 “Come on,” Josh said.
 Jerry followed, shaking his head.  Did this guy ever miss?
 Josh looked back toward the dock.  “I gotta turn this thing 
around.  I don’t think anyone’s driving it.”
 Jerry looked back at the dock.  The security guards and their 
vehicles had collected under the lights.  He followed Josh up the 
stairs, past the body of the man who fell over the railing and the 
one who lay at the top on the landing.
 The bridge had two entrances, the rear door through which 
they came, and a side door, which was open.  The bridge was 
empty.  Without a crewman to steer, the wheel drifted lazily to 
the left, then to the right.
 “I’m gonna steer us back to that dock,” Josh said as he hol-
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stered his pistol.  “Don’t let anyone come up those stairs.”
 Jerry nodded.  Josh grabbed the wheel and turned the yacht 
around.  With his back to Josh, Jerry never saw the man come 
through the side door and crack Josh over the back of his head 
with his Uzi.  He heard it, and felt the yacht surge forward.  When 
he turned around, Josh was on the floor.  The man had his foot 
on Josh’s chest and the barrel of the Uzi pressed to Josh’s cheek.  
Josh’s eyes were closed.  He barely looked alive.  His lip was split 
open and there was blood down the front of his shirt.
 The man glared at Jerry with his teeth clenched.
 “Drop it or I’ll waste your friend,” the man shouted.  Jerry 
hesitated.  “Don’t fuck with me!”
 Jerry glanced past him out the front window of the bridge.  
What he saw alarmed him, but he tried not to let it show on his 
face.  Josh must have fallen forward on the throttle because they 
rushed toward the dock at top speed.  The security people scat-
tered.  Jerry wasn’t sure what would happen when they hit, but 
he knew they were going to hit hard.
 The man had his back to the window.  Jerry had to make sure 
he held his attention.
 “All right.  I’m putting it down.”
 In his left hand he held out the Uzi, slowly lowering it to the 
floor.  With his right hand he grabbed the edge of the door frame, 
hoping the entire structure didn’t collapse on impact.
 The guy never took his eyes off Jerry until the last second 
when the lights of the dock flashed through the window.  His head 
swivelled around to see what the light was at the same instant the 
yacht rammed the dock.  He never had time to scream.  The sound 
of the crash was deafening.  The man vaulted head first through 
the large plate glass window.
 The door frame held up, but Jerry didn’t.  He lost his grip 
and slid across the floor, colliding with the control console on the 
forward bulkhead.  Anything that wasn’t bolted down, and a few 
things that were, fell on top of Josh.  The wooden dock groaned 
and Jerry heard the sound of steel wrenching open.  The yacht 
slid backward a few feet, then stopped.
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 Jerry scrambled to his feet, searching for the Uzi.  He found 
it wedged under the console.  Josh was already digging himself 
out from under the pile of debris and Jerry went to help.
 “You all right?”
 Josh got up to one knee, rubbing the back of his head.
 “I’ve been better.”
 He got to his feet, looking around.  The interior of the ship 
was trashed.  The antenna mast collapsed and lay over the forward 
deck.  The bow had carved a neat wedge in the wooden dock and 
the thick timbers ripped open the hull.  Water rushed in.  The 
forward half of the yacht was up on the dock and pointed up at 
the night sky.  The car they used to get to the boat in the first place 
had ripped loose, tumbled over the finished mahogany deck, and 
dangled over the port side, half on the yacht and half off.
 Josh shook his head.
 “There’s gonna be a lot of paperwork for this.”
 The sound of gunfire made them duck behind the console.  
Josh drew his pistol from the shoulder holster under his jacket.  
None of the bullets hit the yacht, however.  Josh peeked over the 
edge of the shattered window.
 “It’s those guys who were shooting at us.  They’re firing on the 
dock security,” he said.  In the distance they heard police sirens.  
“It’s gonna get interesting now.  Come on, we still got work to 
do.”
 Jerry went with Josh out the side door, away from the gunfire.  
Jerry’s heart was pumping.  He hadn’t been this excited since 
he saw action in the desert, and compared to what he’d been 
through in the last hour or so, his experiences with war were 
pretty calm.
 They went down the stairs and Josh stopped.  Jerry bumped 
into him.  One of the men on the dock caught a mooring line that 
was tied to a cleat on the bow and must have gone over the side 
in the crash.  He tied the other end to a post on the dock and was 
scaling the rope, about halfway up, hanging upside down over the 
water like a raccoon.  An Uzi dangled from a strap on his back.
 Josh raised his pistol and aimed.  The man saw him and 
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climbed faster.  Jerry couldn’t believe he would have the nerve to 
shoot a helpless guy like that, until Josh fired and the rope frayed 
and snapped about a foot above the man’s hands.  The expression 
on his face as he dropped into the water still holding the rope 
made Jerry want to laugh, but he didn’t for fear of getting yelled 
at by Josh.
 Josh, however, turned to Jerry and snickered.
 “Man, that guy was dumb,” he said, and went to the aft 
deck.
 Jerry went after him, even more confused about his partner.
 The sliding glass doors to the cabin at the rear were still intact.  
Inside, a man came out toward them with an Uzi.  Josh saw him 
first and fired two shots through the glass before the man could 
raise the Uzi.  Both shots hit him in the chest and he went down.  
The large panel of glass in the sliding door shattered on the deck 
like a sheet of crashing water.  He and Jerry shielded their faces 
with their hands.
 What Josh did next surprised Jerry.  His pistol locked open 
on an empty chamber.  He ejected the clip, which fell from the 
handle of the gun and landed in the pile of broken glass.  He 
reached under his jacket for the holster, then patted each of his 
pockets.
 “Damn,” he said.  He picked up the empty clip, jammed it 
back into the gun, and released the catch.  “Watch my back,” he 
said, and went through the broken door.
 Josh was about to reach for the Uzi of the guy he just shot 
when a man Jerry recognized from the dinner party appeared 
from the stairs that led to the lower decks.
 His name was Maury VanBriekenbock.  He looked distin-
guished in his black Armani suit with his silver hair gelled back.  
His face had the sharp features of a hawk, and he had a nickel 
plated Italian 9mm automatic pointed at Josh.  He looked desper-
ate and much less sophisticated than he did at the party.  When 
he saw him, Josh forgot about the Uzi and raised his pistol at 
Maury.
 “McGowan, how could you do this to me?” VanBriekenbock 
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said.  “I thought I could trust you.”
 Jerry wondered what he meant.  Apparently these two had a 
history he was not aware of.  Jerry knew Josh worked undercover 
for a long time, but he had no idea he was that deep.
 “It’s got nothing to do with trust, Maury.  Drop the gun and 
let’s talk about it,” Josh said.
 Both men faced each other with their pistols extended at arm’s 
length.
 Maury noticed Jerry, who stood behind Josh with the Uzi.
 “Who are you, McGowan?  You’re a cop, aren’t you?”
 “Close enough.  Just put it down, Maury.  We can talk about 
this.”
 VanBriekenbock seemed to hesitate, then lowered his arm.  
Josh quickly stepped forward and took the pistol from his 
hands.
 “We have nothing to talk about.  You’ve betrayed me,” Van-
Briekenbock said in a defeated voice.
 “It’s my job, Maury.  Don’t give me any grief.  Now tell me 
how you’re doing it.”
 Jerry listened while Josh put his own gun back in his shoulder 
holster and pointed the Italian 9mm at Maury.  This was the culmi-
nation of months of investigation by Josh and his partners.  They 
knew for a long time VanBriekenbock was smuggling technology 
out of the country, but they didn’t know how he did it.  Jerry was 
dying to find out himself.
 However, VanBriekenbock said nothing.  Josh stood with his 
hands on his hips.  Jerry remembered the swarm of men on the 
dock.  The shooting had stopped, but Jerry didn’t know what 
that meant.  He hoped the good guys won.  Josh didn’t appear 
too concerned.
 “All right, Maury, let’s see if we can solve your little puz-
zle.”
 Josh grabbed VanBriekenbock by the arm and dragged him 
down the stairs to the lower deck.  Jerry went down behind them.  
He wasn’t about to miss this.  They would deal with the security 
guards later.
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 Josh threw VanBriekenbock on the couch.  VanBriekenbock’s 
lips were sealed tight.  Jerry stood at the bottom of the stairs 
where he could see Josh and VanBriekenbock and anyone coming 
down.
 “What should I try first?” Josh said, but still VanBriekenbock 
did not speak.
 Josh looked around the cabin.  Jerry wasn’t sure what he was 
looking for.  It looked like an ordinary room, decorated like a 
comfortable living room with chairs and a sofa and paintings on 
the walls, although most of it was dumped over.
 “Let’s try the safe,” Josh said.
 He went to a picture on the far wall and pulled the frame, 
which swung aside on a hinge like a cabinet door.  Josh looked at 
the wall safe behind it, then at VanBriekenbock.
 “Am I getting close, Maury?”
 “You’ll never get it open,” VanBriekenbock said.
 Jerry immediately felt defeated.  He was right, of course, there 
was no way they could open that safe.
 Josh sighed.
 “You never did think much of me, did you, Maury?”
 He spun the tumblers.  Jerry wondered if he was trying to 
pull off a bluff a second time.
 “There’s nothing in it,” VanBriekenbock said, a hint of des-
peration in his voice.
 Josh stopped and looked at him.
 “There’s only one way to find that out,” he said.
 He turned the lever and the safe opened with a thunk.  Jerry 
could read VanBriekenbock’s last hopes falling by the look of 
horror on his face.
 Josh reached into the safe and pulled out a black velvet pouch, 
carried it to VanBriekenbock and set it on the table.  VanBriek-
enbock stared at it like it was a bloody knife.
 “Am I warm now, Maury?” Josh said.
 He tucked VanBriekenbock’s Italian 9mm into his belt and 
squatted beside the table to open the pouch, and dumped the 
contents on the table.  A handful of small, glittering diamonds 
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scattered on the polished wooden surface.  VanBriekenbock stared 
straight ahead, his face set in stone, but Jerry was dazzled.  Josh 
picked one up to examine it closely.
 Jerry heard footsteps on the deck above.
 “Someone’s coming,” he said, his voice a loud hiss.
 Josh was unperturbed.  He set the first diamond down and 
picked up a few others, holding them close to his eye in his open 
palm.
 “Relax.  That’ll be Alwayne and some friends,” Josh said.
 His voice was calm and even and Jerry was instantly reassured.  
He lowered the Uzi.  The footsteps got closer and Alwayne ap-
peared at the top of the stairs.
 “You guys have had a busy day,” he said as he came down.
 Behind him were two men in plain suits with badges hanging 
from the breast pockets of their jackets.  Jerry stood aside when 
he saw they were FBI agents.  Behind them came a pair of men 
in blue uniforms and black boots with bullet proof vests carrying 
Heckler & Koch sub-machine guns.  One of the FBI agents took 
the Uzi from him.
 Josh seemed indifferent.
 “Hi, Alwayne,” he said without looking up.  “Glad you could 
make it, Selewski.”
 He set the few diamonds in his hand aside and picked up a 
few others.
 “What’d you find, McGowan?” Selewski said.
 He was a short man with straight blonde hair and a face that 
looked like it was red all the time.
 “Nothing yet,” Josh replied.  He stood up and went through 
VanBriekenbock’s coat pockets.  “I know I’ll find it, though.”
 He looked directly at VanBriekenbock, who stared past him 
at the wall.  Jerry wondered what he was looking for.  If he knew 
what it was, why didn’t he know where to find it?
 Alwayne kicked one of the overturned chairs.
 “You never do anything subtly, do you, Josh?”
 “On my pay?  Are you kidding?” Josh said.
 He found something in VanBriekenbock’s coat pocket.  Jerry 
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didn’t see what it was until he put it in his eye.  It was a jewel-
ler’s eyepiece.  Josh picked up a handful of diamonds and sifted 
through them in his palm, gazing through the eyepiece.
 “You better find something, McGowan, or there’ll be hell to 
pay for all this,” Selewski said.
 He seemed to be the one in charge now.  He and Josh did all 
the grunt work, then this Fed came in and took over the show, 
getting all the credit.  And Jerry was pushed aside, the kid who 
didn’t know better.  Typical.
 “Try this,” Josh said.
 He held up his palm and handed Selewski the eyepiece.  
Selewski put the eyepiece in his eye and looked down at the 
diamonds.  He was quiet for a minute while he examined them.  
What was it?  Jerry was anxious to know.  Above, he heard the 
sounds of shuffling feet and murmured voices and from below 
the soft groan of the hull as the gentle movement of the water 
rubbed it against the dock.
 “I’ll be damned,” Selewski said.  He handed the eyepiece to 
Alwayne.  “I’d never have believed it.”  He turned to the other 
agents.  “Take Van-, Van Brick-and-brack, or whatever his name 
is, take him in for questioning.”
 Alwayne whistled.  He took the eyepiece out of his eye.
 “You knew this all the time, didn’t you, you bastard,” Alwayne 
said with a laugh and slapped Josh’s shoulder.  “You owe me for 
that damn car.”
 He laughed again and went up the stairs.  A pair of agents 
hauled VanBriekenbock out.
 “Jer, come here.  I know you’re dying to see this,” Josh 
said.
 He handed the eyepiece to Jerry.  Jerry put it to his eye and 
looked down at the diamonds in Josh’s palm.
 “What am I looking for?  Oh,” he said when he saw it.
 One of the diamonds had a flaw.  To the naked eye it was a 
tiny black dot among all the shining facets.  Magnified, the tiny 
black dot became a microchip.
 “Computer chips?  He’s stealing chips?”
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 Josh collected all the diamonds and put them back in the 
pouch.
 “Not just the chip, but what’s on the chip.  Whatever infor-
mation he wants to steal he digitizes, writes to a chip, or several 
chips, then transports the diamonds legally to whoever paid for 
the info.”
 “Oh,” Jerry said.  It seemed so simple.  “So what’s on that 
chip?”
 Josh handed the pouch to one of the agents.
 “Just a set of algorithms, I think.  Nothing too complicat-
ed.”
 “Who’d have a use for that?”
 Josh shrugged.
 “Anyone who might want to, say, plot the trajectory of an 
object in motion back to its source, like a sub-launched missile, 
for example.”
 “Oh.”
 Jerry went up the stairs with Josh.  They looked at Alwayne’s 
car, laying upside down on the port gunwale.  A crane on the 
dock moved in to lift it off.  A dozen or so FBI agents scoured the 
yacht, cataloging every single item, including every shell casing 
and dead body.
 “You did a good job tonight,” Josh said.
 He had his hands in his pockets and kicked a piece of broken 
wood.
 “Thanks,” Jerry smiled.
 He looked at his partner.  That warrior was gone, and the 
simple, timid man had returned.  It was like a transformation 
from Mr. Hyde back to Dr. Jekyll.  Josh nodded toward the car.
 “I don’t do this kind of thing every day.”
 “Thank God.”
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Three cars in one night.  Josh drove the outskirts of Baltimore to 
the Naval airbase in Annapolis.  A personal record, if he remem-
bered correctly.  He wrecked one car and risked people’s lives 
when he could have let the van go and simply called the police 
to pull it over.  He acted out of anger instead of using his head.  
He wrecked the other car with a crazy stunt when he could have 
called the harbor patrol to stop the yacht.
 Walt would not be pleased.  Not only did he disobey a direct 
order to leave immediately in the first place, he was now terribly 
late.  He’d get chewed out for that, then he’d be expected to be 
a key part in whatever mission they planned.  That pretty much 
shot his weekend.  He had hoped to spend it with his brother in 
Philly.  There must be someone else they could assign to this job.  
Why him?  And why did he always get stuck with the dirty jobs 
no one else wanted?
 The Naval airbase was accessible only by a single guarded gate.  
Josh showed his identification at the gate and the Shore Patrol 
guard, who looked at him funny, waved him through.  Navy fight-
ers took off over his head as he drove to a squat building adjacent 
to the hangars.  As he got out, a young Navy officer came out of 
the building and ran up to the car.
 “Is that my plane warming up?” Josh asked.
 Sitting in front of the hangar with its lights flashing and its 
engines running was the U.S. Naval Intelligence’s twelve passenger 
Lear jet.  Beside it sat a pair of U.S. Navy F-14 jet fighters with 
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skull and crossbones on the upright tail rudders, the insignia of 
the Jolly Rogers.
 “I don’t believe so, sir,” the ensign replied.
 He gave Josh a funny look, too.  Josh noticed, but didn’t pay 
any attention.  He was puzzled by the ensign’s answer.  Maybe Walt 
was going to send him out on a commercial jet.  If so, he wouldn’t 
be pleased.  Few things were more relaxing than a leisurely flight 
on that Lear jet.
 “Are you all right, sir?”
 “Fine, why?”
 “You’re bleeding, sir.”
 Josh groaned inwardly and touched his lip where it was sore.  
Now he understood why the ensign and the Shore Patrol officer 
looked at him funny.  He probably looked like he had been in a 
fight.
 “I’ll be fine,” Josh said, hoping to cover his embarrassment.
 “Of course, sir.  The colonel is waiting for you inside,” the 
ensign said.
 He started back toward the building.  Josh followed, frown-
ing.
 “A colonel?  At a Naval facility?  Don’t you mean a cap-
tain?”
 “No sir.  Colonel Mironov.”
 The ensign held the door open.  Josh raised his eyebrows.  
Colonel Mironov was waiting for him inside.  How many years had 
he been hearing that name?  It wasn’t long after he transferred to 
the Special Forces Unit that he first learned of Colonel Mironov.  
He was the KGB controller for many of the Soviet operatives Josh 
encountered in the field.  Josh sometimes felt like a pawn between 
Walt and Mironov.  Mironov had been a thorn in Walt’s side for 
years, but that was during the Cold War.
 How many men died on both sides for those two?  How many 
were killed by him?  And now Mironov waited for him inside.  
It still amazed him how much the end of the Cold War changed 
things.
 Josh followed the ensign into the building. The noise of the 
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jet engines died away as soon as the door closed.  A sharp odor 
of strong tobacco smoke leapt at Josh, stinging his nose over the 
old, familiar smell of Navy issue blue paint.  The tobacco smell 
permeated the entire building.
 Just inside the door was a reception area.  Against the near wall 
were a couple of chairs and a low table with magazines, a potted  
plant, and by the other wall a desk and a Navy Seal on the floor 
in front of the desk.  Seated behind the desk, staring down at a 
stack of papers with a pen in her hand, was Chief Petty Officer 
Judy Hammond.  Josh smiled when he saw her.  Nothing about 
her ever changed and he was glad to see that.
 Judy Hammond had long, silky auburn hair pulled back in a 
bun she tucked under her uniform hat when she went out.  She 
wore no makeup and her uniform never fit properly.  It was as if 
she tried to conceal or deny her beauty, Josh believed.  It never 
worked, though.  No matter how hard she tried she could not 
hide the fact that she was a ravishing woman.
 She appeared oblivious to the smell of the smoke.  Josh knew 
how strongly she felt against smoke and smokers in particular.  
She must have hated to put up with it.  However, he noticed an 
unopened pack of Camel cigarettes on her desk.
 “You’re late, Josh,” Judy said without looking up.  Her gaze 
lifted from the stack of papers and her smug expression changed 
to shock when she saw his face.  “Josh, what happened?  Have 
you been fighting again?”
 “Something a little more than that, I’m afraid.”
 He saw the disappointment in her eyes and could barely stand 
it.  He looked away.  He had been attracted to Judy since the first 
day he saw her, but could never figure out how to let her know.  
Her incredible beauty intimidated him every time he saw her.  
He knew she concealed herself under the poorly fitting uniform 
and Josh wanted to let her know she didn’t need to hide from 
anybody, but instead he said nothing.
 “You’d better get cleaned up before I tell the admiral you’re 
here.”
 Josh hesitated.  “The admiral?  Isn’t Walt here?”
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 Judy shook her head.  “This job goes pretty high up.”
 Josh felt grim as he removed his Smith & Wesson from the 
shoulder holster.  He ejected the empty clip and pulled back the 
slide to lock it open on the empty chamber.  First a meeting with 
Colonel Mironov, then the admiral herself was handling it.  Maybe 
they finally thought he was good enough for important jobs.
 Judy collected the pistol and the clip and put them in her 
desk.  Josh went to the restroom.  He was a mess.  He had cuts 
on his face, a split lip, the knee of his slacks was torn and he was 
dirty all over.  The palms of his hands were scraped.  His knees 
hurt where he had landed on them.  He cleaned himself up and 
went out.
 “Thanks, Judy,” Josh said with a smile.
 The solid wooden door behind him opened.
 “It’s about time you got here,” Filmore said.
 Josh turned around.  She held a blue notebook under her arm 
like a rifle and looked at Judy.
 “Do you have that pack of cigarettes?”
 Judy picked it up with her thumb and forefinger and handed 
it to Filmore like it was a piece of rotting meat.
 “When did you start smoking?” Josh asked.
 “I quit twelve years ago, thank you very much.  These are for 
the colonel.  Now get in here.”
 She examined his bruised face and the blood stains on his 
shirt without a word, then spun around and went back through 
the door.  Josh rolled his eyes and followed her in.
 Rear Admiral Katherine Filmore was a stout five-foot-four 
woman with curly, graying brown hair and thick glasses.  She 
was the first woman ever to attain the rank of rear admiral and 
the first woman ever to command a Naval Special Forces squad, 
of which Josh was once a part.  He denied at every opportunity 
that his actions as a member of her squad ever had anything to 
do with her promotion.
 “Make sure that door is closed,” she said without turning.
 Josh stopped, pulled the door shut securely, and continued 
to follow her down the short, bare white hallway to the thick, 
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wooden door at the other end.  She stood in front of it.  Josh 
stopped behind her, glancing up at the security camera that looked 
down on them.  A moment later the lock buzzed and the door 
opened.  Filmore proceeded through as if she was alone.  Josh, 
feeling childish with her sense of procedure, let himself be led past 
a saluting Marine who held the door open for them, past another 
Marine who held his M-16 rifle up smartly at his chest, and past 
the photographs of retired admirals that lined the hallway.
 The smell of the smoke was stronger.  Josh assumed it had 
to be Mironov who was smoking something that smelled so bad.  
The only other people who smoked in that building were admirals, 
and they usually smoked cigars, which never smelled so strong.
 Josh wondered about Mironov.  What the hell was he doing 
there?  If he came to defect, what made him decide to do some-
thing so drastic?  Besides, the Cold War was over.  Mironov had 
no need to defect, unless he had dangerous information to sell.  
Then there was the possibility he wanted to make a deal.
 Filmore went around a corner, down another hall, and stopped 
at a door guarded by another armed Marine.  The Marine saluted 
and opened the door for her.  She nodded curtly to Josh.  He 
stepped past her and went in.
 The colonel stared up at the ceiling.  He was a grizzled, 
weathered man about six feet tall with round shoulders, massive 
arms and thick, dyed black hair brushed to the right side of his 
head like a bad Elvis cut.  He had the thick brow and wide nose 
of a Neanderthal and was dressed in casual slacks and a sport 
coat.  He appeared bored.  On the table in front of him was a 
blue notebook similar to the one in Filmore’s hand.  A long, thick 
Russian cigarette hung limply between his lips, almost as if he 
didn’t know it was there.  White smoke swirled upward from his 
nostrils with the same lazy pace as the smoke from the end of the 
cigarette.
 Josh looked up at the ceiling.  It was covered with particle 
board tile.  Dozens of tiny holes perforated each twelve inch by 
twelve inch tile.
 “Sixteen hundred,” Josh said.
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 Mironov looked at him with a puzzled expression.
 “Holes in the tiles,” Josh continued, pointing up at them.  
“That was what you were counting?”
 “Yes,” Mironov said, the cigarette bobbing between his 
lips.
 His Russian accent was thick and his English was slurred.  He 
blew smoke in Josh’s direction.
 “You are McGowan, are you not?” he said, squinting.
 “Yes.”
 Mironov nodded as he stubbed the cigarette in the ashtray.
 “I have looked forward to meeting you for long time.”
 “I’ll bet you have,” Josh said.
 Filmore set the pack of Camels on the table in front of 
Mironov.
 “Try these,” she said.
 Mironov opened the pack and dug out a cigarette with one 
finger.  He lit it and inhaled deeply, holding the smoke in his lungs 
like it was a concoction that promised to restore his youth.
 “These are quite pleasant.  Where did you get them?”  
Mironov said, blowing the smoke from his lungs.
 “Try a Seven Eleven,” Josh said.
 Mironov arched his eyebrows.
 “Fine.  Now can we please proceed?” Filmore said.
 She put her blue notebook on the table and sat in the chair at 
the end, looking up at Josh.  He pulled out a chair and sat down 
across from Mironov.  Filmore folded her hands on top of her 
notebook and sighed.
 “Did you find anything interesting in my report?” Filmore 
said.
 “I read it,” Mironov said with an unaffected flip of his hand.  
“It’s all wrong.  None of those things happened.”
 “None?” she said, her voice sharp with surprise and anger.
 Mironov shook his head.
 “Those events were ...” he searched for the right word.  
“... Fake.  We leaked information in weak ploy to send you in 
the ... the other direction.  Apparently it worked.”
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 He chuckled.  Filmore’s lips were squeezed tight and she 
looked ready to explode.
 “So this whole report is useless,” she said, her voice rising.
 Mironov shrugged and tapped the ash of the Camel into the 
ashtray.  Filmore spoke through clenched teeth.
 “Then would you mind telling me why I went to so much 
trouble to make this operation happen?”
 “What operation?” Josh said.
 Her head snapped around to face him.  For a moment he 
thought she would bite his head off, not unlike she did so many 
times before.  With a second of hesitation, her voice calmed.
 “We brought you here to pick someone up,” she said.
 “The colonel?” Josh said.
 “No, no,” Mironov chuckled.  “Don’t be stupid.  I get here 
well on my own.”
 “Then who?”
 “An elite member of the KGB,” Filmore replied, almost with 
reverence.
 “A KGB whore,” Mironov said, his voice tinged with disgust.  
He stubbed out what remained of the cigarette and dug out an-
other.  “One I myself train.  Very good with hands.”
 “I’ll bet,” Josh said.
 Mironov lit the second cigarette and went on, ignoring him.
 “Her name Valeria Konstantinova.”
 “But the Cold War’s over.  How come she never came out 
until now?” Josh said.
 “She never escaped from prison until now,” Filmore re-
plied.
 “And you want me to hold her hand across the border?”
 “Colonel Mironov has selected you to bring her home.”
 Josh stopped, startled by this fact.  He looked at Mironov.
 “You selected me?”
 “Da, I am to know you very well after you rape my favorite 
squad.”
 Josh was confused.  Mironov sat forward in his chair and it 
creaked under his weight.
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 “Kabul, Afghanistan.  You kill three Soviet Army sergeants.  
Three of best men, mine.  I train myself.  I recruit.  Consider this 
job ...” He waved his hand in the air, searching for the right word 
again.  “... Payback,” he said with a grin.
 Josh looked at Filmore.  “Exactly what do I have to do?”
 Filmore moved the blue notebook aside and set her folded 
hands on the table.
 “We busted her out, we being some of our friends in the CIA.  
Someone you know, Ron Finn, made contact with her two days 
ago.  He called us from Novosibirsk to let us know he had her 
and was bringing her to Chumikan, which is a small harbor town 
on Russia’s Pacific coast.  He said something about bringing her 
out by sea, but we never got the details of that.  Our CIA friends 
are borrowing a research vessel to get inside Russian waters and 
find them.  We’re going to put you on that ship to take her out of 
Finn’s hands.”
 Josh was amused by Filmore’s precise pronunciation in front 
of Mironov and her use of the term CIA.  Everyone else in the 
intelligence business referred to the CIA as the Company, but 
Filmore was persistent about calling government departments 
by their proper names.
 “So if the Company’s handling it, why do you need me on the 
job?”
 “Don’t push me, Joshua,” she said, sounding tired.  “You’re 
here because this is a Navy job, my job, not the CIA’s responsibil-
ity.  My hands are tied on this.  Mironov wouldn’t tell us where 
she was unless you were assigned to bring her in.”
 Josh nodded.  “Is that it?”
 Filmore opened her empty hands, palms up.  “That’s it.”
 Josh looked at Mironov.
 “What do you get out of this?”
 He reclined in the swivel chair, a broad grin crossing his face 
as he gazed at the cigarette between his fingers.
 “A lifetime vacation on Miami beach with your skinny Ameri-
can women and all American cigarettes I smoke.”
 Josh stood up.  “Fine.  When do I leave?”
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 Filmore picked up the notebooks and stood with him.
 “You’re already an hour behind.  I think it would be best if 
you got going right now.”
 Josh opened his mouth to make some smartass remark, but 
the stony look on Rear Admiral Filmore’s face stopped him.
 “I couldn’t agree more,” he said instead.  Filmore walked 
past him to the door.  Colonel Mironov remained in his seat, his 
attention turning back to the ceiling tiles.
 Filmore led Josh back down the hallway.
 “So I’ll fly to Hawaii, I’m guessing, and meet up with the 
research ship there, then steam up into Russian waters and meet 
Finn off the coast?”
 Filmore opened the solid wooden door at the end of the short, 
plain white hallway and stopped in front of Hammond’s desk.
 “Not quite.  We have a plane prepared for you,” Filmore 
said.
 Hammond looked up at them, her face expressionless.
 “Great.  Maybe I’ll get a few hours of sleep while I’m in the 
air.  I haven’t slept much the past few days,” Josh said.
 He took his Smith & Wesson from Hammond.
 “You won’t be needing that,” Filmore said.
 Josh turned to Filmore.  Standing beside her was a Navy pilot 
in a grayish-green flight suit.  He was a black man, stood as tall as 
Josh, had short, black hair speckled with gray, and was smoking 
a long cigar.  The name tag on his flight suit read Fredericks.
 “Captain Fredericks will be your pilot,” Filmore said.
 Feeling confused, Josh extended his right hand and shook 
Fredericks’.
 “Do you usually need a g-suit to fly a Lear jet?” he said.
 Fredericks spoke around the cigar in his mouth.
 “I don’t fly Lear jets, son.  I fly a Tomcat.”
 Josh looked at Filmore, his hand still in Fredericks’.
 “You’re flying me out in an F-14?”
 The young ensign approached from the other end of the office 
carrying a flight suit over his arms.  Filmore took it from him and 
handed it to Josh.
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 “This should fit you, unless you’ve put on weight.  Please put 
it on,” she said.
 Josh held it up.
 “It’ll look good on you, Commander.  Just give it a chance,” 
Fredericks said.
 He smiled.  Josh smiled back sarcastically and handed his 
pistol back to Hammond.
 “Could you hold on to that for me?”

Mironov could barely contain a smug grin.  It all worked so per-
fectly, more perfectly than he could have imagined.  He always 
assumed the Americans were trusting and gullible.  He did not 
know how accurate he was.
 One Marine stood at the steel door, his cap pulled down tight, 
shading his eyes from the street light over their heads.  Another 
Marine stood beside the open side door of a blue van.  Mironov 
studied them with the scrutiny of hard experience gained from 
years of judging the intentions and demeanor of men from their 
appearance.  These soldiers were no different from the soldiers 
he knew in the Soviet military.  They were young; just kids barely 
out of their teen years; they were eager to fight, and they would 
carry out whatever order they were given.
 Between them stood three men in suits with overcoats and 
earpieces, waiting anxiously.  These were the famous Secret Service 
agents Mironov came to admire during his career in the KGB.  
They were comparable to the agents of the Kremlin Guard, who 
protected the current Russian President and formerly the vari-
ous Secretary Generals of the Soviet Union, but their reputation 
today did not equal the brutality for which the Kremlin Guard 
once came to be feared.
 From the other side of the building came the sound of jet 
engines warming up.  It was just loud enough to cover the sound 
of their shuffling feet.
 The steel door opened behind him and Filmore came out.  
She glanced at the Marines and the men in the overcoats.  The 
one nearest the van nodded to her.
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 “A beautiful night, do you think?” Mironov said as he put a 
gray fedora on his head.
 “It is.  Please get into the van, Colonel,” Filmore said.
 “You did get caviar I ask for?”
 “We got you some caviar.  You’ll have to like what we 
found.”
 Mironov shrugged.  “I am to be sure it is fine.”
 He climbed into the van.  One of the men in the overcoats got 
in and sat in the rear seat, another got in and sat beside Mironov 
and the third got in the front seat.
 Mironov took out the pack of Camels and spilled another 
cigarette into his palm.
 “Please, if you would,” he said, leaning forward to speak to 
the driver.  “Stop at ...” he paused to remember the pronunciation 
“... Seven Eleven for me.  I make worth your time.  Maybe you 
have woman friend who like excellent caviar.”
 The driver glanced at the man in the overcoat seated next to 
him.  Without responding, he put the van in gear and drove off.

Josh came out of the men’s room in the flight suit, holding a helmet 
in his right hand.  Captain Fredericks snickered and covered his 
mouth with his hand.  With him was another man in a similar 
flight suit.  He was a few inches taller than Fredericks with sandy 
blonde hair cut close over his ears.  He laughed.  Fredericks 
looked away.
 Josh looked down at himself.
 “What?  Did I put it on backward?  It’s been a few years since 
I wore one of these.”
 “It shows,” the new guy said.
 “You look like you slept through the rinse cycle in it,” Fred-
ericks said, then he and the taller guy laughed.
 Josh felt ridiculous.  The new guy stepped toward Josh with 
his right hand extended.  Josh shook it.
 “Name’s Austin.  Any other day I’m Captain Frederick’s Ra-
dar Intercept Officer.  Today the Navy tells me they want to put 
you in my seat.”  He shrugged.  “They want my chair, I give it to 
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them.”
 Josh winced.  Austin had a strong, crushing grip.
 “Don’t blame me.  This wasn’t my idea.”
 His hand throbbed when Austin released it.
 He straightened the collar around Josh’s neck.
 “Forget about it.  It’s no big deal.  I know you’re a capable 
pilot.”  He slapped Josh on the shoulder.  “There, now your helmet 
will fit better.”
 “Thanks,” Josh said.
 “Don’t thank me until you bring my plane and my captain 
back.”
 Fredericks picked up his helmet.
 “Let’s move out of here.”
 Josh noticed the words on Fredericks’ helmet applied with 
small adhesive letters over the sun visor.  On one side was Fred-
erick’s name.  On the other was his nickname.
 “Who gave you the name Corn Dog?” Josh said.
 “Do me a favor.  Don’t ask,” Fredericks said as he walked by 
Josh.
 Josh shook his head.  “That’s not a nickname.  It’s a curse.”

Josh followed Fredericks across the paved airfield toward the 
parked jets.  Several technicians in gray jumpsuits swarmed over 
one of the F-14’s like worker ants.  The jet’s engines were run-
ning, making a high pitched whine.  Hoses and cables hung from 
openings in its skin like a patient in intensive care, all running to a 
pair of vehicles parked near the plane.  With the extra fuel tanks 
it carried beneath the wings and fuselage it looked more like a 
pregnant cow than the Navy’s most advanced interceptor.
 The nearest flight technician, an ensign, turned and saluted 
Fredericks.  Fredericks returned his salute.  The man held the 
salute as Josh approached.  It took him a moment to remember 
to return the salute.  He still held the rank of lieutenant com-
mander in the Navy, but he spent so little time on Naval bases he 
sometimes forgot he was an officer.
 “How’s my plane, ensign?” Fredericks said, the cigar rolling 
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between his teeth.
 “It’s full like a tanker, sir.  I just hope you can get it off the 
ground.”
 Fredericks stood with his hands on his hips.  Josh stood beside 
him.  They stared at the jet together.  It looked ungainly, like an 
overweight hog waiting for slaughter.
 “Do you mind if I ask what route we’re taking?” Josh said.
 Fredericks took the cigar out of his mouth.
 “We have a full fuel load.  That will get us to the Air Force 
Academy in Colorado.  We’ll only be there long enough to top off 
the tanks.  The carrier Kennedy sailed from Alameda this morning.  
We’ll catch it a couple of hundred miles off the coast.  From there 
we fly to Pearl.  From Pearl to the carrier America, and that’s it 
for me.  You’re on your own from then on.  Whatever they have 
in mind for you, I don’t want to know.”
 They climbed into the plane and the technicians strapped 
them in.  Fredericks sat in the forward seat.  Josh sat in the rear.
 “Are you certified for the F-14?” Fredericks asked when the 
intercom was turned on.
 “I got about twenty hours in an F-4,” Josh replied.
 “Close enough.”
 He lowered the cockpit canopy, the technicians disengaged 
the fuelling hoses and power cables, and Fredericks taxied to a 
runway.  Josh listened to his radio communication with the control 
tower without speaking.  It had been several years since he flew in 
a fighter jet.  It was an incredible thrill the first time, but he didn’t 
think this trip would be the same.  They carried far too much fuel 
for high speed maneuvers.  Josh hoped Fredericks wasn’t the kind 
of nut who would do crazy stunts just to show off.
 On takeoff, the plane used twice as much runway as normal.  
Even to Josh, sitting in the back seat, the plane felt sluggish.  He 
hoped it would stay in the air with all the extra weight.
 Over the Mississippi River, the plane picked up speed once 
a large portion of the fuel was burned off.  They raced into the 
darkness to the west with the sun continually rising behind them.  
They had just begun a long trip to the other side of the world.  
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It was unusual to use a fighter for a trip this long, but Josh knew 
this plane would get them there faster than any passenger jet.
 At the Air Force Academy airbase in Colorado Springs, 
Colorado, the F-14 attracted a lot of attention from the ground 
crews and young Air Force pilots.  All around it on the airstrip 
were F-15 Eagles and F-16 Falcons, but it was a rare event when 
a Navy plane visited the Academy in Colorado.
 Josh knew they couldn’t stay long if they needed to catch up 
to an aircraft carrier that already sailed into the Pacific off the 
coast of Northern California.  Neither he nor Fredericks, how-
ever, expected that Colonel Hawkes, the Air Force Academy Base 
Commander, would be unwilling to cooperate.
 Hawkes was a lean man in his forties with the confrontational 
stance and hard stare of a man who had experienced combat.  
Josh saw the look of stubborn determination in his eyes when 
they reported to him, and realized right away the success of this 
entire mission could be compromised by this one man.
 “You want me to what?” Hawkes snarled.
 “Refuel my Tomcat so I can get back in the air,” Fredericks 
said.
 Josh could see him fight to restrain an anger that boiled in-
side.
 “Lemme get this straight.  You want me to waste ten thousand 
pounds of my precious fuel on a Navy jet when I got thirsty Air 
Force fighters sittin’ on the ground waiting for that gas?”
 Fredericks started to say something and Josh was sure he was 
going to make a comment about Air Force jets the colonel would 
not be too happy to hear, so he cut him off.
 “Forgive me, Colonel,” Josh said in a pacifying tone.  “I believe 
you should have received an order to refuel Captain Frederick’s 
plane with all haste.”
 Hawkes face cracked from its stony expression and he 
laughed.
 “I don’t know who the hell you think you are, young man, 
but I never got any goddamned order to refuel your plane ‘with 
all haste’, and I am fully prepared to refuel your asses at my own 
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convenience, and only if I damn well feel like it.”
 Josh was unable to hold Fredericks back.  He exploded at 
Hawkes with some of the most colorful language Josh ever heard.  
Josh grabbed the phone on the desk, ignoring Hawkes protests 
that he was not allowed to use it, and dialed.  Hawkes was trying 
to hold two arguments, one with Josh and one with Fredericks, 
when Filmore answered on the other end.
 “Filmore,” she said curtly.
 “It’s me.  Josh.”
 There was a short pause from her end.
 “Josh, why am I talking to you on the phone?” she said.
 “We’ve, uh, run into a slight problem.”
 Filmore sighed.  “Ok, what is it?”
 Josh turned away from the noise of the argument between 
Fredericks and Hawkes and described to her briefly their situation 
in a low voice.  She asked Josh to hold.  He listened to Hawkes 
and Fredericks yell at each other while he waited.  He was amazed 
they could maintain their vehemence for so long.  It appeared they 
were actually enjoying themselves.
 The line clicked and Josh heard a new voice.
 “This is General Lawson,” a gruff, angry voice barked.  “Who 
am I talking to?”
 Josh told the general who he was.  General Lawson grunted, 
as if disgusted to speak with a lowly Navy man, and asked to speak 
with Hawkes.  Josh held out the phone for the colonel.  It was 
like holding up a stop sign.  Their argument stopped immediately 
and Hawkes took the phone.
 “Yeah, what is it?” he shouted into the receiver.
 Lawson must have barked something in his ear because 
Hawkes snapped upright and the rest of his end of the conversa-
tion consisted mainly of “Yes” and “Sir”.
 When he put the phone down he looked forlorn for a second, 
then hustled out of the office, pushing his way between Josh and 
Fredericks, shouting for someone at the top of his lungs.
 “Who the hell did you call?” Fredericks asked, his face set 
with astonishment.
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 Josh shrugged.  “The President.”
 Fredericks’ eyebrows arched and he looked away.
 A young lieutenant arrived, out of breath, and was informed 
by Colonel Hawkes that he was to fuel the F-14 to the very tops 
of its tanks with the best fuel he could find on the base and he 
was to do it immediately.  If there was any delay, every officer 
involved from the time the F-14 put down risked being busted 
to Corporal and losing any benefits and pension they may have 
accumulated.
 Josh and Fredericks were off the ground in less than an hour.  
Hardly a word was spoken while the plane was being refuelled, 
which was directly supervised by Hawkes and three senior officers 
from the Academy.
 Fredericks struggled to contain his laughter throughout the 
entire event.  As the wheels lifted off the runway, he was laughing 
out loud.
 “Did you really call the President?” he said, speaking up to 
be heard over the noise of the engines.
 “Not really,” Josh admitted.  “I just called my boss.  She called 
some general.  But it might as well have been the President.”
 Fredericks was nodding as he laughed.  Josh worried he might 
not be able to control the plane if he was laughing so hard.



47

Ismail Rafjani was a man with many jobs.  Today he was a liaison 
officer returning from Zonguldak, on the Black Sea coast of 
Turkey, with a shipment of supplies from the Russians.  This was 
not a commercial trade that benefitted the economies of both 
countries.  There would be no papers to record the transaction.  
He had no knowledge of the financial end of the exchange, but 
he presumed it was already taken care of, otherwise there would 
have been no shipment for him to receive.
 With the dim glow of his favorite Turkish cigarette, Rafjani 
guided the big, old truck through a small village.  The road was 
little more than a wide path in the dirt, cut in deep ruts by other 
trucks on countless rainy days.  Rafjani drove slowly.  He was in 
no hurry.  He had a very heavy load, six tons of Russian explosives, 
and it would not be wise to risk losing the entire load, along with 
his life.
 The son of a Greek banker and a Pakistani painter, Rafjani 
was born in Athens, where his father lived his entire life, but was 
raised in Pakistan by his mother and her family when his parents 
separated.
 His father was a sensitive, overweight, balding man and his 
mother loved him dearly.  She just couldn’t stand to be around him 
after five years of marriage.  His mother was a tall, elegantly beau-
tiful woman who could have been royalty, and Rafjani shared her 
delicate good looks and Middle Eastern features.  He was always 
glad for that because his father was not the least bit handsome.  

Chapter 3



Jack Allen48

Rafjani had his mother’s black hair, long nose, high cheekbones 
and dark skin.  If he had been given his father’s European features 
and fat, bulbous nose, he would not have been as readily accepted 
into the world in which he chose to live.
 Rafjani left Pakistan as a teenager to fight a war he felt was 
important to set the order of the world correct once again.  He 
found his way to Iraq, where he was accepted into a training camp 
and learned to kill and deceive.  He had been there nearly eight 
years, and was rapidly climbing the ranks.  His hard work and 
devotion to the Iraqi cause earned him much praise.
 This was not the first time Rafjani made the trip from the 
Syrian Desert in western Iraq through the middle of Turkey to 
the small port on the coast of the Black Sea.  In fact, he had made 
this trip many times and expected to make it many more times in 
the future, especially since they were becoming more and more 
frequent.
 These Russians Rafjani did not mind.  They were more like 
him, not like the Russians of the north, who behaved like the 
people of the west, always so superior and always treating his 
people like children and servants.  These Russians had their own 
fight.  They supplied materials not because they were sympathetic 
to the Iraqi cause but because they were profiteers who needed to 
fund their own cause.  Rafjani could respect that.  He had nothing 
against these Russians and they had nothing against him.  If this 
were his war he would spare them.
 He rolled down the window and tossed out the cigarette.  In 
the pocket of his shirt was an open, half empty pack.  He took 
out another one.  He had six more packets in his case, which he 
stored behind the seat.  Along with the cigarettes in the case were 
false papers for the crates in the back of the truck.  They identified 
the cargo as machine parts from the Ukraine.
 He lit the cigarette.  Ahead, just over a rise in the road, were 
the lights of an oncoming car, rare on these roads, but not unusual.  
A light in his mirror caught his attention.  It was the headlights 
of a car approaching from behind.  The cigarette lighter hovered 
an inch from the tip of the cigarette.  This much traffic on a road 
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this deep in Turkey was highly unusual.  He slowed as he came 
over the rise.
 Ahead on the descending slope were two cars parked at 
angles on either side of the road, both facing his direction.  Their 
bright headlights shined directly at him, obscuring his view of the 
road.  He slowed to a stop.  Several policemen carrying machine 
guns approached.  One officer, who did not have a machine gun, 
stepped toward the cab.  Rafjani rolled down his window.
 The officer looked up at Rafjani and smiled.
 “Good evening,” he said in Farsi.
 He had narrow, pointed features and an engaging, pleasant 
smile.  Rafjani couldn’t help but smile back.
 “Good evening,” he replied.
 “Are you hauling any cargo?”
 “Yes.”
 “Would you step down, please, with the proper papers?”
 He stepped back to allow Rafjani to swing the door open.
 Rafjani grabbed the case from behind the seat and stepped 
down out of the cab, not feeling the least bit nervous.  If the Rus-
sians did their job there was nothing to fear.  He had no reason 
not to trust the Russians.  He opened the case and handed the 
papers to the officer.
 “You are Armen Ghazal?” the officer said as he scanned each 
page.
 “Yes.”
 “What is your destination?”
 “Cizre,” Rafjani said, which was true.
 Cizre was the last populated city on the southern border of 
Turkey with Syria.  It was a small, isolated industrial town where 
spare machine parts would be needed.
 The officer flipped through the rest of the papers.
 “We would like to examine your cargo.”
 “Certainly.”
 They went to the back of the truck.  Rafjani dropped the tail-
gate and the officer shined his flashlight in at the wooden crates.  
Each was marked in English and Russian with the word Ukraine.  
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There were forty eight stacked in the back of the truck.  The of-
ficer checked the papers and flashed the light on the boxes.
 “Please open that one,” he said, shining the light on a par-
ticular box.
 Rafjani was prepared for this.  He took the crowbar from along 
the side wall of the truck, hopped up into the back and pried open 
the top lid of the indicated box.  The officer pulled himself up 
into the back of the truck and shined his flashlight down into the 
open crate.  The pale beam reflected off the hard, shiny surfaces 
of several rows of steel gears.  The officer crouched to read the 
numbers on the side of the crate and compared them with the 
sheets of paper.
 The officer stood up.  Rafjani was almost gloating.  These 
Turks were not Westerners, but they were just as easy to de-
ceive.
 “Bring the dogs,” the officer said to one of his subordinates 
as he climbed out of the truck.
 The subordinate rushed away toward the vehicles at the front 
of the truck.
 Rafjani’s gloating feeling deflated like an old balloon.  He had 
been stopped for inspections before, always by Turkish police 
searching for smuggled hashish and heroin, but they never used 
dogs.  Rafjani’s face betrayed no emotion.  Nevertheless he was 
suddenly very nervous.  There were no drugs for the dogs to detect, 
but they would surely sniff out the explosives.  The dogs would 
alert the officer, who would command his men to open every 
crate, the explosives would be discovered and Rafjani would be 
arrested.  He jumped down from the truck, standing away from 
the officer.  He wanted to run, but he knew if he did he would 
immediately be shot in the back.  He had no choice but to wait 
for what seemed inevitable.
 A pair of younger men in uniform came to the back of the 
truck, each holding an eager German shepherd on a leash.  The 
officer gave them a command and the men unhooked the leashes 
from the collars.  Both dogs leaped into the back of the truck and 
scrambled over the crates.  Rafjani closed his eyes, his body tense, 
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waiting for the first sharp, accusing bark that would eventually 
get him tried and shot for smuggling and treason and espionage 
and whatever else the Turkish courts could think up.
 But there was no bark, only the sounds of the dogs’ claws 
scraping on the wooden crates and their loud snuffing noises.  
Rafjani opened his eyes.  The officer and the other men were 
standing in their same spots.  No one had a gun pointed at him.  
He glanced around at the other policemen.  They all seemed more 
interested in the dogs than him.  Rafjani turned his attention to 
the dogs.
 They had not yet detected the explosives.  How?  Russian 
plastic explosives traditionally had a unique odor that could be 
detected by a sensitive human nose, even over the pungent smell 
of gear oil.  Yet, the trained dogs were not smelling it.  Again he 
wondered how this could be, unless the Russians had deceived 
him and there were no explosives in the crates.  They would not 
do that, not just to steal the Iraqis’ money.  The Communists were 
just as susceptible to a terrorist attack as anyone, even if they were 
underground.  They would not risk a terrorist retaliation simply 
for a few thousand rubles, would they?
 The officer gave another quick command and the dogs were 
taken down off the truck, reattached to their leashes and led away.  
The officer turned and handed the sheaf of papers to Rafjani.
 “Sorry to inconvenience you,” he said.
 He shouted orders to his men, who ran back to their vehicles 
and sped away in clouds of dust, leaving Rafjani alone in the road 
beside his truck.  He was dumbfounded.  The dogs should have 
been foolproof.  The police should have confiscated the cargo, 
towed the truck, and hauled him away in chains.  But he got away 
with it.  He had to know for sure.  His superiors would flog him 
to death if he returned with forty eight cases of machine parts.
 With his own flashlight, he hopped back up into the rear of 
the truck.  The lid of the open crate was pried up at an angle.  He 
took it all the way off and removed the heavy, oily gears that filled 
only about the top third of the crate.  Beneath them was a false 
bottom, painted black.  He pried it up and shined the flashlight 
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into the box.
 It was there, at least it looked like what it was supposed to 
be, large bricks of plastic explosive, about the consistency of soft 
putty, each wrapped in translucent wax paper.  He lifted out a 
brick, folded open the paper wrapping, and pressed his thumb 
into it.  His finger sunk in, leaving an impression.
 It began to occur to Rafjani what he had.  If this was truly 
plastic explosives and not just clay, then it was a particularly 
extraordinary substance indeed.  It was certainly undetectable 
by dogs.  What other interesting qualities did it possess?  As he 
closed the wrapping and began to replace the items in the crate, 
ideas began to form in his head, and he liked those ideas.

*     *     *     *

The last of the Rockies was behind and Josh and Fredericks passed 
over the coast of California, obscured beneath a light cloud cover 
thirty five thousand feet below.  Fredericks had been in contact 
with the aircraft carrier USS America for several minutes.  Josh 
listened to the conversation in his headset.  He was not happy 
when Fredericks asked three times for their exact position.
 “What’s the problem?” Josh said when Fredericks keyed off 
his mike.
 “Nothing,” Fredericks said, then was very quiet.
 Josh waited.  “You sure?”
 There was another long pause.  
 “The America sailed early,” Fredericks finally said.  “And we 
were late leaving Colorado.”
 “Ah,” was all Josh said.
 He didn’t need to be told any more.  He didn’t know why 
the America sailed early, but they had.  Judging from Fredericks’ 
concern over the carrier’s position, Josh came to the conclusion 
Fredericks was worried about having enough fuel to make it to 
the carrier.
 Josh strained to look back at the coast receding behind them.  
They were a few hundred miles past it but still close enough to 
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turn back.  The Navy had enough airfields up and down that coast 
to take care of whatever fuel needs they had.  Turning back, how-
ever, would probably ruin any chance of completing this mission.  
This fact had been impressed upon Fredericks enough that he 
offered no explanation of his concerns for fuel.  He would press 
on, just as Josh would want him to, and if they came up short of 
the safety of the carrier deck, they would bail out and wait to be 
picked up.  It was that simple.  Josh didn’t like anything about it 
but that was what they would do.  For the rest of the flight they 
were quiet and tense.
 From that height the ocean looked vast and endless.  Freder-
icks was supposed to put that huge plane down on the tiny deck 
of a carrier somewhere in the middle of all that.  The longer the 
flight went, the more Josh doubted it could be done.
 As they approached the carrier, Josh listened carefully to 
the communication between Fredericks and the America’s ra-
dio operator.  Fredericks asked for clearance to land and other 
routine procedures, but there was no mention of the fuel.  Josh 
swallowed several times to equalize the pressure on his ears as 
they descended.  The immense ocean loomed larger and larger 
below.
 Finally Josh could see the carrier as just a speck on the sur-
face of the water ahead, surrounded by a ring of smaller specks, 
her escort ships.  Behind the carrier trailed a long, white tail of 
churned water, and Fredericks used it as a homing device.  They 
were no more than a few miles off the stern of the carrier and it 
looked like nothing more than a toy boat bobbing on the water.  
They were so close, only a few hundred feet over the waves.  Josh 
waited for the engines to sputter and the plane to drop like a rock 
into those waves.
 He could see lights on the deck, guiding them in.  Fredericks 
held the plane on a straight, smooth course, gliding toward the 
deck.  To Josh it still looked incredibly tiny and felt like they were 
moving much too fast.  He had seen carrier landings from a deck.  
Fredericks appeared to be coming in much too steeply.
 “Call the ball,” came a message through Josh’s headset.
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 “Tomcat ball,” Fredericks replied.
 Josh could hear the tension in his voice.  There was no indica-
tion of trouble from the engines, but Josh was still waiting for it.  
If it was a movie he would have closed his eyes by now.
 “Wave off.  Wave off.  You’re too high,” came another urgent 
message through the headset.
 Josh could see flashing red lights on the end of the deck.
 “I think they’re waving you off,” Josh mentioned.
 “There won’t be any wave off’s on this flight,” Fredericks 
said.
 He brought the plane down very steeply, very quickly.  Josh’s 
eyes grew wide.  His bunched fists pressed against the sides of the 
tiny compartment.  He never noticed the ache in his shoulders.  
Below them, the deck crew dove for cover and scrambled to get 
out of the way.  Someone screamed something in Josh’s ear, but 
later he would never recall a word of it.
 The landing wheels were still over the water, about a hundred 
yards off the fantail and about a hundred feet above the deck, 
when the engines sputtered and quit.  The massive jet turned into 
a glider.  The F-14 was an immense, heavy aircraft designed with 
the minimal amount of wing surface needed for maximum speed.  
It made a poor glider.
 “Oh my God!” Josh screamed.
 Fredericks pulled back on the stick like he was pulling his only 
child from the grip of an alligator’s jaws, but the F-14 dropped 
from the air like a rock.  The extended wings managed to provide 
enough forward motion to get the wheels on the hard surface of 
the deck and the plane slammed down with a jolt that rattled Josh’s 
molars.  The entire plane bounced three feet into the air.  The 
tailhook latched onto the second of four arrestor cables stretched 
across the deck and jerked the plane to a stop in only a few feet, 
forcing Josh and Fredericks forward against their thick restraint 
belts.
 Josh finally blinked.  They were stopped on the edge of 
the landing deck, staring toward the open ocean.  A swarm of 
crewmen gathered around the plane, shouting and pointing at 
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Fredericks.
 Josh peeled off his helmet.
 “I don’t know whether to recommend you for a commenda-
tion or have you committed,” he said.
 “Shut up,” Fredericks replied.
 He opened the canopies as they unstrapped themselves.
 One of the deck crew, the Landing Officer, wearing a yellow 
vest and helmet with yellow markings, climbed up the small lad-
der to the cockpit and shouted at Fredericks about procedures 
and reckless behavior and endangering lives.  Fredericks didn’t 
seem too interested.  He climbed down the ladder, forcing the 
Landing Officer out of his way.
 The Landing Officer yelled in Frederick’s ear the entire way 
across the deck to the hatchway.  Josh walked along with them, but 
stayed behind.  Fredericks was a little crazy for letting his plane 
run out of fuel like that, but he did the right thing.  Josh wanted 
to step up and defend his pilot’s actions, but that only would have 
made the situation worse, so he followed behind, avoiding the 
stares from the deck crew when their heads turned as he walked 
past.  He felt like a town leper.
 They went into the hatchway and the noise of the deck and 
the shouting LSO died away.
 “What a relief,” Josh said.
 “It’s not over yet,” Fredericks said.
 He looked up the stairwell.  Josh did not envy him for what 
he faced next.  They went up.
 The Executive Officer was on the bridge, standing in front of 
the padded captain’s chair.  Seated in front of him were several 
other officers, including the Air Boss, who looked out the pan-
oramic windows at the landing deck before him while he spoke 
into a handset.
 Fredericks saluted the Executive Officer.  The salute was 
returned with a glare.  Josh stood beside Fredericks, ready to 
defend his actions.
 “Hell of a stunt,” the XO said.  The name badge on his left 
breast above the ribbon board read Johnson.  “If I was the captain 
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I think I’d bust your ass.”  He nodded to the Air Boss, who wore 
a yellow sweater with the words ‘Air Boss’ stencilled across the 
back.  “Speak to him.”
 Josh and Fredericks looked at the Air Boss’s back.  Eventu-
ally, he put the handset down, scribbled some notes on a pad, and 
turned to face Fredericks.  His face was grim.
 “The captain wants to see you,” he said.
 Fredericks nodded.  He went through a hatchway, leaving 
Josh on the bridge with the Air Boss, the XO and several other 
sailors.  Josh looked around the bridge.
 “Who the hell are you?” the Air Boss said.
 Johnson glared at him.
 “The tooth fairy.  Who the hell are you?”
 The Air Boss grinned.
 “Murphy,” he said, and extended his hand.  “They call me 
the Air Boss.”
 “No kidding,” Josh said.  He shook Murphy’s hand.  “Josh 
McGowan.”
 “And what business do you have with that maniac?”
 “He’s my chauffeur.”
 Murphy raised his eyebrows.
 “Is he authorized to risk your life and the lives a hundred 
sailors ferrying your ass around?”
 “He’s authorized to get me to my destination no matter what 
it takes.”
 Murphy snorted and Johnson laughed.
 “What are you, some kind of spy?” Murphy said.
 Josh shook his head.
 “I’m a janitor.  The admiral’s toilet is clogged and he needs 
me to clean it out.”
 “A pair of jokers,” Johnson said to Murphy.

Fredericks closed the door of the captain’s cabin and stood for a 
second, fuming.  He had not been chewed out like that since his 
first day of Officer Candidate School.  This mission was becoming 
much more trouble than it was worth.
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 The uniformed Marine standing guard beside the door sa-
luted, watching him.
 “What are you looking at?” Fredericks snarled, and stormed 
off in search of his passenger, a man he considered more and more 
as a liability to his career.
 Fredericks considered leaving McGowan on the bridge until 
they were ready to take off, but he couldn’t do that.  He’d love 
to, but he couldn’t.  He went to the pilot’s mission briefing cabin 
and used the shipboard phone to call the bridge.  Sure enough, 
McGowan was still there, probably twiddling his thumbs and 
wondering what to do with himself.  Fredericks told the Air Boss 
to send him down.
 The mission briefing cabin was like a classroom, except for 
the rows of high backed, cushioned chairs instead of desks facing 
the chalkboard at the front.  Shortly, this room would be filled 
with air crews.  Fredericks sat in one of the chairs in the front 
row and lit a cigar.
 He’d read the file on McGowan.  Academy grad with just as 
many honors as disciplinary reports.  Two years aboard the Far-
ragut, a fine warship.  Promotions to lieutenant.  Transferred to 
Special Forces Division, where he served three years on covert 
operations under Rear Admiral Katherine Filmore’s command.  
Promoted to lieutenant commander.  Not bad.  Wherever 
McGowan was headed, he probably had a difficult job ahead, 
especially if Filmore was heading it up.  There was everything 
to like about the guy, so why did he feel so much animosity for 
him?
 It wasn’t McGowan that annoyed him.  It was this mission.  
It was like being an airline pilot and that was a job he dreaded.  
He was chosen for this job instead of some younger guy because 
they were trying to send him a message.  The brass at the top 
was trying to tell him he was no longer needed for dangerous air 
combat missions.  He knew they wanted him to take a desk job 
and give up his seat for some new young hot shot, but he wasn’t 
listening.
 However, the Navy wasn’t the only one telling him to take a 
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desk job.  His wife, Anita, was leaning on him pretty hard lately.  
They had two kids in high school and she wanted him to take it 
easy before someone started another shooting war.  He did not 
have the heart to tell her that a war was why he was still in a Tom-
cat.  He saw himself as a warrior and nothing but battle would do 
for him.  He had many years of actual combat experience, but that 
fifth kill always eluded him, preventing him from becoming an 
Ace.  He wanted that one last chance to make himself legendary 
before he took that seat behind a desk.  At least no one would take 
that away from him; a desk would be there whenever he wanted 
it.
 McGowan appeared in the doorway.  He said thanks to a sailor 
who led him there and entered the room.  Fredericks watched 
him without speaking.
 “When do we fly out of here?” McGowan asked.
 Fredericks sighed.  It was the first question he expected.  
Special Forces guys could be so predictable.
 “Two hours.”
 “Why the wait?”
 “We won’t be in range of Pearl until three this afternoon.”
 McGowan nodded as if he understood.  Fredericks expected 
him to rant about being behind on this mission, another typical 
response from Special Forces guys, and was surprised when he 
didn’t.
 “I’m gonna see if they have any food on this boat,” McGowan 
said.
 Fredericks nodded.  He watched McGowan stand in the hall-
way for a second deciding which way to go.  He wondered how 
much experience McGowan had on board a carrier and whether 
he would be able to find the Officer’s Mess on his own.  Food 
did sound good.  He hadn’t eaten in over twelve hours himself.  
A few minutes after McGowan was gone, Fredericks got up and 
followed him out.
 Fredericks felt smug when he got to the small Officer’s Mess 
cabin and McGowan was not there.  He imagined McGowan 
wandering the lower decks, lost forever.  He got a cup of coffee 



Change of Heart 59

and was looking for a spot to sit when a thought came to him.  
He left the Officer’s Mess and went to the Crew’s Mess, a much 
larger room like a cafeteria with a pinball machine and a ping pong 
table and some other recreations.  There was McGowan at a table 
with a tray of food, watching the inboard television newscast.  He 
looked more like a sailor now than a civilian in a poorly fitting 
flight suit.
 He got his own tray of chipped beef and mashed potatoes 
and sat beside McGowan.  They sat in silence while they picked 
at their food.  Fredericks realized McGowan was looking at him 
and turned to face him.
 “What?” he said.
 “Nothing.”  McGowan looked away, then turned back.  “How 
long have you been in the Navy?”
 Fredericks put his fork down and wiped his mouth with a 
small napkin.
 “Thirteen years,” he said with a deep sigh.  “I signed up right 
out of high school.  Filmore tells me you’re an Academy grad, 
too.”
 McGowan nodded.  “Class of ‘86.  How long have you been 
flying Tomcats?”
 “Since the day I started.  They wanted to put me behind a 
desk a few years ago.  I’m too stubborn.  They try every year, 
every year I win.  I’ll keep this job ’til they pry that joystick from 
my fingers.  What about you?”
 “What about me?”
 “How did you get to the Academy?”
 McGowan chuckled.
 “It was sort of agreed I would go there.  They didn’t know 
what else to do with me and I didn’t really know what to do with 
myself.  The only thing I had at the time was hockey.  I played 
in high school.  I never thought about playing in college.  The 
Academy had a team, not much of a team, though.  So I walked on, 
played for four years, then started my service on the Farragut.”
 “How did you get a Special Forces post from there?”
 McGowan cleared his throat.
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 “The Navy and I sort of came to an agreement that I wasn’t 
exactly suited for commissioned service.  They kind of wanted me 
to leave and, well, Filmore offered to take me off their hands.”
 “I see,” Fredericks said.  “So you hold a grudge against the 
Navy because you have an attitude problem.”
 “I don’t have an attitude problem.  They’re the ones with the 
attitude problem.”
 “Uh huh.  I’m curious.  If you had a problem with the Navy, 
why didn’t you just get out?”
 McGowan stared straight ahead.
 “I guess I sort of needed the Navy by then.  They didn’t need 
me, but without them I was nothing.”
 They walked back to the flight operations room.  It began to 
fill with flight crews.  Josh and Fredericks sat in the back row.  Fit-
ted over the backs of the chairs were covers depicting the insignia 
of the flight crew occupying the briefing room.  The covers were 
blue with the image of a large black cat over a carrier, its claws 
extended and teeth showing fiercely, the insignia for the Black 
Cats.  Fredericks wished he was flying with them.
 The Air Wing’s commanding officer stood at the chalkboard 
and detailed a mock air battle that would take place over the 
waters south of Hawaii with another carrier that sailed from the 
Marshall Islands.  These F-18 crews would be the initial strike 
package against the other carrier.  Right behind them would be 
a squadron of A-6’s, and ahead would be the F-14’s to clear their 
path.  They would begin launching their planes in less than an 
hour.
 The pilots filed out of the room.  The commanding officer 
seemed to notice McGowan and Fredericks for the first time.
 “Which one of you is Captain Fredericks?” he said.
 “I am,” Fredericks answered.
 The officer handed Fredericks a slip of paper.
 “The captain asked me to inform you your plane will be in 
range of Pearl within ...” he checked his watch, “... twenty minutes.  
The AWACS will be launching shortly and the Air Boss has been 
instructed to fit you in whenever you’re ready to go.”
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 McGowan and Fredericks stood up.
 “We’re ready to go now,” McGowan said.

The deck teemed with activity and the noise of the engines was 
a deafening roar when they stepped out the hatchway.  A vicious 
wind whipped across the deck and threatened to blow them over 
the edge.  At the far end of the deck, large AWACS planes, what 
looked like propeller-driven passenger planes with huge rotating 
disks mounted over the fuselage, were launching from the steam 
catapults.
 Fredericks’ F-14, the only Tomcat on the deck with the skull 
and crossbones insignia of the Jolly Rogers, was parked on the 
starboard edge of the deck beside the other F-14’s.  Josh and 
Fredericks walked to it.
 Other Tomcat crews were boarding their jets.  Along the 
side of the ship, a massive elevator worked to bring up F-18 
Hornets and A-6 Intruders two at a time, each heavily laden with 
bombs.
 Josh stopped to watch an AWAC launch.  The propellers 
turned at top speed, making a dull roar he could hear over the high 
pitched noise of the jet engines.  The catapult fired and launched 
the plane to the end of the short runway, leaving a trail of steam 
from the slot in the deck.  When it was released, the plane dipped 
slightly below the deck, then lifted toward the sky.
 Fredericks spoke with one of the deck crews while Josh was 
strapped into his seat.  This would be the first time he was shot 
off the end of a carrier deck.  He did not have confidence that 
this plane, with the weight of the extra fuel, would have enough 
speed to lift them into the air by the time they reached the end of 
that short deck.  The entire launch would last a little more than 
a second.  In his mind, Josh saw them nosing straight down into 
the water, with the bow of the ship coming straight up behind 
them to crush the plane like it was made of paper.
 Fredericks started the engines, lowered the canopies and moved 
the plane into position between an AWACS plane and an escorting 
F-14.  The F-14 pilot and his RIO saluted and Fredericks saluted 
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back.  Josh saluted as well, thinking he should out of courtesy.
 They were slotted on the left side of the deck.  The nose gear 
of their plane was locked into the catapult.  Beside them was an-
other Tomcat.  Josh watched.  The pilot and his copilot saluted 
to someone on the deck on the far side of the plane.  They faced 
straight ahead.  He heard the roar of their afterburners through 
the canopy.  Suddenly the jet lurched forward and raced toward 
the end of the deck, followed by that thin trail of white steam.  
From its pair of engine nozzles at the rear was a long tail of blue 
and yellow flame.  The Tomcat was flung off the end of the deck, 
seemed to hover in space for a moment, then banked to the north 
and climbed.
 Josh’s heart pounded.  That Tomcat was only burdened with 
missiles, a much lighter load than theirs, he was sure, and it still 
seemed to hesitate before gaining altitude.  He craned his neck to 
try to see over his shoulder to his right.  The flame wall that had 
been raised behind the other Tomcat was being lowered and an-
other F-14 was moving into position beside them.  The flame wall 
was already up behind Josh.  He heard the note of their engines 
rising.  He turned to face the front.  Fredericks completed his 
salute to the crewman below and gave them a thumbs up sign.
 There was a pause of about a second, a firm thud, and the 
plane was shoved forward.  Josh was mashed back in his seat and 
his breath was squeezed from his lungs.  From the corners of his 
eyes he saw the deck rush past, then there was only water beneath 
them.  The surge in his back eased and they were sinking toward 
the surface of the water, which was only seventy five feet below 
the top of the deck.
 Josh pressed his hands against the sides of the tiny compart-
ment, waiting for impact with the water.  He was sure he could 
hear Fredericks begging with the plane, but it was hard to hear 
anything over the roar of the engines on full afterburners.
 Finally, the nose of the plane rose above the horizon and they 
began to climb.  Fredericks pointed it toward the sky.  Josh let 
out a long breath.  He had not realized until then how much he 
was sweating.  It was soaked through his flight suit and trickled 
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down his back.
 A crackle in Josh’s ear startled him.
 “No problem,” came Fredericks voice.
 Josh detected a slight waver in it, but he was shaking too much 
himself to even try to reply.

*     *     *     *

Mironov set his fork beside the plate, aligned with the knife, and 
wiped his mouth with the thick linen napkin.  The salt and pep-
per shakers were aligned on the left side of the plate.  He was 
impressed with the luxuries of these American hotels.  The steak 
he just finished was the best he’d ever eaten and was more than 
enough of a meal for any man he knew, and yet there was so much 
more food on the room service cart.  The vodka left a bit to be 
desired, he felt, but the game shows on the television, they were 
truly enthralling.  He was particularly intrigued by the woman 
who stood in front of the glittering golden wall and displayed the 
individual letters of the English alphabet.
 He glanced at his watch again.  Impatience ate away at him 
and he decided he could wait no longer.
 Outside his door was a pair of Secret Service agents.  He knew 
he could go nowhere without either or both accompanying him, if 
not preventing his movement altogether.  He did not care about 
that; he had no need to go anywhere, yet.
 He was certain there were listening devices or even cameras 
watching the room.  He did not care about that, either.
 He got up and carried his glass of vodka to the small, round 
table before the picture window that looked out over the capital 
city of the United States of America.  On the table was a pad of 
paper and a pen, graciously provided by the hotel.  Insignificant 
items such as these were never left waiting in a Russian hotel.  
Mironov pulled out the chair and sat down to write a message.  He 
had been thinking all day of which words he would use to phrase 
the message, until the entire thing was composed in his mind.  As 
he started to write, the whole thing came out in a minute or two.  
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He changed a couple of words, then decided it was complete.
 The message was in code, of course.  The words made up an 
innocent message to no one in particular, but when decoded by 
the receiver using the corresponding words of the code, spelled 
out a completely different message.
 Mironov sat back and picked up the glass of vodka, his face 
set with a smug smile.  He would dearly love to see the Director’s 
face when he received that.
 Next, he went to the phone by the bed and called room service 
for a pot of coffee.  When it arrived, a Secret Service agent let 
the waiter in.  Mironov suspected they checked the coffee pot to 
make sure nothing dangerous was being brought in.  It amused 
him to see how easy this would be.  They would never think to 
check for anything dangerous being taken out.
 Mironov turned up the volume on the television.  That would 
take care of any listening devices in the room.  He got up and met 
the waiter in the vestibule, where he was sure any cameras that 
might be watching the room were unlikely to be pointed.
 “Your coffee, sir,” the young waiter said with a cheerful smile.  
“Where would you like me to set it?”
 Mironov pointed to the dresser and the waiter set it there.  
When he turned around, Mironov held up the piece of paper with 
the message.
 “Would you do favor, please?” Mironov said, smiling like a 
used car salesman.  “My friends outside door are not in a mood 
to deliver a telegraph.  I am to hope you would.”
 “I’ll be glad to send it, sir.  We can do it right at the desk 
downstairs.”
 “Wonderful,” Mironov said.  From his pocket he took a fifty 
dollar bill and put it in the waiter’s other hand.  “This enough to 
pay, yes?  You keep.”
 “Yes, sir.  Thank you, sir,” the waiter said, and went out.
 Mironov left the coffee pot on the dresser and went back to 
his bottle of vodka.  It was all too easy.  He settled back to watch 
the game shows.  The next part, though, that would not be so 
easy.
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The rest of the trip to Pearl Harbor was uneventful.  For the 
first hour of the flight they followed or were followed by various 
planes from the carrier enroute to their own destination and a 
mock confrontation with other similarly equipped aircraft from 
the USS America, their own final destination.  Eventually the car-
rier squadron turned toward the west and Fredericks and Josh 
continued on a straight path to the northwest.
 Fredericks relaxed and opened up shortly into the flight and 
even joked with Josh about some of the instructors they shared 
at the Academy.  The sun caught them and they flew high over 
the Earth with the bright sun directly over their heads and the 
shimmering surface of the water below.  The edges of the world 
curved away in every direction and there was nothing to see 
but bright blue sky and deep blue water.  To Josh the view was 
breathtaking.
 It was late afternoon when they approached Hawaii.  Far 
to the west Josh noticed dark clouds creeping over the horizon.  
They began their descent and the clouds disappeared from view.  
Josh forgot about them.
 They landed perfectly on the vast expanse of the Hickham 
Field airstrip at Pearl Harbor.  After experiencing a landing on a 
deck no bigger than a postage stamp in the middle of the ocean, 
Josh felt he could land this plane himself with his eyes closed on 
such an enormous stretch of property.
 They spent no more than an hour on the ground.  Josh never 

Chapter 4
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left his seat.  This was his first trip to Hawaii and all he saw of it 
was the mountains at the end of the runway.
 While they refuelled, a crewman brought a sealed envelope 
for Josh.  It was a message from Filmore giving him more detailed 
instructions on his mission.  He was already more than two hours 
behind.  The message confirmed that Ron Finn had the girl and 
they escaped from Chumikan in a stolen sailboat.  A government 
owned marine exploration ship, complete with sophisticated radar 
and sonar, was enroute to the Sea of Okhotsk, and Josh was to be 
transported to this ship by helicopter immediately upon his arrival 
aboard the USS America.  There was no knowledge of whether 
Finn’s departure was observed or whether they were followed.  
Josh folded the message and tucked it inside his flight suit.
 A few minutes later, the plane lifted off into the face of a set-
ting sun.  The edge of the horizon became obscured with a fringe 
of dark clouds.  When they flew high above them, the rich orange 
glow of the sun reflected off their surface.  They were thick, angry 
storm clouds.  Somewhere beneath them was another tiny carrier 
waiting to provide a safe perch for their tired plane.  Josh hoped 
they could find it under all that cover.

Fredericks was already in contact with the carrier when he began 
his slow descent into those clouds.  Josh listened to their conver-
sation.  The America advised Fredericks to turn back to Pearl 
because of poor weather conditions, but Fredericks informed him 
this would not be possible.  Josh, too, knew this was not possible, 
although he wished it was.
 Dropping through the cloud layer, they were buffeted by 
turbulence.  Josh held onto the side consoles.  All around them 
was nothing but the dark gray of the clouds streaked with rain 
that beat against the canopy.  The first flash of lightning startled 
him.  It lit up the entire cloud like a giant flash bulb.  The plane 
appeared to be suspended motionless in an eerie, glowing, fea-
tureless mist.
 When they broke through the bottom of the cloud, much of 
the turbulence subsided, but they were enveloped in torrential 
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rain.  Ahead, dimly visible through the rain, were the tiny red, 
green and white lights of the carrier and her escort ships, which 
formed a neat circle around the larger central ship.  Swarming 
like bees around the carrier were the flashing red and green lights 
of a dozen other planes.
 After several minutes of silence on the radio the America 
returned.
 “Corn Dog, how much fuel you carryin’?”
 Fredericks examined his gauges then keyed his mike.
 “I estimate approximately thirty minutes worth of fuel.”
 There was more silence, then some static and the radio opera-
tor’s voice.
 “Corn Dog, be advised we are in the process of retrievin’ 
planes.  The storm has hindered this operation.  Proceed on a 
vector of two-four-seven degrees to the marshallin’ point.  Also 
be advised we are vectorin’ an A-6 tanker to meet you at the 
marshallin’ point to gas you up.”
 “Roger,” Fredericks said.
 The F-14 banked to the left and they flew away from the car-
rier.  They arrived at the marshalling point and circled.  A mile 
or so away, across a rolling sea, was the America.  Several planes 
were lined up behind it waiting to make their landing approaches.  
Even from that distance Josh could see the carrier’s deck pitching 
as it was lifted by one swell then fell into the valley between swells 
before rising into the face of the next.  He did not envy the pilots 
of those jets who had to deal with that.  Of course, it would not 
be long before they would have to attempt to negotiate a landing 
on a deck that was more like a shifting hill than a flat surface.
 They were greeted by the approaching A-6.  Josh twisted in 
his seat to see it coming up behind them.  It settled beside them 
not more than a few feet from their wingtip.  In the growing dark-
ness, little more of the plane was visible than the lighted ends of 
the wings, except when lightning flashed and Josh could make out 
the entire plane, including the pilot perched high in the cockpit.  
The plane had a bulky appearance, and its single, large intake 
opening that came forward almost to the tip of the nose made it 



Jack Allen68

look like the open mouth of a full grown bass.
 “Greetings, Corn Dog, call me Slip,” came the voice through 
Josh’s headset.
 The pilot of the A-6 spoke with a Texas drawl.  Josh imagined 
him sitting in the cockpit of his plane with a big cowboy hat.
 “What say we head up on top of this mess to top off your 
tanks?  And do me a favor, Corn Dog?  Turn off your radar be-
fore you hook up.  I hate guys buzzing up my ass with their radar 
on.”
 “Will do, Slip,” Fredericks replied.
 The A-6 banked to the right, leading them away over the car-
rier.  Fredericks waited for him to clear, then banked to follow.  
A bright flash of yellow lit up the area around the carrier and 
died.
 “What the hell was that?” Josh said, straining to look back at 
the circle of ships.
 Fredericks was on the radio, already trying to contact the 
ship.  As he watched, Josh could see pockets of fire burning on 
the deck and on the surface of the water around the carrier.
 Through his headset, Josh could hear Slip’s drawl, “Jesus 
Christ, did you see that?”  Then he was shouting, “America?  
What happened?  What happened?”
 Lightning flashed, illuminating the ships and the churning 
water briefly, giving Josh a good look.
 “Oh God,” he whispered.
 A huge cloud of black smoke rose over the carrier.  On the 
deck, twisted like a discarded toy, was what was left of a jet.  It 
had skidded across the deck and collided with a pair of parked 
Tomcats.  One hung off the edge of the deck.  Everything seemed 
to be burning.  Josh remembered the teeming activity on the 
deck of the Kennedy.  He hated to think of the number of men 
who might have been crushed under that plane or engulfed in 
the flames from all the fuel it spilled.  Some may have jumped 
overboard to escape.
 Every one of the ships surrounding the carrier broke formation 
and turned back to the area of the carrier’s wake in a scramble 
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of disarray.  The planes that had been on glidepaths behind the 
carrier looped out and circled away in opposite directions.
 Josh could hear Slip’s voice shouting over the radio when terse 
orders came from the ship to continue with the refuelling.  They 
would have to wait until the deck was cleared before they could 
land planes, and that might take an hour or more.  If needed, 
another tanker would be launched as soon as possible.  They were 
ordered to circle until cleared to land.
 Abruptly, the radio activity ceased.  Ahead, Slip’s A-6 began 
to climb.  Fredericks pulled back on the stick and climbed to keep 
up.  The quiet that followed was solemn.
 The night sky above the clouds was startlingly clear.  A bright 
half moon illuminated the topsides of the clouds, giving the ap-
pearance of a silvery pool below.  The sight took Josh’s breath 
away.  Above from horizon to horizon were a million stars, tiny 
white specks dusted on a deep blue background.
 There was none of the idle chatter between Slip and Fred-
ericks that Josh might have expected.  Their mood was somber.  
He understood.  One of their own was probably dead twenty 
thousand feet below and if they tried to help they would only get 
in the way.
 Slip’s plane drifted above them.  Part of it was outlined 
against the pale surface of the moon.  The lights at the tips of his 
wings, red on the left and green on the right, grew farther apart 
as they neared the back of the jet.  A small white light flashed at 
the end of the refuelling hose, about ten feet below the A-6’s tail.  
Fredericks aimed the F-14 for it.  A refuelling nozzle rose out of 
the nose of the Tomcat on a rigid, angled arm.  At the end of the 
hose from Slip’s A-6 was a corresponding hookup, with a broad, 
flared catch net to help guide the nozzle in.
 “Almost there,” Fredericks said.  Josh heard a low clunk 
sound.  “We’re hooked up.  How much can you spare?”
 “Ahh, take about a thousand pounds for now.  I got a couple 
more planes to gas up and I need some myself to hang around 
for a while.”
 Slip sounded tired.
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 “Roger that.”
 While they were refuelling with only the squeal of the jet 
engines to listen to, a pair of F-14’s rose out of the clouds and 
approached their position.
 “Coming up on your six, Slip,” came a new voice in Josh’s 
headset.
 He turned to watch the two Tomcats rising to meet them 
on their right.  The first one lined up off the right wing and the 
second lined up outside the first.
 “You got some gas to give up?”
 “I got a little.  I might let you have some.”
 “Always looking to make a deal, right Slip?”
 “Everything is negotiable, Downhill.”
 There was a short bit of laughter between them, but to Josh 
it sounded hollow.
 “Hey, Jolly Roger, what do they call you?” came a third 
voice.
 “Corn Dog,” Fredericks said.
 “Showboat here, Corn Dog.  That’s Downhill on your wing.  
Be advised not to ask him about skiing unless you like to hear a 
lot about it.”
 “Understood.”
 “Wish I could say it was a good day to meet you, Corn Dog,” 
Downhill said.
 “So do I, Downhill.  So do I.”
 “Ok, Corn Dog, you’ve had enough.  Who’s next?” Slip 
said.
 “Tee it up, Slip.  We’re sucking fumes back here.”
 Fredericks eased his plane off to the left and Downhill moved 
his plane into position behind the A-6.
 “Corn Dog, we hear you’re hauling some government type 
around.  Is that true?” Showboat said.
 “Ask him yourself.  He’s got ears.”
 There was silence for a moment.
 “So talk to us, G-man.  What kind of work did they send you 
all the way out here for?”
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 “I’m with the IRS.  We’re auditing fighter pilots.  You guys 
are next on the list.”
 Someone laughed into his mike.
 “That’s a good one, G-man.  You should see what Slip keeps 
in his foot locker.”
 “Shut up about that, Showboat.”
 “Relax, Slip.  He’s not really IRS.  They don’t come to you.  
They make you come to them.”
 The voice of the Air Boss broke through.
 “Keep it quiet up there.  We’re tryin’ to clean up this mess 
down here and you guys ain’t helpin’.”
 There was a sudden quiet among the planes, as if the boys 
had been scolded by their principal.
 “We’re launchin’ another tanker right now,” came the Air 
Boss again.  “Go easy on the gas, guys.  We ain’t gonna be able 
to bring you down for a while and we can’t keep you up there 
forever.”
 The Tomcats refuelled and circled in silence, except for the 
occasional brief bit of directions from Slip to the pilots.  A second 
tanker arrived and shared some of its load with Slip, who needed 
it the most, and the other two Tomcats.  All five planes flew in 
loose circles for more than an hour before they got the clearance 
to land.  Josh checked his watch, using the dim green glow of the 
radar scope between his legs for light.  It was past midnight.  It 
would probably be another hour before they put down on the 
deck.  Josh couldn’t remember the last time he slept in his own 
bed, even though it was only a few days ago.
 The America’s planes got priority, and the Tomcats went 
first.  Fredericks had plenty of fuel to keep them aloft, so he did 
not mind waiting.  Josh, however, was anxious to complete this 
mission.
 While they circled they were told the crash was caused by a 
failed number two arrestor cable.  A new one had been installed 
and Showboat would be the first to test it.  They all descended 
below the cloud layer back into the storm, lining up a mile behind 
the carrier.  One by one they brought their planes in.  While Slip 
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touched the wheels of his A-6 to the deck and his tailhook grabbed 
the number three wire, Fredericks already had his Tomcat on the 
glidepath.
 Slip’s plane was released from the cable and he taxied to the 
other side of the deck, folding up his wings to park among the 
other A-6’s.  The cables retracted back into position to prepare to 
receive Frederick’s F-14.  As the number three cable was winched 
back, it dragged a small piece of jagged aluminum across the 
deck, a tiny piece of the crashed F-18, the remains of which were 
by then in the hangar deck below the flight deck.  In the hectic 
activity and darkness, this piece was missed by the crews, as was 
the condition of the number two cable, which winched far too 
tightly when it was replaced.
 The view through the rain on the canopy was blurry, at best.  
The storm had eased, but not enough to comfort Josh.  He leaned 
forward to see past Fredericks’ helmet.  Looking at the carrier 
deck ahead was enough to make him want to throw up.  It rode 
the massive swells like a rollercoaster.  One moment the bow of 
the carrier pointed down into the trough between the steep waves 
and they were looking along the edge of the deck, and the next 
the bow pointed toward the sky and they stared straight down at 
the top of the deck.
 Josh knew what Fredericks had to do, in theory.  He never 
actually saw a pilot do it.  Fredericks had to time his landing so 
that his wheels touched the deck when the carrier was more or 
less level at the top of a wave.  Too soon and the deck would rise 
up too high and run into them, causing them to literally bounce 
off it.  Too late and it would fall away as they tried to reach it.  
The Tomcat was a strong plane that could take a lot of abuse, but 
a carrier landing was a controlled crash to begin with.  Added 
variables such as heavy rain and a pitching deck did nothing to 
increase the odds of a successful landing.
 Josh’s heart pounded.  The edge of that deck grew nearer and 
larger.  He tried to force out a deep breath to settle himself down.  
It did not work.
 Fredericks brought his F-14 down perfectly.  His slope and 
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touchdown were textbook.  He timed his landing so the rear 
wheels touched the deck when the carrier was at the apogee of 
the wave.  What Fredericks couldn’t control was the number two 
cable, which was caught by the tailhook.  The cable unwinched as 
Fredericks jammed his throttle to the stops, a standard procedure 
in case he missed the cables entirely and had to go back up for 
another try, but the cable only reeled out fourteen feet before it 
locked up.
 The Tomcat was still traveling at over one hundred fifty miles 
per hour and accelerating with the throttle on full when the entire 
tailhook assembly was ripped from the rear of the plane.  Josh and 
Fredericks were thrust against their restraints, then shoved back 
into their seats as the plane surged forward.  Fredericks pulled 
back on the stick to try to get the nose up before they reached 
the end of the deck, but it was not soon enough.  The number 
two cable had killed too much of their momentum and the front 
wheels stayed firmly on the deck, where they rolled over the jagged 
piece of aluminum, which stood up like the blade of a knife.
 The pair of nosegear tires blew simultaneously.  The sound was 
like a cannon firing.  From that point, Fredericks had no control 
of the plane.  It veered to the left, skidding toward the end of the 
deck at over a hundred miles an hour.  Josh stared with wide eyes 
at the yawning black chasm of water that opened before them.  
He wanted to scream, but his mouth wouldn’t work.
 The plane skidded off the end of the runway deck, seemed to 
hang in the air over the water for a moment, then slammed into 
the face of a rising wave.  With the engines still running at full 
throttle, the fuselage twisted and broke in half just ahead of the 
wings with the loud, horrible sound of wrenching metal.  The 
back half twisted violently to the right.  The right wing was bent 
up at a twenty degree angle.  Josh was thrust forward against 
the restraint belt, knocking the wind out of him.  His arms flew 
forward and his knuckles scraped against the control panel above 
the radar scope.  Both engines sucked up a thousand gallons of 
water each, which sprayed like a fountain behind the plane, and 
immediately died.
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 Josh shook his head.  Stars flashed in front of his eyes and he 
was sucking for air.  Strangely, the only sound he could hear was 
the soothing patter of rain on the canopy.  His eyesight returned 
slowly.  His lungs ached.  The towering hull of the carrier swept 
past on the right.  An immense wave broke over the top of the 
plane to his left.  Instinctively, he covered his head with his arms.  
The wave broke harmlessly over the plane.  Josh’s stomach spun 
as the plane surged upward like a fast elevator ride.
 Josh was concerned about the water.  The plane was sinking.  
The water was already up to the bottom edge of the canopy.  It 
was dark, but the glow of the small lights inside the cockpit gave 
Josh enough light to see.  He tried to find the locking mechanism 
for the canopy along the inside edge.
 “Fredericks!  Fredericks!  Get us out of here!” Josh shout-
ed.
 Fredericks did not answer.  How the hell did he get out of 
this thing?
 Then he remembered how.  He could use the ejector seat.  
The mechanism was operated by a pair of large yellow and black 
striped loops over his head.  He reached up and grabbed one 
and pulled.  Nothing happened.  He grabbed the other loop and 
yanked both at the same time with as much strength as he had.  
The loops came down over his head, pulling a cover over his 
helmet like a window blind.  The canopies blew off with a loud 
pop, followed by the roar of the rockets firing under the seat.  The 
seat jolted to the right, but Josh did not feel any upward thrust.  
He did feel water on his legs.  He let go of the ejection handles, 
shoving the cover out of his face.
 “Shit,” he muttered.
 The seats had jammed.  Through the cloud of white rocket 
exhaust smoke that hung over the cockpit he saw water spilling 
over the sill and swirling around his legs.  Another wave swept 
under them, pushing them up.  The plane bobbed like a cork.
 With the canopies off he heard the noise of the wind.  Over 
that he heard a chopping sound.  He looked at the carrier, sweep-
ing away.  A pair of rescue choppers lifted off the deck.  The beams 
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of bright lights searched through the darkness.  He heard faint 
voices of men shouting on the deck.  Somehow, he didn’t care 
right then what they were saying.
 The only thing he wanted to know was how to get the belts 
off.  He could not remember what those technicians did to get 
them on.  He tugged and felt for some sort of latch.  Nothing 
happened.  The water rose above his waist.  Finally, in frustration, 
he slapped it.  The buckle popped open and the belts fell away.
 “Fredericks,” Josh shouted again.
 He floated up on the surface of the water as the plane sunk 
from beneath him.
 “Corn Dog!”
 There was no response.  The whole plane went under.  The 
top of Fredericks’ helmet slipped under, followed by the curved 
canopy support bar.  The cockpit lights still glowed beneath Josh 
as it sunk.
 The helicopter was directly overhead.  The searchlight on the 
nose of the chopper blinded him.  He could barely hear his own 
voice over the noise.
 Josh threw off the helmet, sucked in a deep breath, and 
dove.  The huge plane appeared to hover just below the surface 
of the water.  Josh pumped his arms and legs to swim down to it.  
Fredericks’ arms floated up like he was signalling a touchdown.  
Tiny air bubbles leaked from his mouth and nose.  Josh was sure 
he was dead.
 It took all his effort to catch the plane.  Josh grabbed the edge 
of the canopy sill and the plane pulled him down.  The water got 
significantly darker as they sunk, making the glowing lights in 
front of Fredericks appear much brighter.
 Josh slapped the buckle on Fredericks’ belly where the belts 
joined.  The belts released him.  Josh grabbed Fredericks by the 
collar, holding him in place while the plane drifted away beneath 
them.
 Josh’s lungs burned.  He had no more air to get back to the 
surface, which seemed about a mile away when he looked up.  He 
could see searchlights from above cutting through the black water.  
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What a hell of a way to die.  The urge to take a deep breath was 
overwhelming.  If he did, though, he would only fill his lungs with 
water.  He squeezed his lips shut, fighting back the urge.
 A thin cord from Frederick’s uniform floated in front of his 
face.  Josh snickered as he watched it dance, blowing a mouthful 
of bubbles.  He had run out of oxygen.  His brain was playing 
tricks on him.  It would only be moments now before he passed 
out and breathed in water.  How could he know that?
 He grabbed the cord and yanked.  A life vest around Freder-
ick’s neck inflated automatically.  His body was jerked toward the 
surface, startling Josh.  He grabbed for Fredericks as he rushed 
past and caught his ankle.  The lifevest dragged them to the surface 
so fast it felt like they were waterskiing the wrong way.
 Josh burst out of the water gasping for air.  He swallowed a 
mouthful of saltwater and coughed, but didn’t care as long as he 
got air with it.  Nothing tasted sweeter in his life.  He clung to 
Fredericks as he sucked it into his lungs.
 Fredericks looked dead.  His head lay sideways on the inflated 
vest.  Josh felt himself panicking.  What had he done?  He slapped 
Fredericks’ face, shouting his name over the noise, but he did not 
respond.  He would never forgive himself if he died.
 The helicopter hovered over them, whipping the water into 
tiny drops that stung Josh’s face.  Josh didn’t care how much it 
hurt.  He was angry that Fredericks wouldn’t respond.
 A Navy diver dropped into the water a few feet to Josh’s left.  
He brought a padded strap connected to the chopper by a cable 
and winch.  Josh helped him fit it over Fredericks’ shoulders and 
arms, then he was lifted into the chopper.  The diver wrapped 
his arms around Josh to hold him up.  Fredericks was pulled into 
the chopper by two men and the strap was lowered for Josh.  The 
diver helped him slip it over his shoulders and under his arms and 
he was lifted out of the water.
 Aboard the chopper, another diver in a wet suit and an of-
ficer in a khaki uniform were giving Fredericks mouth to mouth.  
Josh was pulled into the chopper by a crewman in a helmet.  He 
freed himself from the strap and it was lowered a third time for 
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the diver.
 “Is he gonna live?” Josh shouted.
 The officer glanced at him but didn’t answer.  He was pinching 
Fredericks’ nose shut and holding his jaw open.  He bent over and 
blew air into his mouth.  The man in the wet suit was shouting as 
he counted and pressed on Fredericks’ chest with both hands.
 The first diver was pulled in and the chopper tilted forward to 
rush back to the carrier.  A stretcher was waiting on the deck when 
they touched down.  Fredericks was strapped to it and rushed 
away in one direction by a group of men in light blue outfits and 
Josh was pulled in another direction by the officer who had been 
giving mouth to mouth.  For a second, Josh was afraid they were 
going to arrest him for losing a thirty million dollar jet.
 “Are you hurt?” the officer shouted.
 Josh shook his head, looking past him at the group surround-
ing Fredericks.
 “I’m fine.  Is he gonna live?”
 The officer looked back over his shoulder.
 “He’ll be fine.  I’m Commander Gooch, XO on this ship.”
 He held out his hand.  Josh shook it.  He was about Josh’s 
height and build with bushy, black eyebrows and straight, black 
hair.
 “Josh McGowan.”
 “I know.  Captain’s waiting for you.”
 Gooch led the way across the deck.  Josh followed, hunched 
over against the wind and rain like Gooch, his soaked shoes 
squishing with each step.  Gooch took him into the ship, up a 
flight of steps and down a hallway to the door of a cabin that was 
guarded by a Marine in sharp uniform.  The Marine saluted and 
Gooch returned the salute, then knocked on the door.  A voice 
from inside told them to enter.  Gooch opened the door and they 
went in.
 The captain’s cabin was cramped, but ornately decorated.  He 
was seated behind his desk and looked up.
 “Captain Milewski, Lt. Cdr. Joshua McGowan,” Gooch said, 
saluting.
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 Milewski looked at Josh with a disapproving glare.
 “You been swimming, young man?” he said.
 Josh looked down at his soaked flight suit like he didn’t know 
he was wearing it.
 “Uh, sorry about the plane, sir.”
 Milewski put his pen down.  He was an aging man with thin, 
white hair.
 “I’ve got good planes, son.  I don’t have good pilots.  Now 
don’t get me wrong.  My men are the best pilots in the world.  
I just like to keep the ones I’ve got.”  He rubbed his tired eyes.  
“Today has not been a good day for my pilots.”
 “No, sir,” Josh said.
 “What you did out there was save a good pilot.  For that the 
Navy is in your debt.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 Milewski shuffled a few papers.
 “I’m sure you’ve been briefed on the situation.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 Milewski put on reading glasses and read one of the sheets of 
paper.
 “I’ve been authorized to update you with as much informa-
tion as we have up to now.  I understand you’ve got a job to do 
young man, but they wouldn’t tell me what it was when I asked, 
and that order came from very high up.”  He glanced at Josh over 
the reading glasses, then continued.  “Apparently, a man named 
Ron Finn, I was told you’d know him, has confirmed that he has 
escaped with the girl, but not without alerting them to their pres-
ence.”  He looked up at Josh again.  “I’m not sure what ‘them’ 
means but I’ll bet you do.”
 Milewski’s eyes scanned the page.
 “I have further been instructed to provide you with transpor-
tation by helicopter to a marine exploration ship, the Monticello, 
which we have been tracking, by the way.  And this is to take 
place immediately upon your arrival.  You are to receive further 
instructions upon your arrival aboard this vessel, the Monticello, 
that is.”  He put the paper down.  “Do you understand these 
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instructions?”
 “Yes, sir,” Josh said.
 Milewski tossed the sheet of paper aside.
 “Good, because I have no idea what they mean.  That, how-
ever, is none of my business.”  He removed the reading glasses 
and cleaned them with a  handkerchief.  “What is my business 
is that if I in any way impede the progress of your mission I will 
be facing some serious desk time at the Pentagon.  I do not like 
being threatened, Mr. McGowan, but if this mission of your’s is 
so important I think we’d better get you on your way.”
 His eyes examined Josh’s wet outfit.
 “Commander Gooch, see if you can get this man some dry 
clothes.  Then get him on that chopper.”
 “Aye, sir.”  He turned and looked Josh over.  “You’re about 
my size.  I’ll get you some of my clothes.”
 In fifteen minutes Josh had showered and changed out of his 
wet flight suit and the jacket, slacks and shirt he wore underneath 
into Commander Gooch’s spare khaki shirt and slacks.  It felt 
good to be dry again and wash the salt water out of his hair, but 
he hated to have to leave a good suit behind, even if it was ruined.  
His watch was ruined, too.  Gooch was a little larger in the waist 
than Josh and he had to borrow a belt to hold the pants up.
 Josh pulled on a Navy blue windbreaker with the USS Amer-
ica’s name and insignia over the left breast and in big letters on 
the back.  The carrier was still rolling on the waves when Gooch 
led him back out on the deck.  The cold wind blew through Josh’s 
wet hair and the last drops of the torrential rain smacked on his 
cheeks.
 The activity on the deck had not ceased.  Clumps of men were 
working everywhere, many of them clustered around the planes.  
Gooch took Josh to one of the Sea King helicopters, which was 
waiting for him.
 “Good luck,” Gooch shouted over the noise of the helicopter’s 
engine.
 He held out his hand.  Josh shook it.
 “Thanks.”
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 He climbed aboard and was given a helmet.  The chopper 
lifted off while he was figuring out how to put it on.  He was alone 
in the cramped, dark cabin.  The chopper tilted forward about 
fifteen degrees and Josh could see through the forward opening 
into the cockpit and out the front windshield, but the sea and sky 
before them were pitch black.  Josh held on and tried to enjoy 
the ride.  The thought of what might be waiting at the end made 
him nervous.
 It was an hour before the helicopter slowed.  The loud, steady 
drone let him doze, and the sudden slowing snapped him out of 
a shallow sleep.
 “We’ve reached your destination,” the pilot said.
 Josh leaned through the forward cabin opening to the cock-
pit and peered into the darkness beyond the curved windshield.  
Below, about half a mile away, were the glowing lights of a small 
ship.
 “The Monticello?” Josh asked.
 “Yes, sir.”
 “Do they know we’re here?”
 “They’d better.  I’m not allowed to contact them by radio.”
 Josh nodded.  He should have expected that.  He was aware 
how deep they were in Russian waters.  An American military 
vehicle operating so close to their shores was practically an inter-
national incident.  Probably not enough to start a shooting war, 
of course, but definitely enough to get every American diplomat 
and ambassador from the President down scrambling to deny 
every allegation Moscow could think up.
 The Monticello grew rapidly.  In moments they were hovering 
over it and the copilot helped Josh strap into the harness once 
more.  Leaning out the open side door, Josh saw men below on 
the deck of the Monticello waiting to receive him.  The stern of 
the Monticello was crowded with small and heavy equipment, 
including some barrels, something that was covered with a tarp 
and a large, tall crane built into the stern.  This did not leave much 
room for Josh to come down.
 The copilot let out the winch and Josh stepped out into space.  
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He dangled from the belly of the chopper above the Monticello 
like a spider on a thin strand of web.  He had the sensation of fall-
ing in a black void of nothingness.  The only sound was the chop 
of the helicopter rotors above and the only visual clues were the 
few lights on the deck of the ship below.  If he was going to panic, 
right there would have been a good place.  He tried to remember 
how important this mission was supposed to be.  If he was going 
through this much trouble just to hold someone’s hand out of the 
country, he was going to be very upset.
 Hands grabbed for his ankles as he was lowered to the ship.  
His feet landed on the deck and he shed the harness.  The Sea 
King turned away and disappeared into the black night, the chop 
of its blades fading like a soft heartbeat.
 “Welcome aboard,” said a voice to Josh’s right.
 He turned to look into the face, but in the darkness he could 
see nothing.
 “Thanks,” he said.
 “Come with me, if you would, please.  You are expected on 
the bridge.”
 The man moved off and Josh followed his outline, leaving two 
or three other men behind.  They climbed a flight of steel steps 
to the back of the bridge, which was enclosed with glass.  The 
man leading held open the door and Josh saw his face.  He was a 
short, smiling, older man with a cheerful, round face and graying 
hair and moustache.  Josh smiled back and went in.
 There were three others on the bridge.  They all looked up 
when Josh entered.  Josh scanned their faces.  Two he didn’t 
recognize.  One he did.
 “Josh, so glad you could make it.”
 Ed Persich reached over a chart table to shake Josh’s hand.
 “What the hell are you doing here?” Josh said.
 Ed looked around, his arms extended.
 “This is my baby.”
 “You own this ship?”
 “Of course not, the Company does.  But it’s my project.”
 The short, cheerful man appeared at Josh’s side again, holding 
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a mug of coffee.
 “Rough day?” he said, handing the mug to Josh.
 “You could say that.”
 Ed came around the chart table and put his hand on Josh’s 
shoulder.
 “What’s with the wet hair?  You been swimming?”
 Josh chuckled and sipped the coffee.  It warmed him all the 
way down.
 “I’ll tell you about it later.  You can buy me a pizza.”
 Ed laughed.  Josh felt more at ease here.  He had left the crash-
ing vehicles, the rough seas and the noisy helicopter rides behind 
and finally there was some peace and quiet and hot coffee.
 “Let me introduce you around.  They all know who you are.  
You’ve met Jurgen.”  The short, cheerful old man shook Josh’s 
hand.  “This is Travis, and this is Stephanie.”
 They each nodded to Josh and went back to their duties.  
Travis, a young guy with short blonde hair, was leaning over a 
radar scope.  Stephanie, a young woman with curly dark hair, was 
busy steering the ship.
 “Come over here and I’ll show you what Travis is working 
on.”
 Ed went to the radar scope and Travis stepped aside.  The 
scope was a large, circular screen covered with a black plastic 
cone that came up to an opening shaped like the eyepieces of 
a pair of goggles.  Josh leaned over it.  On the screen, a narrow 
green stripe radiated outward from the center point to the outer 
edge and swept around the scope.  Toward the top of the screen 
was a green dot that appeared when the green stripe passed over 
it.  According to the scale measured on the scope, the dot was 
approximately five miles away.
 At about the three o’clock position on the scope was a larger 
dot about twice as far away.
 “Who the hell is that?” Josh said.
 “Your Russian friends,” Ed said, grinning.  “The small one 
is Ron Finn’s boat, of course, at least it’s the boat he’s currently 
borrowing.  He’s either out of gas or something’s broken down 
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because he hasn’t moved in the last few hours.”  He leaned against 
the side of the plastic hood.  “The other one we believe to be a 
Russian ship.”
 “Freighter?” Josh said.
 Ed shook his head.
 “Warship.  If it was a freighter it wouldn’t have been shadow-
ing us for the last few hours.  Travis?”
 Travis turned to Josh.
 “Most likely it’s a fast attack ship.  They build ’em small and 
quick and armed to the teeth.  Mostly they patrol the borders and 
shores.  Some of them were even used by the KGB, when there 
was a KGB.”
 “What do you think this one’s doing here?”
 Travis’ mouth frowned as he considered the question.
 “I think they’re out here for the same reason we are.  The 
girl.”
 “Do you think they’ll attack?” Josh asked.
 Ed looked at the others and they all laughed.
 “I think that’s highly unlikely.  The Cold War’s over,” he said.  
“Of course, their radar is much stronger than ours.  Undoubtedly, 
they saw the helicopter that dropped you off.  That had to peak 
their interest.”
 Josh nodded.  “Have they been on the radio?”
 Ed shook his head.  “Not a peep.”
 “Do we know for sure Ron has the girl with him?”
 “According to his last message, she was with him when he 
sailed out of Chumikan.  That was nine hours ago.”
 “How far are we from the coast?”
 Josh leaned over the radar and watched the green stripe sweep 
over the two dots.  They both appeared frozen in position.
 “About sixty miles.”
 “So all we have to do is pick up Ron and the girl, keep away 
from the Russians, and we’re home free.”
 “Something like that.”  Ed picked up a mug of coffee and 
took a long drink.  “We know of at least two of our men who were 
killed just to get that girl and Finn to Chumikan.  That attack craft 
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might not be willing to let her get away too easily.”
 Josh was confused.
 “They’ve had plenty of time to do something by now.  What 
are they waiting for?”
 Ed shrugged.
 “Who knows.  Maybe they’re waiting for you.”
 “Well, they saw the chopper.  They know I’m here.  Let’s get 
this show started.”
 “Ok,” Ed said, rubbing his hands together.  “Stephanie, move 
us toward that sailboat, bear zero degrees north.”
 “Got it,” Stephanie said.
 She eased the throttle forward and Josh felt the ship surge 
beneath his feet.
 He leaned close to Ed.
 “So, why am I here?  You guys in the Company should be 
able to take care of this all by yourselves.”
 “Ah.  Come with me and I’ll explain.”
 Ed went down a short flight of steps at the side of the bridge 
to the cabin below.  Josh went down with him and Ed closed the 
door.
 “I spoke with Admiral Filmore at length while you were in 
the air,” he began.  “It’s not very complicated, really.  Once we 
have the girl in custody, we are to debrief her, specifically with 
the intention of learning what she knows about the whereabouts 
of a certain Dr. Otto Jones, who is personally responsible for the 
development of the latest technology in plastic explosives.  Un-
fortunately, Dr. Jones took this personal knowledge he has and 
split.  Apparently he got a better deal from the guys on the other 
side.”
 “The Russians?”
 “Not just the Russians.  More accurately the Communists, 
the hardliners, the Nationalists who want to bring back the Su-
preme Soviet, although I’m sure the Russian Republic wouldn’t 
mind having his talents.  I’m sure you know all of this makes the 
Company look very bad.”
 “And you want me to pull your asses out of the fire.”
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 Ed chuckled.
 “You have to get her.  We didn’t come out here for that.  This 
is out of our hands.  If you get caught we’ll deny everything.”
 “How consistent of you.”
 “Anyway, this girl knows key pieces of information we’re 
missing.”  Ed sat down at a small desk.  “Once we get this infor-
mation, you are to assemble a small team, create a plan, then act 
upon that plan.  Your job is to retrieve this technology.  Steal it 
back, if you will, no matter what the cost.  We believe we have 
only six days before this faction of the Communist Party is able 
to make use of this technology.”
 “What about the girl?”
 “No problem.  When you’re done with her, I take her back 
home to Mom and apple pie.”
 Josh sighed.  So this was what he came all this way for.  Noth-
ing was ever easy.
 There was a knock on the door, and it opened.  It was Tra-
vis.
 “The attack ship’s closing on us,” he said.
 “Ok.  I expected that,” Ed said.  “Try to keep us between 
them and Finn’s boat.  We’ll be up in a second.”
 Travis nodded and left.
 Ed looked at Josh.
 “Walt’s tried to anticipate what you’ll need.  He’s got your 
team and some equipment assembled in a safe house.  He knows 
the guys you usually use.  That’s it.”
 Josh nodded.  “It’s enough.”
 “I’m glad I always get the easy end.  I’d hate to have your job 
all the time.  Do they pay you well for this stuff?”
 “Same as you get.  Same pension, same 401K plan.  More time 
off, though.”
 “My wife would kill me if I put myself in harm’s way like you 
do.  It’s a good thing you don’t have a family.”
 “Yeah, I try to tell myself the same thing.”
 Ed got up and stood next to Josh.
 “You know, you look good in a uniform.  You should have 
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stayed in the Navy.”
 “I feel like I never left.”
 “How long have you been a mechanic for Naval Intelli-
gence?”
 “About five years now.”
 “You should come over to our side.”  He slapped his hand 
on Josh’s shoulder.  “The Company needs guys like you.”
 “Don’t you have enough?”
 Ed laughed and they went up to the bridge to monitor their 
progress.  Stephanie was able to keep the Russian attack ship off 
their starboard beam and approach the sailboat on the port side.  
They were about two miles north of the sailboat, with the attack 
ship closing from about six or seven miles farther north.
 Ed gave orders to Jurgen, who, with the help of two other 
crewmen whose faces Josh could not see, uncovered a Zodiac, a 
small boat with pontoon-style inflatable rubber tubes along the 
sides, on the rear portion of the ship.  Josh watched.  They hooked 
the Zodiac to the crane and stowed some equipment inside.  Then 
Jurgen came up the stairs to the bridge.
 “The Zodiac is ready,” he reported.
 “Good.  Wait for my order,” Ed said.
 Jurgen nodded and went back down the stairs.  Ed turned to 
Josh.
 “The Russians will probably pick up the outboard motor on 
their radar.  They might decide to come after you.  If they do, we 
won’t be much help.”
 “I’ll take that chance.”
 Josh went down the stairs to the stern.  The noise of the ship’s 
engines was much louder back there, combined with the low 
rumbling of the crane’s motor.  The wind was cold and he pulled 
the collar of the windbreaker up over his ears.  He walked to the 
short, stout figure he recognized as Jurgen.
 “Will you be joining us, Mr. McGowan?” Jurgen asked.
 “I think I might be able to help.  I know Ron Finn.  He might 
be happy to see me.”
 “That he might.  If he’s been through that storm and who 
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knows what else, he’ll probably be happy to see anyone.”
 Jurgen handed him an orange lifevest and Josh strapped it 
on.
 The Monticello slowed.  Josh balanced himself against the 
railing.  The back door to the bridge opened and Ed stuck his 
head out.
 “Take off now, guys.  It’s about a mile and a half directly south.  
That attack ship is closing fast, so don’t waste time.”
 “Take it up,” Jurgen shouted.
 The engine of the crane roared and the Zodiac was snatched 
off its bed.  It swung over the stern and dropped to the water.  
Jurgen and the other men climbed down the ladder to the diving 
platform.  Josh got on the ladder and went down after them.
 The diving platform was about eight feet below the top of 
the gunwale and stuck out three or four feet from the back of 
the ship.  The Zodiac bobbed at the edge of it.  The platform 
dipped under the water and rose back out as the ship rode the 
gentle waves.  Josh’s borrowed shoes were soaked the second he 
stepped on the platform.
 One man was already on the boat.  Jurgen helped Josh get on, 
telling him to be careful not to step on anything, then got on last, 
operating the outboard motor mounted to the rear.  The last man 
pushed them off and coiled the rope.  Jurgen gunned the outboard 
motor and they pulled away from the Monticello with the bow of 
the Zodiac out of the water.  The shape of the Monticello’s hull 
disappeared in the darkness until all Josh could see was the light 
from the bridge glowing high over the water.
 The Zodiac bounced and Josh was splashed with water.  He 
turned to the back.  Jurgen held a small flashlight between his 
teeth to shine on a compass he wore on his wrist, while he held 
the throttle of the motor in his other hand.
 Eventually, the lights of the Monticello were nothing more 
than twinkling dots a long way behind.  Jurgen slowed the Zodiac 
and told the other man to get the spotlight, a hand held device 
with a cable that ran to a battery, and when he turned it on it was 
like he opened a box containing a piece of the sun.  A pure white 
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beam pierced the darkness like a huge laser that shot into space 
for miles.  It shined on nothing but the swelling surface of the 
inky black water.
 “Move it slowly,” Jurgen ordered.
 The man swung the searchlight in an arc like his arm was on a 
pivot.  The end of the beam probed far ahead, but Josh was unable 
to make out anything.  They searched for several minutes, rising 
and falling on the water as if they were on a slow rollercoaster in 
the darkness.
 The beam passed over something and the man froze on it.  As 
they got closer, Josh saw it was the hull of a sailboat.
 “That’s it,” Jurgen said, and gunned the motor again.
 They came up on it quickly.  In the circle of light it looked like 
a ghost ship.  It was a wooden hull painted white with finished 
wood trim, maybe thirty feet long.  The limp sails laid over the 
deck, flapping in the wind.  The hull was low in the water and 
listed a few degrees to port, obviously sinking.  As they came 
around to the starboard side, they saw large caliber bullet holes 
punched through the wooden slats.
 “Bring us up close,” Josh said.
 He stepped over the equipment in the bottom of the Zodiac 
and moved to the bow.  Jurgen maneuvered alongside the sailboat.  
Josh grabbed the wooden rail on the gunwale and lifted himself 
aboard.  He stumbled over the cushions on the seat and fell to the 
deck.  The guy in the Zodiac held a flashlight over the gunwale, 
shining it down into the sailboat.
 Josh was looking at a pair of deck shoes.  He looked up.  In 
the flickering light he saw Ron Finn’s prone form laying back in 
the seat.  His left hand still held the rudder wheel, but his blank 
eyes stared up at the dark sky.  In the center of his chest was a big, 
red hole.  Josh shivered.  That Russian warship might be more 
trouble than they thought.
 Josh tore his eyes away and took the flashlight from the guy 
in the Zodiac.
 “I’m gonna see what I can find.  Don’t go too far,” he said.
 “We’ll be right here,” Jurgen said.
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 Josh opened the hatch to the cabin and shined the light in.  
The floor was covered with several inches of water and various 
things like cushions and charts and plastic cups floated in it.  Josh 
went down.
 His heart was pounding.  At any moment he expected a 
monster to jump out at him.  He reached under his windbreaker 
for his Smith & Wesson.  His heart sunk when he remembered it 
wasn’t there.  He felt naked without it.  Ahead was a low doorway 
into the bow.  He opened it.  The bottom of the door swirled the 
water around his shoes.  He shined the flashlight inside and there 
she was, laying in the bunks in the triangular bow, not moving.
 “Hello?” Josh said, and stepped toward her.
 The light shined on her legs.  She wore an old pair of jeans.  
As Josh got closer he saw they were much too big for her and he 
guessed they belonged to Ron.  She also wore one of his t-shirts, 
a paint stained University of Virginia shirt Josh recognized.  He 
had a similar Navy shirt, spotted with the paint they used to fix 
up Ron’s beachfront house.  The jeans were well down on her hips 
and the bottom of the shirt was up, exposing her belly button.  
He shined the light on her face and was startled.
 This woman was a child.  She had the angelic face of a girl no 
more than nineteen.  How could a girl this young be so important 
to a mission like this?  How could she possibly be the evil KGB 
whore he came so far to interrogate?  Ron must have made a 
mistake.  Knowing him, he probably fell in love with this girl and 
tried to sneak away with her instead.
 Valeria Konstantinova.  It was hard to forget the way Mironov 
spoke her name with such venom.  Josh caught himself staring.  
She was beautiful.  This vision before him shared nothing with 
the image of a tired, older woman he had created in his mind.
 He pressed his fingers to her neck just below her jaw.  She 
had a pulse.  Whoever she was, she was alive and he was going to 
rescue her.
 Josh pulled her up the steps onto the open deck.  She did not 
stir or make a sound.
 “Did you find her?” Jurgen said.



Jack Allen90

 “Yeah.  Hand me that life jacket.”
 Josh reached over the gunwale and noticed lights back the 
way they had come.  Jurgen looked back as well.  A huge spotlight 
shined on the Monticello.  Even from that distance, Josh could 
make out the steel hull of the Russian attack ship from the small 
amount of light that reflected off the water.  There was about half 
a mile between the two ships.
 “They just got there.  We saw them getting close,” Jurgen 
said.
 “They’ll come looking for us,” Josh said.
 “Then we have to get back soon.”
 Josh put the life vest on the girl.  He held her up with one 
hand and slipped her arms through with the other.  He thought 
about being back on that warm, dry ship and getting the hell out 
of this place.  The thing he dreaded was the awful task of inter-
rogating this girl when they got back.  Something about it did not 
feel right.
 A loud boom startled him.  The guy in the Zodiac who had 
not spoken a word since they started the trip shouted a curse.  
Josh looked in the direction of the Russian attack ship.  A second 
later, the rear of the Monticello exploded in a ball of flames.  The 
concussion of the blast rolled out over the water.
 “They’re attacking!  They’re attacking!” Jurgen shouted.
 The other man was screaming a stream of obscenities.
 “Settle down,” Josh shouted.
 He was holding the vest open with one hand and the girl’s 
wrist in the other.  He didn’t need a flashlight to see the look of 
horror on their faces.  The light of the flames on the back of the 
Monticello was like a flare, even that far away.
 Jurgen yanked on the outboard motor’s pull cord.
 “I have to get back there,” he said.
 “Wait a minute,” Josh yelled.
 He leaned over the gunwale and tried to grab the one guy by 
the collar of his jacket, but he was just out of reach.  The sailboat 
keeled to the starboard side, the hull groaning as if in pain, and 
Josh scrambled to keep from falling into the water.
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 Jurgen wasn’t listening anyway.  The motor fired and he 
steered the Zodiac in the direction of the Monticello, shouting 
something Josh couldn’t hear over the noise of the motor.  Josh 
watched them go, his mouth hanging open.  They were just a 
black blob with a bright yellow outline on the shimmering water 
moving toward the burning ship.
 Another loud boom startled Josh again.  He saw a flash of 
flame from the gun on the deck of the attack ship to the left of the 
Monticello.  It lit the attack ship’s hull, allowing Josh to see some 
details.  Travis said it was small and fast, but it looked immense 
compared to the Monticello.
 The Monticello exploded again.  The blast rocked the smaller 
ship and snapped it in half.  It sagged in the middle and began 
to sink.  The attack ship moved in the direction of the sailboat, 
turning toward the tiny black shape of the Zodiac that bounced 
on the waves.  A searchlight on the deck of the attack ship scanned 
in lazy arcs over the water.  The beam was so bright Josh could 
see it penetrate a few feet into the greenish water.
 He kept his eyes on the Zodiac and the attack ship as he 
struggled to get the girl into the lifevest.  He was breathing hard 
and his hands were shaking.  The distance between the Zodiac 
and the attack ship closed rapidly.  He knew Jurgen felt he had 
to get back to rescue anyone who might be in the water, but he 
looked crazy enough to take on the attack ship himself.
 The motor of the Zodiac was just a buzz.  Behind it, the light 
from the fire on the Monticello faded as the ship went under.  
The spotlight passed over the Zodiac then backed up to find it 
again and stayed with it.  Josh could see Jurgen and the other guy 
shielding their eyes and waving and shouting.  They were cut off 
by the roar of a heavy caliber machine gun.
 Josh watched in horror.  The entire Zodiac was obscured by 
a thousand jets of water that sprayed up when the large bullets 
struck the surface around the boat.  A second later it stopped 
and there was nothing in the bright, white light but the shredded 
remains of the rubber Zodiac hull, which quickly disappeared 
beneath the surface.
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 Then the only sound was the deep, low rumble of the attack 
ship’s diesel motors and the only light was that of the powerful 
searchlight dancing over the tops of the waves, coming closer.
 Josh knew he had to move fast to get himself and the girl off 
the sailboat and he only had a couple of minutes to do it.  In the 
pitch blackness he managed to get the life vest on the girl.  Glanc-
ing back at the attack ship, he decided he had enough time to go 
back into the sailboat.  He remembered seeing something down 
there that would be useful.
 Holding his hand over the end of the flashlight to prevent 
the attack ship from seeing the light, he searched through the 
debris.  Floating in the water, which was deeper than the last time 
he walked in it, was a self inflating life raft.  He grabbed it and 
stuffed it into his jacket, then went back up.
 The searchlight was closer.  He grabbed the girl, pulled her to 
the edge of the boat on the port side, away from the attack ship, 
and lowered her into the water.  She went under briefly and the 
life vest brought her back to the surface, where she floated on 
her back.  Josh jumped in just as the searchlight passed over the 
sailboat and froze on it.
 Josh grabbed the girl and pulled her back into the darkness 
behind the sailboat before she drifted away.  The attack ship’s 
engines died to a quiet rumble.  Josh paddled to the front of the 
boat, towing the girl, and peeked around the point of the bow 
where it met the water to see the attack ship.  It stopped on the 
opposite side of the sailboat, shining its searchlight on it like a 
laser beam.  Josh could see men on the deck and could hear their 
voices, although they were still too far away to make out words.
 The wake from the attack ship’s bow rolled toward the sail-
boat.  Josh’s chin was in the water, and when the wake reached 
him, he took a mouthful of water.  The girl moaned.  He paddled 
back into the darkness with her in tow.
 They were face to face and Josh held his hand over her mouth 
in case she awoke and started screaming.  Something bumped his 
leg under water.  He looked around but saw nothing.  He reached 
down and felt in the water.  Maybe the girl was kicking him.  Then 
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he saw what it was and his eyes grew wide.  A gray, triangular shape 
stuck out of the water a few feet away, slicing silently through 
the water, outlined against the black sky.  It moved out beyond 
the bow of the sailboat, where the glaring light of the searchlight 
passed over it, and Josh saw the outline of the shark’s body under 
the water.  His heart thumped and he was panicking.  The shark 
was huge, as big as a house, and it wasn’t alone.  Another dorsal 
fin swam near the boat, attracted by the light.
 He could hear voices speaking in Russian on the attack ship.  
An officer ordered two men to board the sailboat to search for 
survivors.  They were a lot closer than Josh wanted them to be, but 
he’d rather take his chances with them than with the sharks.
 The girl stirred.  Josh was glad, because she was getting hard 
to hold.  Her eyes opened a sliver and the first thing she saw was 
the fin of a shark passing a few feet away.  Her eyes opened wide.  
Josh clamped his hand over her mouth just as she screamed.  He 
hoped the noise of the attack ship’s motor covered her muffled 
voice.
 Josh leaned very close to her ear and spoke in Russian in a 
whisper.  “I don’t know if you speak English but if you don’t stay 
still that fish will eat us and if you don’t stay quiet your comrades 
will cut us to bite size pieces.  Understand?”
 She stared at him with her wide eyes and nodded.  Her arms 
wrapped around him and she clung to him like a child, never 
taking her eyes off the shark.  A third one appeared and passed 
very close.  Josh could see its black eye staring back.  He hoped 
they couldn’t smell fear in the water, because he was shaking as 
much as the girl.
 The Russian attack ship bumped against the side of the sail-
boat, which rocked in the water, startling the sharks.  The side of 
the hull banged against the back of Josh’s head.  He heard shouting 
and a couple of sailors jumped aboard.  Through the hull, Josh 
could hear their boots as they went below and opened cabinets 
and doors.  The sailors shouted to each other.
 One came to the gunwale and shined a flashlight over the 
water.  Josh pulled the girl closer and pressed his back against 
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the hull of the boat as hard as he could, staying below the bow 
where it curved out over his head.  The beam from the flashlight 
passed over the sharks and paused on them for a moment.  The 
sailor came forward until he was directly over Josh and the girl.
 The other sailor said to shoot one of the sharks.  Josh and the 
girl tensed up together.  The ripping sound of a machine gun just 
above their heads startled them.  Sprouts of water shot up around 
the fin of the shark Josh was watching.  Its body rolled over in 
the water, showing the shredded red holes in its flesh.  The other 
sharks attacked the body.  The calm, undulating water turned to 
a violent, pinkish froth.  Josh paddled away, towing the girl with 
him to get as far from the sharks as he could before they were 
attacked as well.
 The sound of the attack ship’s engine rose.  It was moving off.  
Josh heard the sailors’ voices, but couldn’t make out their words 
over the noise of the engine and the splashing water.  He did hear 
two distinct thuds on the deck of the sailboat just behind them, 
and he had a pretty good idea what they were.
 Towing the girl again, Josh paddled as hard as he could away 
from the boat.  He wasn’t getting far and knew he didn’t have 
much time.
 “Hold your breath,” he said in Russian.
 The girl looked confused and he yelled at her to do it.  She 
sucked in a deep breath and he dragged her under against the 
buoyancy of the lifevest.  It tried to pull her back up and he pushed 
her down harder.
 They heard a pair of muffled explosions.  The concussion of 
the blasts shook them as it came through the water.  The bright 
light of flames illuminated the water around the sailboat like a 
midday sun.  Josh found himself staring into the black eye of a 
shark as big as a house only a few feet to his left.  It appeared 
disoriented by the concussion waves.  Something splashed in 
the water near Josh, startling him and the shark, which darted 
away.  It was the mast of the sailboat, cutting through the water 
like a knife through a cake.  It dropped past Josh and sunk into 
the dark water.  The light of the flames faded and he and the girl 
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were enveloped in darkness once again.
 She bobbed to the surface.  Josh emerged beside her.  She 
was paddling hard in a panic to get away from the boat, which 
was engulfed in flames.  She pulled off the lifevest and started 
swimming.  Josh swam after her.
 The attack ship turned away and moved off at a slow pace.  
Josh could see it clearly in the light of the fire.  He decided he 
couldn’t wait any longer.  If they saw them and turned back, he 
would have to find a way to deal with their machine guns.  He 
pulled the folded raft from his jacket, found the cord, and yanked.  
With a woosh of compressed air, the small yellow raft inflated on 
top of the water.
 The girl stopped paddling and looked back.  Josh pulled 
himself over the fat, tubular side.  She turned and swam toward 
the raft.  Josh pulled her in.  There was not much room for both 
of them in it, and she huddled against the side as far from him as 
she could, watching him with wary eyes.  Josh looked away and 
watched the sailboat sink, feeling the warmth of the flames on 
his face until they were extinguished with a loud hiss as the boat 
slipped beneath the water.
 A hole broke in the cloud layer overhead and revealed a sky 
of stars.  Josh stared up at it.  In the pitch darkness it was the only 
thing he could see.  The only sound was the gentle lap of water 
against the rubber raft, which swayed softly on the shallow waves.  
He settled back and sighed, counting each tiny point overhead.  
It had been a long day and he was exhausted.  He couldn’t even 
remember how he managed to wind up in this situation.  He 
certainly had no idea how he would find a way out.
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Nikita Ivanovich Kurchenko was named for the greatest Soviet 
ever to live, at least in his father’s opinion.  His father, Ivan, was 
a former member of a secret Politburo police force that existed 
to carry out the whims of its creator, Kruschev.  His father wor-
shipped the man, would do anything he asked, including sacrifice 
his own family if needed.  Nikita admired this loyalty in a man.  He 
never knew Kruschev but he, in turn, worshipped his father.
 This sense of loyalty was possibly the one trait he shared with 
his father.  Kurchenko was fiercely loyal to his father.  His father, 
however, was no longer considered above the law.  Out of a job 
when the rule of the Soviet Proletariat came to a grinding halt, 
Ivan Kurchenko set himself and his family up in business on his 
own, having the foresight to see certain advantages to the coming 
of a free market economy.  His new organization specialized in 
acquiring certain difficult to obtain items for members of Russian 
society who required them for whatever purpose, and possessed 
the exorbitant funding it took to obtain these items.  Extortion, 
murder, prostitution, drugs and smuggling were done only to keep 
the organization afloat when business was slow.
 Nikita Kurchenko was six foot five with black hair graying at 
the temples.  His growing belly was evidence of too many years 
of his wife’s cooking, and his red nose was evidence of too much 
vodka.  He sipped a glass of vodka, staring at his brother over 
the edge of the glass.  Yuri sat on the other side of the huge oak 
desk in the high backed leather chair, looking terribly distraught.  

Chapter 5
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Yuri was a small man with a balding spot in his bright red hair and 
round, thin framed spectacles.  He sat forward with his elbows 
on his knees, wringing his hands.  Dressed in a dark overcoat and 
dark gray suit, he looked as if he had just come from a funeral.  
And he wasn’t drinking his vodka.  This was a shame.
 Yuri just lost the woman he loved.  How he was lucky enough 
to get a beautiful twenty six year old girl to fall in love with him 
Kurchenko had yet to figure out.  Nevertheless, there it was.  And 
now she was gone.  First she was imprisoned by the new Republic 
as a spy, and then she disappeared from prison.  What torment 
for a man, especially a man with nerves as delicate as Yuri’s.
 Maybe this was what this girl saw in him.  Maybe she was 
attracted to a sensitive man.  Yuri was certainly that.  It seemed 
there wasn’t a day that went by when he wasn’t giving her flowers 
or writing her poetry, or some childish thing like that.  It killed 
him to see his brother suffer this way.
 “It’ll be all right,” Kurchenko said.  “She’s a smart girl.  She 
probably busted out of that lousy prison.  She’ll turn up.”
 Kurchenko finished his vodka and poured more.  He was mak-
ing it all up.  He knew nothing about this Valeria Konstantinova 
except her name and what she looked like.  For all he knew she 
was as stupid as a door.
 “I’m not ready for this,” Yuri said.
 Kurchenko rolled his eyes.  Who was?  He wished his brother 
would be more like him and forget about these impossible fanta-
sies with young girls.  He needed a fat wife who would cook his 
meals and bear his children, then he could have a mistress hid-
den away in an apartment in Moscow.  It was a very convenient 
arrangement for him.  It would be equally as convenient for his 
brother.
 There was a knock and the door opened.  Aleksandr Baretsky, 
Kurchenko’s advisor, entered.
 “It is time,” Baretsky said.
 “Ah,” Kurchenko said, perking up with the excitement of 
impending action.  He rose out of his chair.  “Let it begin.  I’ll be 
along directly.”
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 Baretsky nodded and stepped out, closing the door.  Kurch-
enko stopped beside Yuri.  He was trembling with eagerness, but 
he had to get his brother out of the way, first.  A battlefield was 
no place for a man in Yuri’s condition, and tonight the streets of 
south Moscow would be a war zone.
 “Yuri, go home,” Kurchenko said, touching his brother’s 
shoulder.  For long moments Yuri did not respond.  “You can read 
about it all in the morning’s paper.  We will hit the Communists 
and give them something to think long and hard about.  But you 
must go home.  Please.”
 Yuri looked up, and nodded.
 “You’re right, of course.  I think there is nothing for me 
now.”
 Kurchenko did not believe that, but said nothing.  All that 
mattered at that moment was that Yuri get home safely.  They 
would discuss his future later.  If he recalled, Baretsky had a plump 
cousin who always asked about Yuri.  She would be perfect.
 Yuri stood, drained his vodka glass in one gulp, and coughed.  
Yuri never was much of a drinker.  Tonight was a hell of a night to 
start.  As Yuri headed to the door, Kurchenko slipped the bottle 
in Yuri’s coat pocket.
 “I’ll ask Baretsky to drive you home,” Kurchenko said, hoping 
they would discuss Baretsky’s cousin.
 Yuri looked up at him; Kurchenko practically dwarfed his 
brother; nodded, then looked back down at the floor.  Kurchenko 
opened the door and they went out.  He sighed.  That was prob-
ably ten times more difficult than the war to come.

*     *     *     *

Five miles west of Cizre at the foot of the hills marking the bound-
ary between southern Turkey and northern Syria, the crates from 
Rafjani’s truck were unloaded and tied to the backs of twenty four 
horses for the thirty mile trek over the low mountains, across the 
border into Syria, through Syria and on into Iraq.  Inside the Iraqi 
border, a collection of small vehicles waited to carry the crates 
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deep into the Syrian desert of western Iraq.
 Rafjani did not travel with the horse caravan.  There was too 
much risk of being captured by the authorities and possibly an 
ambush by armed Kurds.  When the crates were loaded on the 
horses, Rafjani drove the empty truck back into Cizre and parked 
in the garage of a building that was owned by a dummy company 
set up with money supplied by wealthy Iraqis living in Europe 
and America.
 Rafjani did not care to associate with these people, for they 
had adopted the sloth and greed of the west that he despised so 
much, but their money was as good as anyone else’s and went a 
long way toward perpetuating their cause.  He often believed these 
expatriates channeled their funds out of guilt.  He did not care 
whether this was true or not.  He was, however, aware that much 
of the money was gained through illegal means, but this did not 
bother him, either.  Anything that made life more difficult for the 
people of the west made life for the people of the east that much 
easier.
 Rafjani would stay the night in Cizre.  In the morning, he 
would enter Iraq legally as the businessman Armen Ghazal travel-
ling abroad.  He closed the heavy steel door at the back of the two 
story garage, securing each of three dead bolts which, ironically, 
were American made.
 On the many trips through this small city, Rafjani came to 
know two or three women who would sleep with him any time 
he was passing through.  One, Dewan, was married.  She was 
his favorite, but at that hour of night she was likely to be in bed 
with her husband.  Mohsen, a very attractive young woman with 
deep eyes that melted through his soul every time she looked at 
him, lived with her mother.  Her mother, the evil old hag that she 
was, hated him.  Mohsen was also likely to be in bed by then and 
although she would probably let him in on her own, her mother 
would forbid it.  Which left Venia.
 Rafjani crossed the quiet street and walked along the twisting, 
narrow sidewalk that followed the old, cobbled road, practically 
feeling his way in the darkness.  As he thought about Venia he 
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became aroused, and a lustful grin crossed his lips.
 Venia was an unconventional woman.  In a region of the world 
where Islamic faith ran so deep as to be fanatical and the rights of 
women were so rigidly restricted, Venia managed to operate her 
own business.  In fact, she ran a bar.  Venia was a capitalist.  She 
had travelled the world in her young life and brought back to Cizre 
all the best of what she learned.  Venia was a thoroughly modern 
woman with liberal western ideals, which completely frustrated 
the traditional values of the Muslim men with whom she lived 
and worked.  Still, she was persistent.  She was the embodiment 
of everything Rafjani despised about the west, and this was what 
excited him most about her.
 He was pleased to see her bar still open.  It was the only place 
open that late.  A few windows in the tightly packed houses had 
lights, but the light from Venia’s bar spilled onto the street like a 
beacon for lost travellers.  This was how Rafjani found her in the 
first place.
 As he neared the bar, Rafjani remembered he had not seen 
Venia in quite a while.  Would she even be pleased to see him 
again?  Of course she would.  She always was.  Outside the bar 
he hesitated, then went in.
 Nothing about the bar had changed since the last time he 
was there, including the drunks on the barstools.  He was not 
surprised.  They probably had not left those spots since his last 
visit.  When was that?  Months ago.
 Western music played from a jukebox in the far corner.  He 
did not know what the music was, he just knew it grated on his 
nerves.  He ignored it and went to the end of the bar, away from 
the regular drunks.
 Venia emerged through the swinging door that led to the back 
room, carrying a case of Turkish beer.  Rafjani was pleased to see 
she had not changed, either.  She was still a beautiful woman with 
high cheekbones and a graceful jaw.  Her long, black hair was tied 
in a braid that hung down her back.  She wore a decadent white 
silk blouse that contrasted her dark skin and accented the curves 
of her body beneath.  The top buttons of her blouse were undone 



Change of Heart 101

and he could see tiny droplets of perspiration on her chest.  As she 
walked he could tell she was not wearing a brassiere.  She never 
did.
 At first she didn’t see him.  She set the case down on the cooler 
behind the bar and started unloading it.
 “What can I get for you?” Venia said without looking up.
 “You, if you’re not too busy,” he said.
 As she looked up, he could see she recognized him.  There was 
not the sly smile he came to expect when she saw him.  Instead, 
she looked upset.
 “Armen Ghazal, you bastard,” she said, her voice contemptu-
ous.
 She leaned on the cooler with both hands.  She was bent at the 
waist and the top of her blouse was open.  Rafjani openly stared 
at her exposed cleavage.  Venia made no attempt to stop him.
 “Did you come back here to torment me?” she said.
 She looked tired and in no mood for lovemaking.  Rafjani, 
however, did not think she would be able to resist him.  He leaned 
over the bar, gazing into her dark eyes.
 “There’s nothing I enjoy more than tormenting you for hours 
on end.”
 She stared at him for a few seconds, then that sly smile finally 
appeared.
 The drunk sitting nearest to them, a thin, old man whose face 
was covered by a graying beard, watched them.  He turned away 
when Venia and Rafjani both looked at him.
 “I suppose you expect me to welcome you back to my bed 
after you treat me like nothing more than your own private resort 
to make use of on your business trips.”
 “Yes, actually, I do.”  He reached over the bar and took a 
bottle of beer from the case.  “But first you’ll have to get rid of 
these people.  Open this for me?”
 He handed her the bottle.  Venia still wore the smirk as she 
popped the cap off the bottle.  Rafjani admired the way her un-
restricted breasts moved beneath the thin blouse.
 “I should kick you out of here,” she said, and handed him 
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the open bottle.
 Rafjani shook his head.
 “You should kick them out of here.”  He indicated the two 
drunks at the bar.  “I have no desire to let them watch me do to 
you what I have in mind.”
 He drank the beer.  Venia contemplated the drunks; he could 
read it in her face.  It was still too early to close the bar.  He would 
not mind if he had to wait, but that was not the point.  It was a 
matter of whether or not she was in his control.
 Venia clapped her hands together.
 “Time to go home, gentlemen,” she said.  She came out from 
behind the bar and pulled the old men off their stools.  “Go home 
to your wives.  I’m sure they’re waiting for you.”
 She hustled them out and locked the door.
 Rafjani came up behind her and closed his arms around her 
when she turned around.  She gave a yelp of surprise and before 
she could speak he clamped his lips over hers.  He was the one 
who was in control and they both knew it.  His right hand moved 
down the inward curve of her back and slipped under the waist-
band of her slacks.  Venia moaned and pressed herself against 
him.  His knee pushed between her legs and she rubbed herself 
on his thigh.
 “Let’s go upstairs,” she said in a low, breathy voice.
 “But I have to finish my beer,” he said.
 Venia grabbed his hand.  “Forget it.  I have your favorite wine 
upstairs.”
 Venia lived in the small apartment over the bar.  She turned 
on the light and Rafjani went in.
 “Have a seat.  I’ll get the wine,” she said, and went to the next 
room.
 Rafjani sat in the arm chair in the main room.  The apartment 
was small but comfortable, decorated with all the trappings of a 
western home, including a small television and a very elaborate 
Japanese stereo system, items most of the households in this area 
would never see.
 Venia returned, holding two glasses of dark, red Pakistani 
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wine.  She handed him a glass and took a sip from hers.
 “When was the last time you had this?” she asked.
 “The last time I was here.  You’re the only person I know who 
can get it outside of Pakistan.”
 “That’s not the only reason you come to visit me,” she said.
 She dropped to her knees in front of him, pulling down his 
pants.  She wore a wicked grin and he found himself unable to 
look away from her face, although shame told him he should.  
This sexual aggressiveness she acquired from her exposure to 
western culture was just one of the traits that separated her from 
the oppressed Muslim women with which he was so familiar.  As 
she lowered her head and took him in her mouth, Rafjani laid his 
head back on the soft chair and closed his eyes.  Of all her western 
traits, this one was the best.

As soon as Ismail Rafjani went into the bar, Mahmoud Azzizi 
stepped out of an alley that entered onto the narrow street across 
from the bar.  He stopped at the corner of the building and re-
mained in the shadows.  He was a short man with black hair, a 
moustache, and a long nose.  He watched the bar until the pair of 
old men were sent out and the lights went off.  When the lights 
came on in the apartment over the bar, he lit a cigarette, cupping 
his hand over the end to hide the glow.
 He followed Rafjani from the building that housed the truck, 
where he waited most of the night for his return.  Now that Rafjani 
was in the apartment of Venia Dahar, Azzizi knew he was free to 
leave.  Rafjani would return to Iraq in the morning and he would 
expect Azzizi to be there to meet him.

*     *     *     *

Valeria’s eyes fluttered open.  She raised her head off the inflated 
side of the raft, feeling stiffness in her neck from sleeping in such 
an uncomfortable position.
 For a second she was disoriented and seized with panic.  She 
was on a tiny raft with a stranger and they were in the middle of 
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nowhere on the water with no land in sight.  Then the memories 
of the night before flooded back to her and, although they were 
mostly fuzzy, she calmed down.
 This stranger, this man asleep beside her, was responsible 
for getting her in this situation.  Moving through her mind were 
images of the flaming boat, the Russian ship, the sharks and the 
look of fear in this man’s eyes when he saw the sharks.
 Who was this man?  He spoke to her in Russian, hadn’t he, 
or was it her imagination?  She was in shock when she woke up 
in the water.  If she hadn’t waken up in this raft she might have 
believed she imagined the whole thing.
 But he wore a dark blue jacket with the name of an American 
warship, and his clothes looked like those of an American naval 
officer.  He must be American.
 She stared at his face, trying to read his mind.  He did not 
look old.  Twenty eight, she decided, maybe thirty.  He was lean 
and slender and had strong features.  There was a scar on his 
chin, and one over his right eye.  Very intriguing, especially those 
eyes.  They were closed now but she had looked into them last 
night.  They had betrayed fear, but she saw something else there.  
Confidence, a security she could wrap herself in when her own 
fear escalated to panic.  Whoever he was, he had honest eyes.
 More memories of the previous day flashed through her mind, 
and her heart was seized with panic all over again.  The events of 
the prison break were just a blur.  She remembered loitering in 
the yard with the other women when a fight started somewhere 
near the wall.
 Most of the other women moved closer to see, shouting and 
yelling.  Valeria moved away to keep herself apart.  The guards on 
top of the wall, those brutish men, aimed their rifles at the crowd 
of women.  They were always eager for a reason to fire on them.
 Somewhere near the wall where the women were gathered 
was a boom like an explosion.  The women’s shouts turned to 
screams and they ran in all directions.  Some were knocked down 
and trampled.
 Guards on the wall fired gas bombs into the yard to subdue 
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them.  Valeria had seen the thick, white smoke several times 
before, always an effective tactic to quell unrest, but she’d never 
seen so much.  The entire yard was blanketed by an enormous, 
white cloud.
 Valeria remained where she was, unable to see to move.  When 
somebody spoke her name, she turned to face the voice.  A man 
appeared through the smoke, startling her.
 “Valeria Konstantinova?” he said again.
 She nodded, not sure whether she should let him know.  If 
he was one of the guards, he would know, anyway.
 He stepped closer and she could see his face.  He wasn’t one 
of the guards, at least, not one she recognized.
 “I’m an American,” he said in Russian.  “I’m here to get you 
out.”  He held out his hand, waiting.
 She stared back at him.  Apprehension froze her to her spot.  
He could be American.  He could be anybody.  She never met an 
American.  She wouldn’t know one from a German.
 Whoever he was, he was offering her escape.  She could be out 
of this miserable place, on her way back home.  Or she could be 
on her way to her death.  He might be KGB, or whatever passed 
for KGB after the fall of the Soviet Union.  He might want to take 
her somewhere to put a bullet in her head.  But he could have 
done that already, while no one could see them.
 Hoping she was doing the right thing, she put her hand in his.  
He led her away at a run, as if he could see through the smoke 
when she could not.  He told her to step up, then step down, and 
she found herself outside the wall, emerging from the white fog 
into clear air.  Behind was the towering stone wall.  The guards 
along the top all faced inward.  Ahead, on the narrow gravel road, 
was a car with a single occupant in the driver’s seat.  They went 
toward it.
 “I’m with the CIA.  We were sent to make sure you were safe,” 
the man said.
 Valeria’s blood went cold at the mention of the CIA, but 
somehow she trusted this man.  She had little choice.  There was 
no one inside that prison she could trust.
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 “We were sent here by-”
 He was cut off by shouts behind.  They turned to look.  Some 
of the guards had come out through the gate farther down the 
wall and spotted them.  The CIA man looked in Valeria’s eyes.
 “Get in the car,” he said, and shoved her toward it as he drew 
a gun.
 Valeria stared at him for a moment, then turned and ran 
toward the car.  She heard gunshots, but did not look back.  The 
man in the car opened the passenger’s door, and she got in.
 They heard a burst of gunfire and looked back.  The CIA man 
fell to the ground on his hands and knees, crawling in their direc-
tion.  The man in the driver’s seat drove off in a hurry.  Valeria 
watched the guards catch up to the man on the ground as they 
receded in the distance.  One of the guards put a gun to the back 
of the CIA man’s head and she tore her eyes away.  She couldn’t 
believe what was happening.
 “My name is Ron Finn,” said the man who was driving.  Valeria 
looked at him.  He was staring straight ahead at the road.  “I’m 
with the CIA.  You’ll be safe now.  We have to get you out of the 
country.”
 He glanced at her, then back at the road.
 The rest of what happened was too confusing.  They drove 
until dark, changed cars once, maybe twice, were chased by men 
in uniform, were helped by other CIA people, and continued 
driving.  She didn’t know where they were going until they got 
there, and she didn’t know why.
 It seemed so quiet when they reached the dockyard in some 
small city on the coast she never heard of.  Ron Finn seemed to 
know where they were going, then they saw policemen.  He went 
a different way, but the police were catching them.
 She remembered the gunshots, from the police and from Ron 
Finn.  She couldn’t remember if she had screamed or not.  They 
were near some sailboats and Ron Finn shoved her into one.  As 
he untied the boat, he spoke with a weak voice, clutching his chest 
with one hand.
 “I brought some clothes,” he said, and handed her a small 
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equipment pack.  “Put them on.”
 She remembered a red stain in his shirt under his hand, then 
she went into the sailboat to change, and that was all, until she 
awoke in the water with this man, yet another stranger.  What was 
this all about?
 Those words stuck in her head.
 “You’ll be safe now.”
 She repeated them again and again.  Even now she wondered 
what they really meant.
 His eyes opened suddenly and he sucked in a deep breath, 
bolting upright and looking around.  Valeria stayed very still.  He 
looked out over the water in every direction, then down at her.
 “Dobroe utro,” he said in Russian.
 His Russian was very good.  He had only a hint of an accent, 
or maybe a lack of an accent.
 “Who are you?” she replied in Russian.
 His eyebrows arched up.  She realized it was the first time she 
spoke to him.  He settled back against the raft, facing her.
 “My name is Joshua McGowan.  I’m a friend of Ron Finn’s.  
What’s your name?”
 “Where is he?”
 She stared at him without blinking.  He looked away before 
he answered.
 “He’s dead.”
 She remembered Ron Finn clutching his chest and the red 
stain, and she shuddered.
 “Where are we?”
 “The Sea of Okhotsk, north of Japan.”
 Valeria took a deep breath.  He wasn’t pressing her with ques-
tions and she was relieved.  She was not in the mood for another 
interrogation.
 “My name is Valeria Konstantinova.  Are you CIA?”
 His face broke into a smile.  She was annoyed that her ques-
tion amused him, but he had a beautiful smile.
 “CIA?  No.  Not really.”
 “What, then?” Valeria demanded
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 “I’m with Naval Intelligence.”
 “Then you are a spy.”
 Josh shrugged.  “I guess I am a spy.”
 “Why have you done this to me?”
 His eyebrows crossed in confusion.  “Done what?”
 “Why have you brought me to my death?”
 His eyebrows crossed more and he looked angry.
 “I haven’t brought you to your death.  I saved you from it.  
You’re still alive, aren’t you?”
 His anger infuriated her.  How could he dare to presume he 
was doing her a favor?
 “If you people had left me alone I would still be safe in that 
prison and they might have let me out soon.”
 He laughed again, and his contempt only made her anger 
grow.
 “There’s no way they were ever going to let you out of that 
prison,” he said.  “You were a ward of the State.  You were an 
embarrassment.  You should be glad we busted you out.”
 “I’m not.  I was perfectly happy where I was,” Valeria said, 
her voice rising with her anger.  She wasn’t really happy in that 
prison, but she found herself arguing for the sake of argument.  
“And I suppose I should be happy to be here?  Maybe you have 
a way to get us out of this?”
 She indicated the open water around them.
 “I’m working on it,” Josh said, his voice growing soft.
 She glared at him, then looked away.  She was ready for a fight, 
but he backed down.  Now she didn’t know what to think.

Josh felt like an idiot.  If there had been a solid wall nearby he 
would have banged his head against it.  How could he be so cal-
lous?  How could he expect her to speak to him now when he 
just destroyed any chance of trust in him she might have had?  
He came all this way just to blow the whole operation with a half 
brained comment.  So what else was new?
 They were drifting into a debris field, what remained of the 
sailboat floating on the water.  Most of it was charred timbers with 
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jagged ends.  Josh leaned over the side of the raft to push them 
away before they punched a hole in the only thing that kept them 
dry.  One piece of debris caught his attention and he paddled 
toward it.  It was a cheap styrofoam cooler, melted on one side 
and marked with black streaks of soot.  He leaned over the side as 
far as he could to reach for it, almost flipping the raft.  The cooler 
bobbed and drifted away.  He reached again, just touching it with 
the tips of his fingers.  For that much trouble there’d better be a 
steak in it.
 Finally he hooked his finger in the hole melted in the side and 
pulled it aboard.  Valeria looked as exited as he felt.  He yanked 
off the lid and his excitement fell.  The only thing inside was a 
clear plastic jar of milk with a screw top lid.  He opened the jar 
and sniffed.  The rancid smell made him wince.
 “Oh man,” Josh said, wrinkling his nose.
 It smelled as bad as  some of the things he threw out of his 
refrigerator.  As he poured out the spoiled milk, he had an idea.  It 
was a sunny, beautiful morning; it might work.  He rinsed out the 
jar, wiped out the salt water with his shirt, and took off his shoes.  
Valeria watched him unlace the shoes, her face an amusing look 
of bewilderment.  He tied one end of each of the laces together, 
making a long string.  With the lid screwed on tight, he tied one 
end of the string around the lip just below the mouth of the jar.  
The other end of the string he tied to a rubber ring on the side of 
the raft, then tossed the empty jar in the water.
 He turned back to Valeria.  She was looking at him, a puzzled 
expression etched on her face, sitting with her knees pulled up to 
her chest and her arms wrapped around them.
 “Are you cold?” Josh said.
 He took off his jacket and handed it to her.  She covered her-
self with it like a blanket.  Josh glanced at her bare feet.  Around 
her left ankle was a tattoo of two roses.  The thorny stems of the 
roses were twisted together in a braided design that circled her 
ankle and ended with the two flowers facing each other.
 “Interesting tattoo.  Where’d you get it?”
 Valeria glanced at her ankle.  She laughed and her whole face 
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glowed, startling Josh.
 “In Shanghai.  I got very drunk on cheap Indonesian vodka 
and someone talked me into it.  He-”  She cut herself off.  She 
was blushing.  Her happy glow faded.  “It was a long time ago.”
 Josh nodded, unsure what she meant.  She didn’t seem to 
want to talk about it.  He wanted to ask her what a KGB agent 
was doing getting drunk in Shanghai, but thought better of it.
 They sat quietly for a few minutes before Josh remembered 
the jar.  He looked for it over the side and saw it had worked.  
He pulled it back in and showed Valeria.  Her wide eyes showed 
her amazement.  The hot sun had condensed the moisture on the 
inside of the jar while it floated in the cold water.  In the bottom 
of the jar was about half an inch of distilled water.
 “Thirsty?” Josh said.
 He opened the jar and handed it to her.  She gulped it down.  
Now if he only had a fishing pole.
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The phone on the nightstand beside the bed rang.  Igor Potapem-
kin woke, but kept his eyes shut, waiting for it to ring again.  It 
did and Anna, his wife, laying in the bed beside him, stirred.  He 
waited for her to answer it, even though he knew it was for him.  
A call at that hour could only be for him, and he already guessed 
what it was about.
 Potapemkin was the former Director of the KGB and, al-
though he no longer officially held that post, was still head of the 
Department of Intelligence in the National Soviet Party.  Urgent 
matters concerning the security of the Party were brought to his 
attention in every instance, no matter what the hour.
 He listened to his wife answer the phone, then rolled over 
when she said it was for him.
 “Da,” he said into the receiver.
 “Forgive me for bothering you, Director,” the man on the 
other end said.  It was Virolchik, who seemed to be at the Nom-
inskevich building at all hours of the day and never seemed to 
have a life away from work.  “We have just received a coded 
communication from Colonel Mironov.”
 Potapemkin sat up in bed and flicked on the light, squeezing 
his eyes shut.  It was just as he thought.
 “Read it to me.”
 Virolchik cleared his throat.  Potapemkin imagined him 
standing in the cramped offices, wearing his short wool pants and 
overstarched white shirt, holding the printout from the Depart-
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ment of Communications.
 “‘Soon it will be time to celebrate.  The girl will be in my 
hands before the end of the week.  They will hold parades in my 
honor.  Check your files for J. Mc-, Mu-’”
 “McGowan.  Yes, I know the file.  I have one of my own.  
What does he say about this McGowan?”
 “Nothing.”
 Potapemkin scratched his eyebrow.  What was Mironov try-
ing to tell him?  How was McGowan involved?  He had no idea 
where McGowan might be or what Mironov had in mind, but he 
had ways to find out.  This might be his chance to kill McGowan, 
and if he could do it before Mironov, he would get the credit 
for eliminating a persistent thorn in their side.  It occurred to 
Potapemkin this was exactly what Mironov wanted from him, 
but that was just as well.  One way or another he had a chance to 
take out one of their enemies and such an opportunity was never 
passed up.
 “Have my file on McGowan ready for me when I get there.  
I will arrive in one hour.  And if you can find Mironov’s files on 
McGowan and Valeria Konstantinova, have them ready for me 
as well.”
 “Yes, sir,” Virolchik replied, and hung up.
 Potapemkin dressed and drove to the Nominskevich build-
ing in central Moscow in the darkness before dawn.  While he 
drove the quiet city streets, his mind worked like the machinery 
of a clock.  The Russian President and his administration were 
now accusing the Americans of involvement in the escape of the 
girl.  It was a weak attempt by an administration that showed no 
backbone, which was further proof they were unable to command 
a nation.  Mironov claimed to be on the verge of securing the girl, 
which would be a significant personal victory for himself and a 
major political coup for the Party.  Now they had a solid chance 
to capture one of the most annoying enemies of the Party and 
expose the west for their unscrupulous spying tactics.
 This would win a great deal of favor for the Party and further 
build its strength to regain power, while it worked to erode the 
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mythical esteem of the so-called free market economy the current 
administration had chosen to base itself upon.  There were at least 
a dozen possibilities facing the Party he could think of off the top 
of his head, and this made him smile.  He would help Mironov 
get his glory because it would be for the good of the Party.  At the 
same time, he would gain favor for himself, and when the Party 
took over there would be a position of prominence for him.
 Virolchik proved his worth once again.  All three files were on 
Potapemkin’s desk when he arrived and there was a fresh pot of 
his favorite Chinese tea waiting.  He did not know how Virolchik 
managed to gain access to Mironov’s locked files, and he didn’t 
ask.  It was just a shame he chose not to use his skills in the field.  
With a cup of hot tea, Potapemkin sat down to re-examine a file 
he had once committed to memory.
 His own file on McGowan was comparable to Mironov’s 
except for some details Mironov collected through personal in-
volvement.  The file was not extensive, but contained records of 
one KGB event after another hindered or ruined in some way by 
the efforts of a single man.  None of this was new to him.
 McGowan was a graduate of the United States Naval Academy, 
served a few years aboard one ship or another, then transferred to 
a Special Forces outfit, where he began his career of interfering 
with the functioning of his KGB.  Filling the next several pages 
was a list of events with locations and dates and two or three lines 
of description, including the events following McGowan’s transfer 
from the Special Forces to a formerly insignificant branch of Naval 
Intelligence.  The most recent entry was more than three years ago, 
shortly after the downfall of the Soviet Union and the breakup 
of the KGB.  With a pen, Potapemkin jotted the name of Valeria 
Konstantinova at the end of the list in his own file.  Mironov’s 
file he left blank.  No doubt Mironov would have much better 
information to add when he returned.
 What McGowan’s file did not contain was what Potapemkin 
needed to know most: personal background.  As far as he and 
the KGB knew, Joshua McGowan had no past before he entered 
the American Naval Academy.  This was very frustrating.  The 
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best way to get to an enemy was through someone he cared for.  
Joshua McGowan had weaknesses just like anybody else.  They 
just hadn’t been discovered yet.
 The file on Konstantinova was even more interesting.  Only 
in her mid-twenties, she was the daughter of the descendant of 
a relative of Czar Nikolai.  Had she been born a hundred years 
earlier she would have been a princess.  Under Soviet rule she 
was a whore for the KGB.
 Konstantinova was one of Mironov’s projects.  His material 
on her was impressive.  During her short service she slept with 
or was a mistress to more than twenty of the most powerful men 
in the Kremlin at the time.  She appeared to be very persuasive.  
Mironov’s notes detailed numerous instances where information 
gained through her was used as leverage against all the men she 
was assigned to “cover”.  Whether or not their actions or words 
were actually subversive to the Party’s cause, Mironov was able 
to persuade most to work in the Party’s best interests.  The others 
quietly stepped down and Mironov simply used Konstantinova 
once again on their replacements as his own wedge to keep them 
in line.
 Using beautiful young women in this manner was a common 
practice in the KGB.  For whatever reason, Konstantinova seemed 
to be better at it than the others.  Potapemkin had his own beliefs 
as to why.
 Today, however, Konstantinova was a serious threat to the 
security of the Party.  Were she to share what she knew with west-
ern intelligence agencies, the Party would be set back a hundred 
years and they might as well all be princesses.
 Therefore, it was imperative that she be brought back to the 
motherland.  Somehow, Potapemkin suspected McGowan was the 
key to all of this.  If they could find him, he would take them to 
her.  Then they could kill two birds with one bomb.  Potapemkin 
chuckled as he sipped his tea.

*     *     *     *
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Katherine Filmore did not sleep the entire night.  Normally she 
was a nervous person.  Today she was terribly nervous.  There 
was no word from the Monticello.  Nothing, not even a Morse 
code signal.  Finally, at 7 a.m., she could wait no longer and got 
on the phone.  Her first call went to Walt.
 She had to wait for Sally, Walt’s secretary, to put her through.  
When Walt answered, she had to fight her impatience and speak 
calmly.
 “Good morning, Walt.  At least I hope it was for you.”
 “Not particularly, Katherine, and I don’t expect it to get any 
better.  Josh hasn’t contacted me yet and I suppose you’ve called 
because he hasn’t contacted you, either.”
 “Precisely, Walt.  The Monticello was supposed to report to 
me as soon as it was out of Russian waters.  That should have been 
hours ago.”
 She tapped her pen on the pad of paper.  This was a difficult 
situation and it was not getting any better.
 “Relax, Katherine.  I’m sure there’s a good explanation for 
this.  Remember, you insisted I put Josh on this job, and you know 
how he is.  He was probably celebrating and spilled a beer on the 
radio.  I’m sure when the Monticello reaches port they’ll contact 
us.”
 Katherine’s impatience turned to annoyance.
 “Your lack of concern doesn’t fool me, Walt.  I know you’re 
just as worried as I am.”
 “You’re right, I am.”
 Katherine took a deep breath.
 “Thank you for admitting that.  Now, what I need is some 
sort of confirmation that the mission is proceeding and I need to 
have it now.  Somehow we managed to get the President involved 
and he wants a report from me this morning and I have nothing 
to give him.  I need you to bail me out.  I know you’ve got access 
to a satellite.  I want to use it to find the Monticello.”
 Walt was quiet and she knew the next thing he told her was 
not going to be good.
 “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Katherine.  I’ve already put the 
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satellite in orbit on another job.  I can’t move it now to search 
the Sea of Okhotsk for a ship that’s probably not even there any-
more.”
 “You’re killing me, here, Walt.”
 “I’m sorry I can’t help you, Katherine.  I have a suggestion, 
though.  The USS America carrier group is still in the area.  They’d 
be able to make a search in a lot less time than the satellite.”
 “Ok, Walt.  I’ll consider it.”
 She hung up.  The carrier group was a good plan.  With their 
radar coverage they could search large chunks of ocean.  The 
problem, of course, was sending a carrier task force into Russian 
waters.  They’d think it was an attack.  This mission was important, 
but it did not warrant starting the next war.  She picked up the 
phone again, this time dialing the Pentagon.
 Adm. Adam Camilleri never used a secretary.  Filmore always 
liked that about him.  Camilleri was the Commander of the U.S. 
submarine fleet in the Pacific theater, and he was her best hope 
to get out of this difficult situation.  He liked to hear from her 
and she decided to use this to her advantage.
 “Camilleri,” the admiral said when he answered the phone.
 He sounded grumpy.  It was already off to a bad start.
 “Good morning, Adam,” she said.
 The tone of his voice changed instantly.
 “Katherine.  What a delight to hear your voice so early in the 
morning.”
 “It’s good to hear you, too, Adam.  I’m glad I have a chance 
to call.”
 “Ah, I heard about your meeting with the President.  What’s 
that all about?”
 Katherine cringed.  This was going to be more difficult than 
she thought.
 “Well, it has to do with a certain mission I’ve been assigned.  
Which is why I’m calling you.”  This wasn’t working the way she 
hoped.  “You see, I’ve misplaced a ship and I was calling to ask 
your help to find it.”
 “Where was this ship supposed to be?”
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 “The Sea of Okhotsk.”
 “Ooo, that’s bad.”
 The pen in Filmore’s hand thumped on the pad.  She could 
tell he was losing interest.  She cursed herself for not thinking this 
out more thoroughly.
 “You see the situation I’m in, Adam.  I can’t exactly send in 
a covert search party.”
 “But you’d like to know if you can send in a sub.”
 “Yes,” Filmore said, holding her breath.
 If something happened to those people and they needed help, 
this might be the only chance they had to get out of there before 
they were picked up by the Russians and arrested as spies.  That 
would not be good for anybody.
 Camilleri was quiet on his end.  This was a delicate point and 
Filmore didn’t want to get pushy.
 “I’ve got the Dallas about two hundred miles from that area.  
That’s the best I’ve got,” Camilleri said.
 “I’ll take it.  How soon can you get it there?”
 “Eight to ten hours.  But to do that they’ll have to give up on 
their current mission.  It might also make them vulnerable,” he 
said.
 “And would you be willing to do this for me, Adam?”
 He was quiet for a second before he answered.
 “For you, Katherine, I’d be willing to do just about any-
thing.”
 “I appreciate that, Adam.  I owe you for this in a big way.”

*     *     *     *

When Filmore hung up, Walt put the phone down and rubbed 
his eyes.  He was worried about Josh.  He’d been up half the night 
worrying about him.  The other half of the night he spent with 
the police, the FBI, insurance claim adjusters, lawyers, hospital 
officials and doctors, and a few different security companies, 
cleaning up the mess Josh left behind.
 This was supposed to be a routine snatch and grab job, but 
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nothing was ever routine with Josh.  Just look what he did last 
night.  If he was in trouble there was no telling how bad it might 
be.  But he couldn’t worry about Josh.  He had other operatives 
at work and their lives depended on him as well.  If Josh was in 
trouble, Josh would have to get himself out.
 Sally buzzed on the intercom to tell Walt he had another 
call.
 “Who is it?” he asked.
 “It’s Langley.”
 Walt put down his pen and picked up the phone.
 “This is Walt,” he said.
 “Mornin’, Walt,” came the voice from the other end.  Walt 
recognized it as Dan Hale, the Director of Satellite Operations at 
CIA, and he sounded like he had a donut stuffed in his mouth.  
“You wanted me to call if we got something.”
 “Yes, and did you?” Walt said.
 He could hear Hale sipping coffee on the other end.
 “We got something.  I think it’s what you were looking for 
but it doesn’t look that impressive.  You wanna come down here 
and check it out?”
 Walt looked at his watch.
 “I’ll be there in about an hour.”
 “Fantastic.  I’ll save a donut for you,” Hale said and hung 
up.
 Walt grabbed his jacket.
 “I’m going to Langley,” he told Sally on his way out.
 She looked up at him over the tops of her reading glasses.  She 
was studying the manuals for her new computer, which continued 
to confound her.
 “If Josh calls, or if Filmore calls ... Hell, if anyone calls, get 
me on my cell phone.”
 “Will you be gone all day?”
 “No, I’ll probably be back sometime.”
 “Should I call your wife if you’re late?”
 Walt stopped.  “No, I’ll call her,” he said, and went out.
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*     *     *     *

Nikita Kurchenko had foregone his regular cup of coffee with 
three spoons of sugar for breakfast and instead started early on 
the vodka.  He had good reason.  The battle had not gone well.
 He was alone in his small den with the bottle of vodka and 
a glass he continually drained and refilled.  His head had not 
stopped hurting and the pain wouldn’t go away no matter how 
much he drank.
 In fact, there had not even been a battle, and this was what 
Kurchenko could not understand.  Where there should have been 
a group of Communist insurgents for a great fight there was only 
police.  Most of his men were arrested and not a single shot was 
fired.  His only answer was that the Communists were tipped off 
about the attack and they in turn notified the police, who were 
waiting for Kurchenko’s people.
 The door opened and Baretsky came in.  Kurchenko did not 
look up.  Baretsky carried a cup of steaming coffee, which he set 
on the desk in front of Kurchenko, and sat in a chair he pulled 
up to the side of the desk.
 “Drink the coffee, Boss,” Baretsky said, moving the bottle out 
of Kurchenko’s reach.  “Don’t worry about Totovlin and those 
guys.  They’ll be fine.  The police have nothing to hold them 
on.”
 Kurchenko heard him but didn’t listen.  He knew this to be 
true; Totovlin and the rest of his men would all be released prob-
ably in a day or two.  This, however, was not the point.  Someone 
inside the organization he spent most of his life to build was a 
traitor.  When he found out who it was he would strangle the 
man with his own hands.  He reached past the cup of coffee for 
the glass of vodka.  Even if it was a woman he would still strangle 
her.  It occurred to him that his mistress, Larissa, might be the 
informer, but he dismissed that idea because there was no way 
she could have known.  He told her nothing.  This relieved him 
a little.  He didn’t want to have to strangle Larissa.
 Baretsky took the vodka glass from Kurchenko’s hand and 
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replaced it with the cup of coffee.  Kurchenko winced at the smell 
of the coffee and rubbed his throbbing temple.  He sipped and the 
warm liquid had a soothing effect, although his head still hurt.
 “We have a great deal of work to do today,” Kurchenko said, 
his voice a whisper.  His head was bent down and he was rubbing 
both temples.  “Maxiliul will know by now what happened last 
night and he’ll know how vulnerable we are.  He’s been waiting 
for an opportunity such as this to move in on our business.  We 
can’t let that happen.”
 Maxiliul was the head of the Ubranov crime family, a hated 
rival that competed for business in Moscow.  Maxiliul was re-
knowned for the fear and terror he spread, which paralleled that 
of the secret police under Stalin.  Kurchenko despised him and 
did not want him to get his hands on everything he had built.
 “I agree,” Baretsky said.
 Kurchenko looked up.  His vision was blurry.
 “Have you heard from my brother this morning?”
 “He’s probably sleeping off a hangover, which is what you 
should be doing.”
 Kurchenko shook his head.
 “Too much work to do today.  Let him sleep.  God knows he 
needs the rest.”  He set the coffee cup down.  The taste was sour 
in his mouth.  “Gather the others.  We need to figure out how 
we’re going to solve this situation.”
 “Right away,” Baretsky said.
 He got up and pushed the chair back and went to the door.  
Kurchenko stared at the vodka bottle.  It was tempting to pour 
another glass.  That, however, would not solve his problems.

Aleksandr Baretsky closed the door to Kurchenko’s den and 
walked away.  He was glad to get out of there.  He hated when 
Kurchenko went on his drinking binges.  But then, he hated the 
man in general.  He could not stand arrogance in any man and 
Kurchenko was more arrogant than most.  Kurchenko could af-
ford it because he was the head of the most powerful mafia family 
in Moscow.  To Baretsky that meant nothing.  It gave him no right 
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to belittle or berate those under him.
 He knew Kurchenko was burning to know who had betrayed 
him to the Communists.  He also knew that if Kurchenko ever 
found the man he would be dead before he finished confessing 
his sins.  Baretsky was not about to tell him he had done it him-
self.  He had a plan to establish himself in a position of power 
and if it had to be in the Communist Party at the expense of the 
Kurchenko family, then so be it.
 He straightened his western cut brown wool suit jacket and 
walked a little taller.  This would be a good year for Aleksandr 
Baretsky.
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Five miles off the northern coast of Sakhalin Island, north of 
Japan, and two hundred feet beneath the surface of the Sea of 
Othotsk, the USS Dallas was on station.  The Dallas was a nuclear 
powered attack sub, a wolf of the sea, designed to seek and prey 
in the silent depths of the ocean on strategic targets that presented 
themselves.  Other than Admiral Camilleri and a handful of his 
assistant officers, no one knew the sub was there.  The Dallas’ 
mission was to find a Russian nuclear missile sub and tail it for 
as long as possible.  At that moment, they were not more than a 
mile from a Russian Delta class sub they had been following for 
seven hours.
 Capt. Nicholas Ekstrom was pleased with his crew’s work.  
This was their fourth consecutive cruise together.  It was unusual 
for an entire crew to stay together so long.  He had come to know 
his officers and most of his crew quite well.  Carson, his Executive 
Officer, loved to play tennis and drink kamikazes in cheap bars.  
Feinberg, his engineer, was a real lady’s man, and Giszczynski, 
or Grinch for short, his sonar man, was, in his opinion, the best 
sonar man in the Navy.  Grinch constantly complained about not 
sleeping well because he had excellent hearing, and the slightest 
noise kept him awake.
 Captain Ekstrom stood at his command post on the bridge, 
holding the railing.  The gentle vibration of the huge submarine 
doing three knots was as calming as being rocked by his mother 
when he was a kid.  This was certainly not something he would 
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ever mention to his officers.  They would think he was strange.
 They were behind and to the right of the Delta, in the baffles 
where Russian sonar was weakest.  It took skill and patience to 
maneuver into this position and even more skill to hold it.  The 
Dallas had maintained this position undetected for six hours.  For 
this, Ekstrom was proud of his crew.  The Delta moved slowly 
north toward the polar ice cap with the Dallas on its tail the entire 
way.  This would make a great story at the officers club when they 
got back to Portland.
 “Come right to oh-four-seven,” Ekstrom said.
 “Right to oh-four-seven, aye,” said the rudder man, who gently 
eased his small steering wheel to the right.
 His eyes watched the compass heading on the panel of gauges 
in front of him.  As the needle reached 047 degrees, he gently 
eased the wheel back to center and announced, “New heading 
oh-four-seven, Captain.”
 “Very well.”
 This game of cat and mouse was the thing Ekstrom was born 
to play.  It took calm nerves and endless patience.  The game was 
a thrill and the reward was the chase itself.  He had no doubt that 
the man standing on the bridge of the Delta a mile ahead felt very 
much the same way, otherwise he wouldn’t be a submariner.
 The intercom above Ekstrom’s head beeped.  Grinch’s voice 
came through the speaker.
 “Bridge, sonar,” he said.
 Ekstrom reached up and pressed a red switch on the face of 
the intercom.
 “Bridge, go ahead.”
 “Captain, the Delta’s turning to port,” Grinch said.
 “Tell me if she’s coming around,” Ekstrom said and released 
the button.
 “Aye, Captain.”
 When the Delta turned, Ekstrom wanted to keep his sub on 
their stern, so he would attempt to mimic their turn.  This would 
keep the Dallas hidden in the turbulent waters created by the 
Delta’s propeller.  Sound passed less effectively through turbulent 
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water than through still water, and would in a sense cloak the 
Dallas.
 However, if the Delta was performing a loop, Ekstrom had to 
be ready to stop his sub and make the Dallas a silent hole in the 
water.  Russian submarines performed this maneuver at various 
intervals to check their baffles for submarines that might be fol-
lowing them.  This was necessary because Russian hydrophonic 
technology was not as advanced as American technology.
 “Come left to oh-two-oh degrees,” Ekstrom said.
 The rudder man made the turn.  Ekstrom pressed the intercom 
switch.
 “Sonar, what’s her heading?”
 “New heading three-five-oh.  Bearing three-three-four.  New 
speed ... eight knots.”
 Ekstrom released the switch.  The Delta was making its run 
for the Bering Sea and the polar ice cap, where it would be out of 
range of U.S. anti-submarine forces.  From there it could launch 
its sixteen SS-N-23 missiles with their nuclear warheads.  The 
Cold War might have ended, but the preparations for war still 
went on.
 “Make your heading three-five-oh,” he said.
 “Three-five-oh, aye,” the rudder man said and turned the 
wheel.
 “Make your speed eight knots.”
 “Eight knots, aye,” said the man sitting to the right of the 
rudder man.
 He increased the speed of the sub and Ekstrom felt it surge 
beneath his feet.  It took a couple of minutes for the speed to 
rise.
 “Eight knots, Captain.”
 “New heading three-five-oh, Captain.”
 “Very well,” Ekstrom said.
 The intensity of the chase increased and the excitement gave 
him chills.  He had done this chase many times in his career and 
he knew the intensity would climb much higher before it was 
over.
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 Carson, Ekstrom’s Executive Officer, entered the bridge, 
holding a sheet of paper.
 “Captain, radio’s picked up a ULF message.  It’s coded for 
us.”  He handed over the sheet of paper.
 Ekstrom read the radio operator’s printout.
 “What the hell?”
 An ultra low frequency transmission could pass through water, 
so it was used to signal submerged submarines at sea.  Because of 
the inefficiency of the transmission, however, it had to be brief and 
was used mainly to request that the sub surface to receive a more 
detailed message by satellite.  The last thing Ekstrom wanted to 
do at that moment was surface to receive a more detailed message.  
He flirted with the idea of ignoring it.  He could claim he never 
received the ULF transmission.  That was unlikely, but possible.  
However, if he ignored it he might set himself and his crew up 
for a great deal of trouble.
 “All stop,” Ekstrom sighed.
 The sub’s speed dropped and with it went Ekstrom’s excite-
ment, replaced by anger and incomprehension.
 “Reading all stop.”
 “I don’t know what this is about,” Ekstrom said to Carson.  
“Our orders are clear.”
 “Should we surface?”
 “We’ll have to.  Check with Grinch to see if we’re clear of 
that Delta.”
 Carson nodded and went forward.  Ekstrom was steaming 
mad with no one to yell at.  His superiors were thousands of miles 
away and could only communicate with him by Telex on a narrow 
satellite link.
 Carson returned to the bridge.  “The Delta’s moving off.”
 Ekstrom nodded.  Those Russians never knew the Dallas was 
right on their tail, and now he had to let them get away.
 “Give them twenty minutes to get out of range, then go to 
periscope depth and tell Sanfilipo to link with the satellite.  Get 
me in twenty minutes before you go up.  I’ll be in my cabin.”
 “Aye, Captain.”
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 Ekstrom stepped down from the bridge, leaving Carson in 
charge of the sub.  When he got to his cabin he recorded the 
events involving the Delta leading up to the ULF transmission.
 He was exhausted.  For him, standing at the bridge in com-
mand of his sub was like being in a time warp.  He became so 
focused on the chase he lost all track of time.  Things beneath 
the waves did not always happen at a normal pace.  He had been 
awake and at his post for over eighteen hours without even real-
izing.
 He was also hungry.  The only thing he remembered eating 
was an egg salad sandwich the cook brought him, but he had no 
idea how many hours ago that was.
 He rubbed his eyes and closed them to rest, folding his arms 
over his chest.  No sooner did he close his eyes than someone 
knocked on his cabin door and his head snapped up.
 “Captain?  We’re ready to go to periscope depth,” came 
Carson’s voice from the other side of the door.
 Ekstrom realized he had dozed off.  He got up and opened 
the door.  Carson waited outside.  Ekstrom grabbed his Navy 
football cap and pulled it down tight on his head, and stepped 
out into the hallway, closing the door.
 “Bring us up, Commander.  I’m going to the radio room.”
 “Aye, sir,” Carson said, and went off in the direction of the 
bridge.
 Ekstrom went in the opposite direction, toward the rear of 
the sub.  The radio room was a tiny compartment not much big-
ger than a closet, packed with equipment.  Sanfilipo, the radio 
operator, took off his headphones when Ekstrom entered.
 “I’m ready to send the antenna up, Captain,” he said.
 “Very good.”
 They waited to feel the sub rise the one hundred fifty feet to 
periscope depth, like an express elevator going to the top floor 
of a fifteen story building.  The ascent slowed and the intercom 
beeped.
 “Periscope depth, Captain,” Carson said.  “No EM activity 
in the area.  No ships in the area.”
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 Ekstrom acknowledged, glad to know there were no Russian 
surface ships operating their radar in the vicinity.  The last thing 
they needed was to have the antenna spotted when they were so 
vulnerable.  There was still a chance of aircraft wandering into 
the area during the downlink, but they had to take that chance.  
He ordered Sanfilipo to raise the antenna.
 Sanfilipo threw a couple of switches and they waited.  Once 
the antenna was up, he had to enter a series of commands to verify 
to the satellite that they were who they said they were, then to 
pinpoint their position so the microwave transmission would not 
wander.  This took a couple of minutes.
 The connection was critical and Ekstrom knew the entire 
process.  The message would be downlinked directly to them, so 
there was no chance of another ship in the area picking it up, but 
still he was nervous.  This was a lengthy, rather delicate procedure 
that meant they had to remain immobile and exposed for what 
seemed an eternity.  He would only relax when they returned to 
the safety of the depths of the sea.
 “Message coming down now, sir,” Sanfilipo said, as the com-
puter chirped.
 The printer began a printout.  Ekstrom leaned over it, dis-
mayed as he read what it printed.  When it finished, he tore it off 
and read it again.
 “This is complete bullshit.  What are we now, the God damned 
Coast Guard?” he shouted, and stormed out of the radio room.

*     *     *     *

This wasn’t her first trip to the White House, and she was pretty 
sure it wouldn’t be her last.  Katherine Filmore sat in the back seat 
of the limousine, which stopped at the front gate on Pennsylvania 
Avenue while an armed Marine checked her identification.  It 
was raining and the Marine wore a long, dark blue overcoat and 
a plastic cover over his white uniform cap.  The rain started just 
before the sun came up and threatened to be torrential for the 
rest of the day.
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 The Marine looked through the side door window to compare 
Filmore’s face to her photograph on the Naval Intelligence ID 
card.  He nodded and handed it back to the driver.
 “Please proceed,” the Marine said.
 He stepped back and saluted as the gates opened and the car 
drove through.
 The limousine stopped at the front of the White House.  A 
pair of Secret Service agents were there, both in plain overcoats.  
The driver got out and opened Filmore’s door.  She had a case to 
carry in each hand, one an aluminum covered case holding all the 
pertinent information for the Konstantinova briefing, excluding 
of course the most important information for the meeting: the 
whereabouts of Valeria Konstantinova.  The other case, a thick 
black leather briefcase, carried as much information as Filmore 
could round up in the anticipation of answering whatever out-
of-left-field question President Stephen Wrenbeck might ask her.  
He did this sort of thing to her once before and it made her look 
bad in front of Dick Vessey, his Chief of Staff.  Filmore never let 
it happen again.
 She went up the stairs.  Someone from the White House staff 
opened the door for her.  She was led to a vestibule outside the 
Oval Office, where she waited until the President was ready for 
their meeting.
 This was all a part of the man’s manipulative games, and it 
always pissed Filmore off.  The previous administration never 
gave her any problems like this.  But then, the previous adminis-
tration was Republican and knew she was a staunch Republican 
herself.
 More than that, President Wrenbeck seemed to have some-
thing against the Navy in particular and the military in general.  
His nonaggression policies were possibly the biggest influence in 
his election, and definitely the biggest reason why he was so vili-
fied by the Republicans.  However, everyone in the Navy, Filmore 
included, suspected he did not trust the military.
 And so Filmore endured subtle humiliations while President 
Wrenbeck exerted authority over her, which she did with patience 
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and tolerance.  She had her job to do and the sooner she got 
Wrenbeck off her back, the sooner she could get back to doing 
it.  There was no way to keep him from looking over her shoulder, 
she could only hope to get him to leave her alone for a while.
 He made her wait forty minutes before she was asked to enter 
the Oval Office.  As she expected, Vessey was already there.  At 
the White House, the two were never far from each other.
 She was invited to sit across the desk.
 “Good morning, Admiral,” Wrenbeck said once she put her 
cases down.
 “Good morning, sir.”
 He was already impatient, she noticed.  He was not inclined 
to engage in simple pleasantries with people under him.  How a 
man so lacking in tact managed to get this far in a political career 
was beyond her.
 He had his hands on the desk, folded in front of him.
 “I’m sure you know I had no intention of getting my hands 
dirty in this business of yours, but now that I am involved, fill me 
in.”
 Filmore cleared her throat.  It was going to be difficult to get 
away with telling him nothing.
 “At approximately midnight last night we received confir-
mation from the USS America that our officer had successfully 
disembarked for the Monticello-”
 Wrenbeck raised his hand to stop her and Vessey leaned in.
 “The Monticello is a converted exploration ship operated by 
the CIA,” Vessey said.
 Wrenbeck nodded.  “Continue.”
 Filmore glanced down at her papers, trying to remember 
where she had been cut off.
 “Yes ... the Monticello was already well inside Russian ter-
ritorial waters and was observing radio silence.”
 “Were they using radar?” Wrenbeck asked.
 She nodded.  He never missed a thing.
 “In order to pinpoint the position of the craft Ron Finn 
appropriated to get out of Chumikan, it was necessary for the 
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Monticello to use its radar.”
 “I see.”
 “The Monticello was scheduled to break radio silence and 
contact us to confirm success or failure of the mission, but as yet 
there has been no contact and no new information since the report 
from the America.”
 Wrenbeck stared at her as if he completely misunderstood 
every word, but Filmore knew better.  She’d seen that look before.  
His next move would be to tear her apart.
 “And what do we know about the girl?”
 “We know she was delivered to Finn and that he was able to 
get her out of Russia.”
 “And her location now?”
 Filmore hesitated.  This was the hard part.  With a straight 
face she had to tell a complete lie.  If she told the truth, he would 
have her job and her career and there would be no way the mis-
sion could ever succeed.  Everyone involved would be stranded 
without a rope to pull themselves in and the man seated across 
the desk would deny any knowledge.  A lie might buy the extra 
time she needed.  But, just as she opened her mouth to speak, 
she found herself unable to tell the complete lie she worked long 
and hard to create.
 “We’re ... fifty percent certain she’s in our hands,” she said, 
and immediately wanted to cringe.
 Why did she say that?  It would have been so much easier 
if she had come out with a bald faced lie and told him she had 
complete control of the situation.  He would have had no choice 
but to accept her word on it and send her off to keep doing her 
good work.  A half truth just gave him more ammunition.
 “Fifty percent?” Wrenbeck said.
 “Yes, sir.”
 He put his hands flat on the desk.
 “Is it just my impression that this Konstantinova is the key to 
the successful completion of this mission?”
 “No, sir.  It is a fact that without her there is no way we can 
find Dr. Jones.”
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 “And you don’t know where she is?”
 “No, sir.”
 Wrenbeck was silent, staring straight at her.
 “Then this meeting is a waste of my time.”
 “You asked for the meeting, sir.”
 “And I expected you to have some answers for me,” he said, 
his voice rising.  He took a deep breath.  She could see he was 
forcing himself to be calm.  “Yet you have none.”
 “It’s still early.  I will have answers before the end of the 
day.”
 Wrenbeck disregarded this and turned to Vessey, who leaned 
down and whispered something in his ear.  He turned back to 
Filmore.
 “Apparently you’ve superseded my authority and ordered 
one of my subs to abandon its previous orders and proceed into 
Russian waters as a special request of your own.  Is this true, 
Admiral?”
 “It is,” she said, thinking, They weren’t his subs, damn it.  He 
didn’t even want them.
 “Are you interested in starting an international incident?”
 “No, sir, I just wanted to-”
 “This is how you plan to get your answers, isn’t it, Admiral?  
Redirect a nuclear submarine into Russian waters, violating God 
knows how many treaties.”  Vessey handed him a sheet of paper, 
which he quickly scanned.  “The latest information from Leverett 
is that he lost three good men to deliver this Konstantinova woman 
into your hands, and you don’t even know where she is.”
 His voice rose again.  Filmore boiled with anger.  She wanted 
to lash out at Wrenbeck, to put him in his place, but she knew 
she couldn’t.  She knew she stepped close to the boundaries of 
authority, but Wrenbeck’s attack was nothing more than an at-
tempt at provocation, albeit a good one.  She fought to remain 
calm.  Wrenbeck was just looking for a reason to drum her out 
of the Navy and replace her with one of his own lackeys.
 She recognized the name of Leverett, the Director of the 
CIA, one such lackey Wrenbeck appointed himself when the 
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man appointed by the Republican administration buckled under 
Wrenbeck’s attempt to provoke him.  Filmore was well aware of 
the depth of Leverett’s involvement in this mission and the losses 
he had suffered to get this far.  Filmore had only one man on the 
job, and from here on out everything rested on his shoulders.  If 
there was any way in hell this job was going to come off at all, that 
man was going to have to pull a rabbit out of his hat.
 Filmore cleared her throat.  This was her last card.  She had 
no choice but to play it.
 “I have the Navy’s best man on the job.”
 Wrenbeck’s brow furrowed.  He set the sheet of paper down 
and glared at her, leaning closer over the desk.
 “Who?” he said.

Josh was tired, hungry, sore, cramped and sunburned.  All in all 
this was turning out to be a fun trip.  He was also worried.  It was 
late in the day and they had yet to see another ship.  Not that they 
had any way to signal it if they saw one, but it would be reassuring 
to know there were other people in the world.
 His hands and face and neck were sunburned.  He gave his 
jacket to Valeria to use as cover and she hardly spoke a word to 
him all day.  He didn’t really blame her.  He wasn’t sure he’d have 
much to say to someone who dragged him into a hopeless situation 
like this.
 When he wasn’t searching for ships, Josh spent his time mak-
ing water as fast as he could.  The results were usually not much 
more than a couple of sips of stale water, but it was a whole lot 
better than nothing.  Now the sun was dropping low in the sky 
and had cooled too much to make water.  There would be noth-
ing more to drink until the sun was hot enough in the morning, 
if there was no cloud cover.
 He heard something and looked at Valeria.  She hadn’t moved 
in a long time.  She was probably asleep and dreaming.  Somehow 
he imagined her dreams might involve doing violent things to 
him.
 He heard another moan and looked at her again.  She still 
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hadn’t moved.  Was she getting sick?  Was she hurt in some way 
he hadn’t noticed?  Maybe she was shot, or maybe the shark got 
her.  But there was no blood and she didn’t look pale.
 Then he heard it again and sat up.  It wasn’t her.  It was a 
horn.
 “Did you hear that?” he said, his voice cracking in his parched 
throat.
 Valeria stirred and pulled the jacket from over her head, look-
ing up at him.
 Josh heard it again and turned around.  It was not much 
more than a small dot on the southern horizon.  He could hardly 
tell it was moving toward them.  Valeria sat up and looked at it.  
They stared in disbelief, as if it was a mirage.  The dot grew larger 
and turned into a small fishing boat with cranes and nets on the 
back.
 Valeria was squeezing his arm and Josh didn’t notice until her 
hands were cutting off his circulation.  He guessed what she was 
thinking as he pried her fingers off.  If this was a Russian boat 
they would be obliged to turn her in.  He didn’t want that any 
more than her.
 As it got closer, though, Josh saw a Japanese flag flying on the 
mast.
 “It’s gonna be all right,” he said, then repeated it in Russian 
as Valeria slumped back against the raft.

Captain Ekstrom shook his head.  They were given exact coor-
dinates and Carson laid out a grid for a search pattern, which 
they crisscrossed and double checked for hours, yet they found 
nothing.  He began to suspect they had been sent on a wild goose 
chase.  Whatever ship was supposed to be in this area was either 
long gone or was never there.
 This was the theory Carson proposed, and Ekstrom immedi-
ately dismissed.  He hated to think the Navy would divert them 
from their mission for whatever reason.  He refused to believe in 
conspiracies.  He did, however, have his own beliefs.
 “This is a waste of time,” he snapped out loud.  Every crew-
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man on the bridge turned to look at him.  “Commander, prepare 
to get us out of here.”
 “Yes, sir.”
 The intercom chirped.
 “Bridge, sonar,” came Grinch’s voice.
 Ekstrom stabbed the switch.
 “What is it, Grinch?”
 “I have a contact bearing one-six-five degrees, range about 
four miles.  Sounds like a small surface ship.”
 Ekstrom sighed.  Now they’d have to examine every surface 
contact they came across and compare it to the description of the 
ship they were looking for.  If they were moving into commercial 
shipping lanes that could mean dozens of ships.
 “Let’s go up and take a look.”
 They moved toward the surface contact at periscope depth.  
Half a mile from the contact, Ekstrom raised the scope.
 It was dangerous for a sub’s periscope to be above the water.  
It could be seen on radar or even spotted by someone on the deck 
of a ship, giving away the presence and position of the sub.  It was 
best for Ekstrom to minimize the amount of time the periscope 
was exposed.
 Ekstrom swept the horizon 360 degrees, searching for other 
ships or aircraft Grinch couldn’t pickup on sonar, then settled on 
the contact.
 “It’s a fishing trawler,” Ekstrom said.  He increased the mag-
nification.  “Is the tape running?”
 “Tape’s running,” Carson said.
 Ekstrom examined the boat.
 “They’re flying a Japanese flag.  What the hell are they doing- 
Oh,” he said, cutting himself short when a yellow raft drifted into 
the field of view.
 He lingered on the scene for a few seconds longer, watching 
the trawler close with the raft and begin to bring the occupants 
aboard.
 “Captain, I’m picking up EM radiation.”
 “Down scope,” Ekstrom said, stepping back as the periscope 
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descended into its well.  “Rewind the tape.  I want to get a better 
look at that boat.”  Carson hit the rewind button.  “Take us down 
to two hundred feet, speed four knots, heading one-eight-oh.”  
He received acknowledgments from each of his men as he went 
to the video monitor.  “Ok, let’s see it.”
 Carson pushed play.  The tape started with the periscope rising 
out of the water.  The image was blurry for a moment until the 
water ran off the clear shield covering the lens.  They watched as 
the only thing that changed on the image was the view of the water 
and the waves when Ekstrom did the 360 degree rotation.  After 
a few seconds, the trawler entered the image from the left side of 
the screen.  It was a shabby, dirty, wooden hulled boat that rocked 
on the waves.  The image changed suddenly as the magnification 
increased.  They could make out the faces of the crew leaning 
over the gunwale and lettering on the hull, although neither of 
them could read Japanese.  One of the trawler’s crewmen held a 
line, which he tossed in the water.  Then the raft drifted into the 
image from the right side.
 “Who are they?” Carson said.
 “I don’t know.  And I don’t care.  They’ve been rescued.  
They’re not our concern.”
 “What if they’re from that ship we’re looking for?”
 “If they are, then that Japanese captain can take care of them.  
I’m not surfacing in Russian waters to take them on board.  The 
whole damned Russian Navy’ll be all over us.”
 The image ended.  Carson hit the fast rewind button and the 
image reappeared, moving in reverse.  He let it go to the point 
where the raft reappeared and pushed pause, freezing the im-
age.
 “This one looks like a woman,” Carson said, pointing to the 
person with long hair seated in the raft.  Ekstrom was inclined to 
agree it was likely a woman.  “What’s this guy wearing?”
 Carson pointed at the person reaching for the rope, clearly a 
man.
 “Those are dress khakis,” Ekstrom said.
 “A Navy man?”



Jack Allen136

 “Look at this.”  Ekstrom pointed at the woman.  She had a 
dark blue wind breaker over her shoulders, with lettering across 
the back.  “What does that say?”
 Carson leaned close to the screen, squinting.
 “USS America?”
 “What?”
 The intercom beeped.
 “Bridge, sonar,” came Grinch’s voice again.
 Ekstrom reached up and stabbed the button.  “Go ahead.”
 “Captain, I have a new contact.”

Josh had his hands around Valeria’s slender waist, lifting her into 
the arms of the Japanese fishermen as well as he could from the 
pitching raft.  Several times it threatened to tip over and dump 
them both in the water.  She was difficult to hold that way.  His 
hands kept slipping up her sides under her shirt.  She was reaching 
up and the fishermen were reaching down for her.  Finally, they 
grabbed her by her wrists and lifted her out of the raft.  It wobbled 
and Josh lost his balance, landing on his butt in the middle of it.  
The boat and the raft moved apart.  Josh lunged for the end of 
the line that lay in the raft, grabbing it just before it dropped into 
the water, and pulled himself close to the side of the boat.
 Climbing aboard himself was much easier.  The other end of 
the rope was tied to a cleat on the deck.  He pulled himself up 
the side of the boat like he was scaling a cliff.  As he pushed off, 
the raft moved out from under him and he slapped against the 
side of the hull, his legs dipping in the water up to his knees.  He 
pulled himself up by the rope until one of the crewmen grabbed 
him by his shirt, and they lifted him into the boat.
 The smell of fish was strong even before the boat came along-
side.  Now that he was on it, the smell was strong enough to make 
his eyes water.
 He was sitting on the deck between the gunwale and a large 
closed hatchway that led to a cargo hold below the deck.  Valeria 
sat on the edge of the hatchway.  A pair of crewmen seemed eager 
to be the first to make sure she was comfortable.  They both spoke 
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to her at once and it was obvious, to him at least, she had no idea 
what they were saying.
 “Do you speak Japanese?” a man standing over Josh said in 
Japanese.
 Josh looked up at an authoritative looking man with a round 
belly and bad complexion.  He wore a black rain slicker and stood 
with his hands on his hips.
 “Yes,” Josh said in Japanese.
 “What is your name?”
 “Joshua McGowan.”
 The captain nodded, then pointed at Valeria.
 “Who is she?”
 Josh looked at her.  She was looking back at him, desperately 
trying to get his help.
 “She is my wife.”
 The captain nodded again.  He looked angry, like he was 
going to throw them back in the water if he answered a question 
wrong.
 “What are you doing out here?”
 He gestured to the ocean with a sweeping motion of his 
arm.
 This was the part Josh practiced the whole time he was wait-
ing for them, or whoever, to arrive.
 “We were sailing and we got lost.  Our compass was not 
calibrated properly.  I think it was my fault.  Then our sailboat 
caught fire last night and here we are.”
 The crewmen stopped paying attention to Valeria and were 
quiet, listening to the conversation between their captain and the 
one they had rescued.
 “How do you speak Japanese so well?”
 Josh was tired of this interrogation.  He was starving and he 
was sure Valeria was, too.  And they were sitting on top of all the 
fresh fish they could eat.
 “I was in the Navy for five years,” Josh said.  “I was stationed 
in Okinawa for three years of that time.”
 None of it was true, of course.  Josh had never been to 
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Okinawa.  However, he had no desire to explain how he had a 
fascination for languages as a boy.  He never told anyone about 
growing up as an orphan with his brother in various foster homes, 
or about how he would lose himself in the complexities of different 
languages to forget the loneliness and fear he felt for not having 
a family of his own.
 The captain was apparently satisfied, although his expression 
was still sour.  Josh worried that he might reconsider his decision 
to rescue them, but then, his face might always look like he was 
sucking on a lemon.
 “What was the name of your vessel?” the captain asked.  “I 
will notify the harbor authorities of its loss.”
 Josh hesitated.  He was not prepared for that question.  He 
had not thought of it when he was going over his story.  His mind 
raced, trying to come up with a name.  He didn’t know the real 
name of the sailboat Finn stole and wouldn’t tell the captain even 
if he did.  All they needed right then was to be uncovered as spies 
and shipped to Siberia.  Finn’s own sailboat was back at his home 
in Virginia Beach.  Josh couldn’t remember the name of it.  All 
that kept coming to mind was Monticello and if he gave them that 
name he was going to be in big trouble.  He opened his mouth to 
speak and the name of Finn’s boat rolled off his tongue.
 “Slippery Duck,” Josh said in English, then translated it in 
Japanese.
 The captain grunted and laughed, although to Josh his laugh 
was more like a snarl.  He didn’t bother to mention that the Slip-
pery Duck was tied to a dock in Virginia and had been for the 
last four years.
 The captain would learn nothing about the Slippery Duck 
from any nearby port authority, which meant he’d have to an-
swer more questions once they returned to Japan, but by then it 
wouldn’t matter.  They would be in the hands of the U.S. Embassy 
and the Japanese authorities could try to ask him all the questions 
they wanted.
 The captain’s snarling stopped.
 “My name is Kawamura.  I am captain of this ship.  You and 
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your wife will have to ride with us for a day or two until we reach 
port.  I hope you like fish.”
 “Love it,” Josh said.  He was so hungry he didn’t care if the 
fish was still moving when they put it in front of him.  “What is 
your destination?”
 “Mombatsu,” Kawamura said.
 Josh nodded.  He recognized the city.  It was a small harbor 
town along the northern coast of Hokkaido, famous in Japan for 
its fresh fish, but a long way from the Embassy in Tokyo.  That 
wouldn’t be a problem, however.  All he needed was a phone.  
The Embassy would get him on a plane to the main island and 
he would deliver Valeria and hopefully that would be the end of 
this mess.
 Josh started to ask Kawamura if they could get some food and 
water when a young man came down the ladder from the bridge 
and spoke into Kawamura’s ear, pointing out to sea.  Josh looked 
in that direction and saw a ship approaching.
 “Friends of your’s?” Kawamura said.
 It was the Russian attack ship, moving toward them.  Josh 
saw it closely enough the night before, even in the darkness, to 
recognize it now.
 “Captain, I think it might be best if you got us out of here in 
a hurry,” Josh said.
 “I agree.”
 Kawamura turned to the young man and gave him an order.  
The young man responded and started back up the ladder to the 
bridge.
 Josh got to his feet and he and Kawamura watched the attack 
ship come toward them.  Josh felt someone on his left side.  It was 
Valeria, staring across at the Russian ship.
 “They’re coming for me again, aren’t they?” she said in Rus-
sian.
 “Yes,” Josh said.
 He hoped Kawamura didn’t speak Russian.  He looked at the 
captain, but his eyes were fixed on the attack ship.
 It began to turn broadside to them.  Josh was impressed with 
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the sleek lines of the bow.  It was a very compact, efficient design.  
This was the best look Josh ever had of a Russian warship, and he 
had no desire to get any more intimate with their naval designs.
 On the foredeck was a single turret with a long barrel, an 
automated gun firing a three inch shell, much like the deck gun 
on many U.S. Navy ships.  It caught his attention as it swivelled 
in their direction.  That was the gun they used to sink the Mon-
ticello.
 “Oh no,” Josh muttered.
 He started to warn Kawamura but was cut off by the boom 
of the gun firing.  Valeria screamed and grabbed his arm.  Josh 
tried to yell at Kawamura to take cover, but his voice was not loud 
enough to overcome the noise of the shell shooting through the 
air, which made a sound like a huge piece of fabric being ripped in 
half.  The shell struck the water a few yards off the port side.  The 
blast lifted the tiny boat clear of the water, and it dropped like a 
child’s toy into a bathtub.  A tremendous fountain of water doused 
the trawler’s deck, washing one of the crewmen overboard.
 Josh, Valeria, Kawamura and the other crewmen were thrown 
to the deck as the boat lurched upward, then they hung in the 
air as the boat dropped from under them.  They landed hard, 
bounced on the deck, and were tossed about as the water crashed 
over them.

Grinch shouted for Ekstrom at the tops of his lungs.  Ekstrom ran 
to the sonar compartment, where Grinch sat behind a console of 
computer screens with his headset on.
 “What?  What?” Ekstrom shouted.
 “That Pauk class, it just fired on that trawler.”
 “Fired what?”
 Grinch had the right headset speaker off his ear so he could 
hear Ekstrom.
 “Had to be the deck gun.  A missile wouldn’t explode in the 
water like that.”
 Carson was right behind Ekstrom.
 “What do we do, Captain?  They got at least two of our people 
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up there and they mean to kill them.”
 “Do they know we’re down here?” Ekstrom said.
 Grinch shook his head.  “If they do they’re ignoring us.”
 “Ping ’em,” Ekstrom said.
 He knew for certain when the Russian warship heard the ping 
sound of active sonar, it would immediately turn its attention away 
from the trawler to concentrate on finding the submarine.  For a 
surface warship, any submarine contact was an enemy that had 
to be destroyed.
 “Ping ’em now before they have a chance to fire again.  And 
make sure they hear it.”  He turned to Carson.  “Sound general 
quarters.”

Josh’s ankle twisted when he tried to break his fall and bounced 
on the deck.  He opened his mouth to scream in pain, but a wave 
of water hit him and it was difficult to scream anything with a 
mouth full of water.  The narrow deck pitched and he slid, slam-
ming his right shoulder into the hatchway.  He heard a woman 
scream and pulled himself to a sitting position, holding the edge 
of the hatchway.
 As the boat rocked forward, then back, the stern dipped 
completely beneath the water, flooding the entire deck.  A wave 
of water picked up Valeria and carried her over the stern.  Josh 
struggled to his feet, wincing at the pain in his ankle and shoulder.  
He started after her and slipped on the wet deck as it sloped away.  
Valeria managed to catch the edge of the stern rail with her fingers.  
For a couple of seconds she was completely submerged with the 
stern.
 Josh was carried aft on his butt with the receding wave, and 
hit the stern as it rose back out of the water.  Valeria’s hand was 
slipping.  Josh wasn’t sure where the propellers were, or if she 
would be injured by them if she went under the boat, and he didn’t 
want to find out.  Bracing himself with his arm and ignoring the 
pain that screamed in his shoulder, he grabbed her wrist just as 
her fingers slipped off.
 “Hold on,” he said, forgetting the Russian.
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 She stared at him with fear in her eyes.  The rocking of the 
boat settled as he pulled her back aboard.
 Valeria clamped her arms around his waist, shivering.  Josh 
patted her shoulder gently, afraid to touch her.  He never had 
a woman latch on to him for protection before.  He was sure it 
must have been a nasty scare for her, but he wasn’t sure what he 
should do.
 He looked for the attack ship.  In the back of his mind he 
was waiting for the second shot that would smash the fishing boat 
in two and kill them all.  But it wasn’t coming after them; it was 
turning away, leaning as it carved through the water.  Was that a 
warning shot?  If it was meant to scare them, it worked.  When 
the gun went off, he was sure they were all dead.
 He looked at Kawamura and the crewmen, who were picking 
themselves up off the deck.  The younger man from the bridge 
was pointing to the other crewman who went overboard.  Josh 
tried to go help, but Valeria wouldn’t release him.
 Something bothered him about the attack ship.  He looked 
back at it.  Along the side of the ship’s superstructure were a pair 
of torpedo tubes, one in front of the other on short pedestals that 
swivelled to turn the tubes out to sea.  The rear tube was turned 
out and a pair of sailors were operating it.  While Josh struggled to 
release himself from Valeria’s tight grip, one of the sailors pulled 
a lever on the side of the tube.  A fat, gray torpedo leapt from the 
tube and flopped into the water.  Josh stared in horror.  Now they 
were firing torpedoes at them.

The nose of the Dallas was pointed to the sea floor at a steep angle.  
The sub was accelerating with a live torpedo charging after it.
 Ekstrom held the railing with one hand, leaning back against 
the steep decline like he was being blown over by a stiff Chicago 
wind.  The rudderman and the others were strapped down in 
their seats.
 “Where’s the fish?” Ekstrom said calmly over the loud, rising 
whine of the nuclear powered steam turbines.
 “Dead astern, two thousand feet.”
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 Ekstrom looked at Carson.  There was no expression on his 
Commander’s face, but he could read the tension in Carson’s eyes.  
He knew from experience that what his Commander felt was what 
his crew felt.  This crew had been together for a long time and had 
been on many dangerous missions, but they’d never been fired 
on.  This was more than just a test of their battle preparedness.  
He had to figure out a way to get them out of this alive.
 “That torpedo’s gone active, sir,” Grinch shouted.
 Ekstrom could hear the faint pinging noise through the hull.  
He imagined the torpedo homing in on the reflection of the high 
pitched noise off their hull.  He glanced at the depth gauge.  They 
were passing through seven hundred feet.  Their speed was already 
twenty five knots, yet the torpedo was gaining at nearly twice their 
speed.
 He knew they were in shallow water.  The sea bottom was 
well above their twelve hundred foot maximum depth.  He had 
an idea he hoped would work, but he only had seconds to make 
the decision.
 “Where’s the bottom?” Ekstrom said.
 “Nine hundred forty eight feet, sir.”
 He didn’t have the time to do what he wanted.  He would 
have to improvise on an old tactic.
 “Bring us up, crash surface!” Ekstrom shouted.
 He and Carson grabbed the railing with both hands.  The rud-
derman pulled back on the dive plane control, which was similar 
to the lift controls of a jet airliner.  Ekstrom’s stomach sank as the 
sub leveled and began a steep incline.
 “Launch a decoy.”
 The firing control officer punched a palm button on a console 
in front of him.
 “Decoy launched,” he said.
 “Come about to two-seven-oh.  Make for one hundred fifty 
feet,” Ekstrom said.
 The sub surged as it changed direction and he held on 
tight.
 It was a textbook maneuver that worked more often than 
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not.  The sharp turn created an “elbow” in the water like a ninety 
degree bend in a tube.  In that bend was a mass of tiny bubbles, 
cavitation created by the propeller, that would reflect some of 
the sound of the torpedo’s active sonar.  If they dropped a decoy, 
which generated an artificial reproduction of the noises made by 
the sub’s engines and propeller, into that mass of bubbles, Ekstrom 
hoped they might improve the chances that the torpedo would 
ignore them.  They could only wait for the impact to find out.
 “It went for the decoy,” Grinch shouted.
 Ekstrom saw the tension ease from Carson’s face.  He knew 
better, however.  The worst was not over and they were as visible 
to that ship above as a neon sign on a dark street.
 “I’ve got another fish in the water,” Grinch shouted.
 And there it was.

Josh squeezed the rail along the gunwale, his knuckles white.  He 
waited for the impact of the torpedo and the explosion that would 
blow the tiny fishing boat out of the water and scatter their bod-
ies over the sea like fish food with the splintered wood.  No one 
would ever know he was on this boat with the girl.  He waited 
and waited and nothing happened.  Then the Russian sailors 
scrambled to the next tube and fired a second torpedo.  This 
puzzled Josh.  Either the first one was a dud, which he doubted, 
or it missed, which was even more unlikely.  He was certain the 
second one wouldn’t miss.
 But what if they weren’t shooting those torpedoes at them?  
That attack ship was equipped to deal with submarines.  What if 
there was a-
 He heard a deep rumbling and knew he had his answer.  Half 
a mile to the southwest, on the opposite side of the attack ship, 
a huge geyser of water erupted from the gently rolling surface of 
the sea, spewing high in the air.
 “What was that?” Kawamura said.
 “More trouble,” Josh replied, as the attack ship looped back 
toward them.
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The bridge of the Dallas was plunged into darkness for a few 
seconds until the emergency lighting came on, casting an eerie 
red glow on the bridge.
 “Get me damage control,” Ekstrom ordered, but saw Carson 
was already on the sub’s phone.
 The impact and explosion of the torpedo blew out dozens of 
gauges on the bridge and many of the sub’s systems were down.  
They were a blind, sitting duck and that attack ship could blow 
them away at their leisure.  Crewmen scrambled through the 
bridge with equipment and Ekstrom stayed out of their way.
 Carson put the phone down and came across the bridge to 
Ekstrom, who stood with his hands on his hips, watching the dead 
gauges for signs of life in his sub.
 “The torpedo hit us on the starboard side, forward of the 
galley.  The storage compartment is flooding, but it’s sealed off.  
We lost two men in there.”
 “Damn it.  Are we still floating?”
 Ekstrom tried not to think of the dead crewmen.  They would 
be a distraction if he did, and that might cost all of them their 
lives.
 “Yes, sir.  Forward torpedo tubes are down.  Forward sonar 
array is down.  The hull is stable.  We’re not sinking.”
 “Missile tubes?” Ekstrom said.
 “Fully functional.”
 “Arm the harpoons.”  Carson nodded and headed forward.  
Ekstrom turned to the fire control officer.  “Fire Control, get me 
a solution on that Pauk, now!”
 The Fire Control Officer looked up from his plotting map.
 “Solution ready, sir.”
 “Feed it in and fire missiles one and two.  Take out that 
damned ship!”

Valeria was at Josh’s side, clinging to his waist.  Kawamura was 
a few feet away.  They and Kawamura’s crewmen stared across 
the water at the attack ship like it was a sea monster coming to 
eat them alive.
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 Josh spoke to Kawamura without looking away.
 “Captain, I think you’d better radio for help.”
 Kawamura began inching sideways, unable to tear his eyes 
from the ship.
 “I think you are right.”
 With a splash and a loud roar of smoke and flame, something 
that looked like an enormous white fish leapt from the water 
behind the attack ship.  Everyone on the deck of the trawler 
crouched for cover, except Josh, who watched with fascination, 
finally understanding what the attack ship had been hunting.
 It wasn’t a fish, Josh knew, but a missile.  It was built in two 
sections: a slender front half and a fat rear half.  Once it cleared 
the water, the rear half dropped away and the rocket motor at the 
tail of the front half fired.  As it rose into the air on a billowing tail 
of white smoke, a second missile popped out of the water from 
the identical spot.  Following the first missile, it rose to about a 
hundred feet, then gracefully turned over and swooped down, 
skimming only a few feet above the surface of the water.  The 
roar of their rocket motors died to a low hiss.
 The attack ship continued toward the trawler as if oblivious 
to the threat bearing down on it.  The Harpoon missiles ran a 
course parallel with the attack ship for several seconds, then 
simultaneously made a left turn, as if flown by a precision flying 
team, and headed straight for the side of the attack ship.  Josh 
knew the radar in the nose cones of the missiles had acquired the 
target and there was very little the attack ship could do about it 
at that point, especially from such a short distance.
 Finally the attack ship reacted to the missiles and began to 
veer away.  The missiles corrected their course.  Echoing over 
the water, Josh heard what sounded like a loud snare drum in a 
marching band.  A thin wisp of black smoke rose from the rear 
portion of the attack ship and realized it was the ship’s automatic 
gatling gun trying to shoot down the missiles.  The Harpoons, 
however, were not deterred.
 They plunged into the side of the attack ship’s hull like a pair 
of daggers.  The first went off with a low thump and a cloud of 
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gray smoke.  Josh was startled and Valeria gave a cry of surprise.  
The second missile went off with a blast that sent pieces of the 
superstructure hundreds of feet in the air.  Josh and Valeria and 
the others ran for cover.  The tiny fishing boat was pelted with 
debris.  When Josh looked up, all that remained of the attack ship 
was a smoking hull.  The superstructure was toppled over and 
dragged in the water.  The deck was split open and folded back 
from the inside.  There were no signs of life aboard.  In seconds, 
it was swallowed by the sea.
 “What happened?” Kawamura asked.
 Josh shook his head.
 “I think someone spoke to the President again,” he said.
 Looking out into the glare of the setting sun on the water, he 
could see the thin shape of a periscope sticking a few feet out of 
the water.
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The cabins below the deck of the trawler were few and tiny.  The 
galley was the biggest, and there was barely enough space for the 
captain, Josh and Valeria to occupy the room at the same time.
 Kawamura also served as the ship’s cook.  Josh and Valeria 
sat on the benches at a small table and Kawamura brought out 
a tray with bowls of steaming soup.  Josh picked up a bowl and 
sniffed.
 “What is it?” he asked.
 “Pork soup with rice,” Kawamura said.
 “Pork?  I was expecting fish.”
 Kawamura made a disgusted sound with a dismissing wave 
of his hand.
 “We see too much fish here.”
 Josh noticed Valeria looking suspiciously at her bowl of soup.  
Her nose crinkled up in distaste.  It never occurred to him she 
might not have a palate for Japanese cooking.  She leaned closer 
to the table, staring down into the bowl.  Then her expression 
changed.  She picked up the spoon and began to devour the soup.  
Josh smiled.  Her hunger must have overcome her distaste.
 He picked up his own spoon.  The soup looked delicious.  
There were big hunks of pork in the broth, with rice and veg-
etables.  He lifted a spoonful to his mouth and swallowed.  Sud-
denly he was ravenous, and devoured it as fast as Valeria.
 Kawamura sat down with them, scooped up a spoonful of 
soup, and raised it to his lips.

Chapter 8
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 “How did the fire start?” he said as he sipped.
 Josh stopped with the spoon halfway to his mouth.  It sounded 
like the kind of probing question a suspicious mind might start 
with until the captain could find the right line of questions to dig 
for the truth.  Maybe he suspected they were smuggling drugs or 
some other contraband that went down with their boat.  What 
the hell, let him believe what he wanted.  What did he care as 
long as he got them back to dry land?
 “An oil lamp, we think,” Josh said as if he was discussing the 
weather.
 It was a lame excuse, but it was the only thing he came up 
with, and before he could think of anything else it was already 
coming out of his mouth.  He hoped Kawamura would be satis-
fied with that and drop the subject.  He didn’t want the captain 
to ask more questions he couldn’t answer.  He might be looking 
for something he could use if he decided to check up on them.
 “An oil lamp?  Were you asking for trouble?” Kawamura said 
with a laugh.
 Josh shrugged.  “It came with the boat and we never got 
around to replacing it.”
 “Now you won’t have to.”  Kawamura’s chuckle faded and 
the small table was quiet but for the soft sipping.  “My ship has 
taken some damage,” Kawamura said, as if his favorite dog had 
been run over by a car.  “We are taking on water.  That explosion 
loosened some of the slats around the engine compartment.  I 
have decided to return to port immediately.”
 He said this with succinctness as if he expected an argument 
and felt the need to assert his authority.  Josh had no desire to 
argue.  He wanted to get back to land as soon as possible.
 Kawamura got up and went back to the galley.  Josh started 
to eat his soup again.  He noticed Valeria staring at him.
 “What?” he said.
 She spoke in Russian in a low, soft voice he found quite 
sexy.
 “You speak Russian and Japanese.  That is very interest-
ing.”
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 “Yeah.  So?”
 “Do you speak any other languages?”
 “A little German, a little French.  Enough to get by.  Do you 
speak English?”
 “Yes, I do,” Valeria said in English as she raised her spoon to 
her mouth.
 Josh was shocked.  Her English was very clear with only a 
hint of an accent that made her sound exotic.  He looked over his 
shoulder at Kawamura, who was preoccupied with the soup.
 Josh lowered his voice.
 “I don’t think he speaks Russian or English.  If he did he 
would have figured out we’re not who I said we were.”
 Valeria looked puzzled.  “Who did you tell him we are?”
 Josh coughed and looked down at his soup.
 “Husband and wife.”  Valeria looked horrified.  Josh shrugged.  
“I had to.  I couldn’t tell him we’re spies.”
 “You could have told him the truth.”
 “Sure.  And he’d have us arrested before we could get off this 
boat.”
 She glared.  “I don’t even know if you are who you say you 
are.  For all I know you could be another one sent to kill me.”
 Josh’s eyebrows arched.  Sent to kill her?  What did she mean 
by that?  Did someone try to kill her in the past?  Who would 
want her dead?  Probably a lot of people, he realized.  So many 
they would consider sending an attack ship to prevent her from 
escaping.  And if that many people wanted to keep her from tell-
ing what she knew, then she must know some pretty dangerous 
stuff.
 But she was so beautiful.  How could anyone want to hurt 
her?
 She looked up.  “What are you looking at?” she said.
 “Nothing,” Josh said, snapping out of his spell.
 He stared down into his bowl, which was almost empty.  
Kawamura returned with the pot and refilled their bowls.
 Josh opened his mouth to ask if he could use the ship’s radio 
to contact Walt, then closed it.  It would probably be better to 
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let Walt and Filmore worry about them for a couple of days than 
to broadcast their location and destination to any Russians who 
might want Valeria dead.
 “Thank you,” Josh said in Japanese, and dipped his spoon 
into the broth.
 He wanted to get Kawamura on a different subject before he 
started asking another bunch of difficult questions.
 “How long have you been captain of this ship?” Josh said, 
careful not to say “boat” in case Kawamura might be offended.
 A faraway, dreamy look came into Kawamura’s eyes and he 
smiled as he began to recount his past as a crewman, then captain 
and eventually owner of the fishing boat.  Josh nodded as he spoke 
and encouraged him to tell more, all the while glancing at Valeria, 
who obviously understood none of it.
 Josh cared nothing for what Kawamura had to say.  He’d much 
rather have heard Valeria’s stories.  All he knew about her so far 
was that she had been a KGB spy and she was in prison and she 
was remarkably beautiful.  This was a lot of stuff for someone so 
young.  If only he wasn’t so sure she hated his guts.

*     *     *     *

Kawamura made sleeping arrangements for them.  They would 
reach Mombatsu sometime the next day, depending on how much 
time they could make with a leaking hull.  Unfortunately, the 
only accommodations Kawamura had for them was the cramped 
galley, and the only places for anyone to sleep were the bench or 
the floor.
 Valeria did not want to sleep on the floor.  She did not want 
to be on that horrible, smelly boat at all.  She wanted to be back 
in her own apartment with her own bed with her favorite quilted 
blanket and Pushkin, her old cat.  She had not been to that apart-
ment since the day they arrested her, more than a year and a half 
ago.  By now there was no telling what they did with Pushkin, or 
her old bed, or who was living in her apartment now.
 She had not seen Yuri in almost all of that time, either.  The 
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prison did not allow her to have visitors, but that did not prevent 
Yuri from getting a message to her once in a while.  Yuri was very 
resourceful and that made her so proud of him.  His messages were 
most often delivered by other women who were arrested.  Some, 
she suspected, committed crimes at his request for the purpose 
of delivering his message.
 Kawamura brought them thin, rolled mats to sleep on.  The 
American volunteered to sleep on the floor and Valeria was 
glad because she was tired and not in the mood to fight for the 
bench.
 Thinking of Yuri made her melancholy.  She longed to look 
into his gentle face again and touch him and feel his hands touch-
ing her.
 She lay on her side on the thin mat rolled out over the hard 
bench, staring at the dark outline of the American in the dim, pale 
moonlight that shined through the tiny porthole.  In the short time 
she knew him he put her in the way of more danger than she ever 
faced in her entire life.  Even so, he got her out of it, somehow, 
and here she was, safe for the moment on a tiny boat on her way 
to freedom.
 Would this man be able to get her where they were going 
without getting her killed?  He was a handsome man and she 
might have loved him in a different situation, but she didn’t know 
anything about him.  For all she knew he was taking her into even 
greater danger than she had faced so far.  She wanted to trust him, 
but she could not afford to risk putting her life in his hands.  He 
seemed a good man to trust, especially when she looked into his 
dark, strong eyes, but there was too much to lose.  She resolved to 
take the first opportunity to get away from him.  Then she could 
try to find Yuri again.

*     *     *     *

Ismail Rafjani was always glad to return to Baghdad.  He lived 
many places in his life, but nowhere did he feel more at home.  
The people here respected and feared him and that was better 
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than all the love he could get from his mother’s arms.
 He went directly to the Dishtili building in downtown Bagh-
dad, which housed the center of government for all of Iraq.  The 
offices of Iraqi Intelligence occupied the third floor.  Rafjani went 
to the office of Ali Galim, his superior.
 “We have another task for you,” Galim told him.
 “So soon?  I’m anxious to get back to the camp.”
 He was anxious to get his hands on the new shipment of 
explosives, but he wouldn’t tell Galim that.
 “It concerns your friend, Mahmoud Azzizi.”
 Rafjani was confused.  “What does he have to do with any-
thing?”
 “He followed you to Cizre two days ago and returned last 
night.”
 “Why?”
 “That’s what we’d like you to find out.”
 “Me?” Rafjani said.
 Galim stared at him without speaking.  He would not give 
orders twice, and Rafjani knew what he had to do.  He got up 
and went out.
 This was bad.  If Mahmoud followed him to Cizre and re-
turned without telling anyone, then there could only be one reason 
for it.  He was reluctant to hear Mahmoud’s answers.  Mahmoud 
had been like a brother to him since his arrival in Iraq.  Together 
they rose through the ranks of the Iraqi military, completed their 
terrorist training, and simultaneously made the decision to make 
the move to Iraqi Intelligence.  What Galim proposed was un-
thinkable.  Rafjani refused to believe the man he considered his 
only friend in the world was an Israeli agent.  If it was true, there 
was only one possible outcome.  Rafjani would have to kill him.
 He stopped at the door to Mahmoud’s office and knocked.  
From inside, Mahmoud’s voice told him to enter.  Rafjani opened 
the door and looked into his friend’s familiar face and instantly 
he knew.  Mahmoud Azzizi was a traitor.
 Mahmoud smiled.  “Ismail.  What a pleasure to see you.  How 
was your trip?”
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 Rafjani forced a smile and entered the office, closing the door 
behind him.
 “The trip was fine,” Rafjani said.
 His voice was as plain as if a machine  spoke.  He felt cold 
to his center.  He pulled out the chair and sat, but found he was 
unable to hold the smile any longer and it faded.  He started to 
speak, but Mahmoud spoke first.
 “I was just about to get a meal.  I would be glad if you joined 
me.”
 “Yes,” Rafjani said.
 That would give him time to think and maybe stop his world 
from spinning.  He imagined asking outright if it was true he was 
an Israeli spy and in his mind he saw Mahmoud laughing at the 
idea with his head tilted back as he always did when he heard a 
good joke.  But when he looked up to Mahmoud’s face as he rose 
from his chair and grabbed his jacket, Rafjani no longer believed 
he could accept that laugh as genuine.
 They walked to a small cafe two blocks from the Dishtili build-
ing.  Rafjani was not sure if that was the right time to confront 
Mahmoud with what he learned.  He didn’t know how he would 
react to being asked such an outrageous question in public.  Part 
of Rafjani wanted the small table on the sidewalk in front of the 
cafe to be the right place so Mahmoud could laugh off the sug-
gestion as he did so many of Rafjani’s other ridiculous ideas, and 
reassure Rafjani it was all untrue.  Another part of him knew the 
right place to ask such a thing was in a controlled environment, 
where Mahmoud would be compelled to answer truthfully out 
of fear.  He decided Mahmoud was still his friend and deserved 
the benefit of the doubt.
 Rafjani managed to contain himself during the meal of curried 
beef and rice.  As they sipped green tea, the question came out.
 “You followed me to Cizre.  Why?”
 Mahmoud’s hand hesitated as it raised the tea cup to his lips, 
then continued and he sipped as if the question was about nothing 
more than the weather.  He chuckled and set the tea cup down 
on the saucer.
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 “That’s good.  Who’s been telling you this?”
 “That’s irrelevant.  Why did you follow me to Cizre?”
 “It’s true I went to Cizre.  I returned only last night.  But in 
order to follow you I would have had to know that you were go-
ing there.  As I didn’t, I could only have been there on my own 
business.  Which I was.”  His face looked stern.  “What were you 
doing in Cizre?”
 The question caught Rafjani off guard and he sat back.  Some-
thing was not right.  Mahmoud was lying and Rafjani knew he 
was lying, but the part of him that wanted to believe in the lie was 
winning because Rafjani had big plans for the future and those 
plans included Mahmoud.
 “I was ... seeing a woman.”
 Mahmoud snickered.  “I thought as much.”  He sat back, 
gazing up at the clear sky.  “Ah, what is it about Turkish women 
that makes them so ...”  He held his hand up in a fist.  “... Robust?  
I suspect you and I are not the only men in this city who have 
women friends they ... visit in Cizre.”
 He tilted his head back and laughed, but Rafjani felt it was 
more of a nervous laugh.  Now he was even more confused than 
before.  He did not know what to think.  What he believed to be 
the truth conflicted with the truth he wanted to believe.
 Mahmoud paid for the lunch and they walked back to the 
Dishtili building in a reverent silence.  With every step, Rafjani’s 
anger grew.  He suspected Mahmoud was not being truthful, but 
did this make him an agent for the enemy?  Galim did not insinu-
ate that he was the enemy, only that he wanted Rafjani to find 
out why he followed him to Cizre.  His claim of seeing a woman 
was a weak alibi, but he was forced to accept it unless Galim had 
evidence to support the suspicion.  And if he did, why didn’t he 
share it with him before he sent him to confront Mahmoud?
 Because he had no evidence.  Galim had nothing more than 
a suspicion and he was naturally paranoid, which suited his posi-
tion as Head of Intelligence.  His suspicions caused Rafjani to be 
suspicious, and he too easily went right along with them.
 As they reached the Dishtili building and went up to the third 
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floor, Rafjani felt as if the entire weight of those crates he hauled 
was lifted from him.  Galim was suspicious of everyone and he 
was using Rafjani in a weak attempt to smear the reputation of a 
man considered to be his nearest rival.  Mahmoud commented 
again on the bawdy nature of Turkish women and they laughed 
together as they went into his office.
 Galim was there, sitting behind Mahmoud’s desk.  Also in 
the office were two men in plain, dark suits, both of Internal Se-
curity.  Mahmoud froze in the doorway.  The color drained from 
his face.
 “Come in, sit down,” Galim said, without rising.
 Rafjani and Mahmoud went into the office and sat.  The two 
men in the dark suits watched them.
 “Forgive me for using you as I did, Ismail, but I had to know 
if you had the heart to betray a person who is close to you.  I 
regret that you could not.  We’ll deal with this later.”  He looked 
at Mahmoud.  “As for you, we can do this the easy way or we can 
do it the hard way.”
 Mahmoud glanced over his shoulder at the two men standing 
behind him.  He straightened in his chair and appeared to become 
resolute, setting his jaw.
 “If you are accusing of something I’d like to know what it 
is.”
 Ali leaned forward, both hands flat on Mahmoud’s desk.
 “You are a Jew spy.”
 Rafjani sat as still as a rock, staring straight ahead at nothing.  
His whole world turned black.  He was accustomed to being the 
one who manipulated and used people to suit his purposes.  He 
hated the thought of being used by the very people who encour-
aged him and allowed him to prosper in the area to which he was 
so well suited.
 Mahmoud did not speak.  Rafjani could sense he was silently 
pleading for help, but he could not.  Twice he was betrayed in 
only a few hours.  He had been such a fool.  They both played 
him like an instrument and he was blind to it all.  How could he 
expect to continue after such humiliation?



Change of Heart 157

 “You can’t just accuse me of something like that,” Mahmoud 
said, his voice rising.  “I have faithfully served the Iraqi govern-
ment for more than half my life.  I deserve more respect than 
that.”
 Ali Galim sat back, smiling.
 “You have been sending military secrets to the Israelis since 
the day you arrived.  Your treason has cost this nation hundreds 
of lives, including some of the best officers this department has 
ever produced.  For this you will die.”
 Mahmoud was silent again.  Rafjani rose from his chair and 
turned to face him.  Mahmoud’s face was pale.  Perspiration 
beaded on his forehead.
 Everyone in the room watched Rafjani, as if this was a banquet 
in his honor and they were waiting for him to make his speech.  His 
jaw was clenched, and when he spoke he pointed at Mahmoud.
 “When you die, it will be by my hand.”
 He glared at Mahmoud with wild eyes.  Mahmoud trembled.  
A small, sadistic smile curled on Galim’s lips.

There was fear in Mahmoud’s eyes.  He was stripped naked and 
strapped to a straight back, wooden chair.  Galim sent his two 
security men away and Rafjani was left in the dark room with Ali 
and Mahmoud.  A single, bare bulb shined directly over Mah-
moud’s head, accentuating the pointed features of his face with 
long shadows.  It was like something out of a movie.
 Rafjani realized he was breathing hard and his heart was racing 
as he watched Galim put on a pair of rubber gloves.  Mahmoud 
watched him, too, with wide, fearful eyes.
 Rafjani knew nothing about torture.  He knew it was used.  
In the business of intelligence it was usually the most effective 
method of extracting information from enemy agents.  Rafjani 
never felt the desire to have any part of it.  He wasn’t sure if he 
wanted to witness it right then.  He was sure, however, he wanted 
to see Mahmoud, or whatever his name was, dead, and he wanted 
the satisfaction of being the one to kill him.
 Ali Galim would perform the torture himself.  He chose heat 
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as the persuasive element.  On some days he used electricity, and 
on others he simply beat a man senseless.  At the start, Rafjani was 
horrified and pitied the man who had been his friend for what 
he was about to go through.  When Galim burned the palm of 
Mahmoud’s hand with something that looked like a hair curling 
iron and Mahmoud screamed, Rafjani felt his skin crawl.
 “What is your name?” Galim demanded.
 “Mahmoud Azzizi,” he said.
 His eyes were closed and his teeth were clenched together.
 Galim seared his palm again and Mahmoud screamed again.  
Rafjani watched in horror, unable to turn away even though he 
wanted to so badly.
 Galim appeared to enjoy this.  He asked the question again.  
Mahmoud squeezed his lips together in defiance.  Galim pressed 
the iron into his scorched palm.  Rafjani could smell the burning 
flesh and could hear a sizzling noise between screams.
 “What is your name?” Galim shouted.
 “Mahmoud ... Mahmoud-”
 He screamed again when Galim pressed the iron into the 
palm of his other hand.  Mahmoud squeezed his mouth shut 
again, desperate to defy Galim with every last bit of his strength.  
Rafjani felt admiration for his courage.  Mahmoud was sweating 
and shaking and tears ran from his eyes.  He knew he was going 
to die, yet still he was defiant.
 Galim, however, had obviously dealt with defiance before, and 
had no patience for it.  He closed his fist and slugged Mahmoud 
in the jaw, twisting his head.  Then he jammed the smoking iron 
into Mahmoud’s genitals.  His head lifted and he squealed.  Rafjani 
cringed and crossed his legs, feeling sympathetic pain.
 “Your name!” Galim shouted, his mouth an inch from Mah-
moud’s ear.
 “Benrubi!” the man screamed.
 His head lowered and he sobbed.  His body shook.
 Galim took the iron away.  The room was silent except for the 
man’s sobs and the quiet crackle of burned flesh on the iron.
 Rafjani stared at him with his mouth open.  He was a spy.  He 
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was the enemy.  Galim knew and Rafjani never suspected.  Galim 
turned and looked at him.  If he was gloating, Rafjani could not tell.  
He wore the expression of a craftsman engrossed in his work.
 Galim picked up a cigarette from an ashtray beside a cassette 
recorder, took a puff, and put it back.
 “Benrubi,” Galim repeated, his voice calm once again.  “What 
is your full name?”
 “Avram ... Avram ... Benrubi.”
 His voice was weak between the sobbing, the voice of a de-
feated man.
 Rafjani’s pity and admiration vanished.  He had no compassion 
for Jews.  Their adoption of western ideals was the consummation 
of everything he stood against.  They were invaders in a land that 
did not want them.  Their culture was contradictory to the rich 
and ancient heritage of Persia and Central Asia and he felt the 
Jews had no right to impose their own cultures and beliefs on 
such a world.
 Ali Galim began to interrogate Benrubi in a gradual, methodi-
cal manner, and Rafjani gained a new respect for the man, although 
it was a reserved, fearful admiration.  Galim was not a man to 
be crossed.  Rafjani liked this quality the most, to be feared and 
respected by those under him.  Such power must be an incredible 
sensation.
 The torture went on for what seemed like hours.  Galim 
started by asking Benrubi who he worked for, who trained him, 
then moved on to more probing questions.  Whenever Benrubi 
hesitated or gave an unsatisfactory answer, Galim was quick to 
prod him with the iron or one of the other devices laid on the 
small table.
 Benrubi’s strength faded.  By the end, he was nothing more 
than a quivering mass, hardly recognizable as the proud, jovial 
man Rafjani ate lunch with earlier that day.
 Rafjani felt little better himself.  Just watching it all took a lot 
out of him.  His morbid fascination at the start turned to boredom 
by the end.  He was exhausted, and he had been sitting the entire 
time.
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 Benrubi’s answers became inaudible.  His head hung limp to 
one side and his mouth hung open.  A string of drool ran from 
his mouth down his shoulder.  Parts of his body were scarred with 
bright red burn marks.  Rafjani looked at him impassionately, as 
he would at a dead animal at the side of the road.
 Galim repeated a question.  Benrubi did not respond.  Rafjani 
expected Galim to force a response with the hot iron, but he did 
not.  Instead, he pressed his fingers to the side of Benrubi’s neck, 
just above an ugly burn mark.  Then he turned and picked up the 
cigarette.
 “He’s dead,” Galim said though a cloud of smoke as he pulled 
off the rubber gloves.
 Rafjani stiffened.  He was dead.  That was it.  He sighed.  He 
was not disappointed that he did not get the opportunity to finish 
him off.  He was glad it was over.  Now he would find out his own 
fate, and he hoped it did not lie in that chair.
 Then, to Rafjani’s surprise, Galim bent his head and mumbled 
a short prayer.
 “What was that for?” Rafjani asked when he raised his head 
and puffed the cigarette again.
 Galim looked at Benrubi.
 “He was a warrior and a good soldier for his people.  He 
deserved to die with dignity, not like ... this.”
 “What about me?”
 Galim stubbed out the cigarette.  “You’re done here.”
 “Then I’ll go back to my office.”
 Galim shook his head.
 “No, I mean you’re finished.  You’ll have to leave.  I won’t 
kill you, but you can no longer remain with this agency.  You’ve 
become a liability.  The Mossad know too much about your move-
ments and your appearance.  You have to leave.”
 Rafjani stared at him in disbelief.
 “You’re kicking me out?”
 “This is not a club.  We take our business very seriously.”
 “I would think no one knows that more than me.”
 Galim considered it for a moment.
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 “You’re probably right, but that does not change the facts.  
You’ll leave Iraq today and you’ll never return.”
 He picked up the recorder and left.
 Rafjani looked at the body of the Israeli agent.  Just like that, 
Ali Galim eliminated them both.  Rafjani worked so hard to get 
his career that far, and it was over, at least as far as Ali Galim was 
concerned.  Rafjani still had plans, those plans just no longer in-
cluded his friend.  He walked past the body and left the room.
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Kawamura was on the bridge.  Josh stood next to him, staring 
out at the growing coastline of Northern Japan.  Kawamura’s 
mood was somber and Josh could certainly understand.  He felt 
responsible for the damage to Kawamura’s boat, and this boat 
was his livelihood.  It was also the livelihood for his crew.  What 
would they do now that he damaged their boat?
 That was crazy.  He didn’t break their ship, the Russians did.  
Kawamura happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.  
Josh glanced at him out of the corner of his eye.  He was glad, 
though, because if he hadn’t come by when he did, that attack 
ship would have cut Valeria and him to pieces just like Jurgen 
and the other guy in the Zodiac.  That image was still vivid in his 
mind.  Limping to dry land in a slow, leaky boat was a whole lot 
better than being chopped into bite size shark food without sight 
of land.
 “I have contacted the authorities,” Kawamura said in an 
offhand way.
 Josh’s ears pricked up.  This was something that had con-
cerned him.  Kawamura continued.
 “They knew nothing of you or your vessel, but this didn’t 
surprise me.  I was able to report the loss of your vessel and that 
you and your wife are safe.  They will be waiting for you when 
we arrive.”
 “I’m afraid we don’t have our passports,” Josh said.  “They 
were on the boat when it went down.”

Chapter 9
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 He was getting so used to telling these stories he began to 
believe them himself.
 Kawamura nodded.  “That will be difficult.  What can you 
do about that?”
 “I’ll have to call the American Embassy.  They should be able 
to get new identification for us.”
 Kawamura nodded again, his head bobbing.
 “That will be satisfactory.”
 Satisfactory?  It would be exactly what he wanted.  He would 
hand Valeria off to someone at the Embassy, then jump on the 
next plane back to the States.  He would be glad to be back in 
his own bed.  It felt like he’d been gone a week.
 He went below to check on Valeria.  She had just awaken and 
was sitting up on the bench.
 “Good morning,” he said.
 She looked at him without speaking.  He wondered if she was 
still angry with him.
 “We’ll be in Japan shortly.  Kawamura talked to the authori-
ties.  They’ll be waiting for us.  I think I can get them to let us go to 
the U.S. Embassy in Tokyo.  We’ll be safe once we get there.”
 She nodded.  He wondered what she was thinking.  Why 
didn’t she say anything?  She looked so vulnerable, like a little 
girl who fell and skinned her knee.  He knew how much she had 
been through in the last couple of days and he could imagine 
how disoriented she must have felt.  He wanted to make her feel 
more comfortable and let her know everything was going to be 
all right.
 She reminded him of a girlfriend he had back in high school, 
whose father just died.  It was their prom night and she was sitting 
in the hospital waiting room in her prom dress, wearing that same 
disoriented, frightened look on her face.  He remembered sitting 
next to her, wanting to comfort her and not knowing how.
 Looking at Valeria, he decided he’d better not sit next to her 
and put his arm around her.  He was afraid she might bite his 
head off.
 It felt like they had been together for years, even though he 
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knew nothing about her.  She could have a husband, two kids and a 
dog back home in Russia.  He was not briefed on her background, 
just told to go get her.
 “Are you hungry?” he asked in Russian.
 She suddenly looked cross.
 “Why don’t you leave me alone?”
 Josh winced.  “You know, you make it hard for a person to 
like you.”
 Her face softened and she smiled.
 “Maybe I do.  I am hungry.  Are there eggs and ham on this 
boat?”
 The thought of scrambled eggs and a stack of pancakes made 
Josh hungry, too.
 “I doubt there’s anything fried on this boat.  I know they’ll 
have food for us when we get to the Embassy.  I’m gonna have a 
cheeseburger.”
 “Cheeseburger?”
 “Yeah, it’s ... ground beef, fried, on a bun, with cheese.  It’s 
delicious.”
 “Sounds awful.”
 “Only until you have one.”
 The drone of the motor died to a low rumble and the boat 
slowed.  Josh grabbed the edge of the doorway to keep from los-
ing his balance.
 “I hope that’s not more trouble,” he said, and went back up 
to the deck.
 They were close to land, less than a mile from the coast.  He 
could make out buildings among the trees on the hillside that 
came down to the water’s edge.  Other boats drifted in the water 
around them.  Josh assumed, as he climbed up to the bridge, 
Kawamura slowed to navigate the channels.
 Kawamura turned to look at Josh when he entered the bridge.  
He steered the boat away from other traffic with both hands on 
the wheel.
 “Mombatsu,” Kawamura grunted with a nod of his head in 
the direction of the harbor ahead of them.
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 Josh stood next to Kawamura.  He had never seen Mombatsu, 
although he was familiar with it.  During his stays in Japan he 
learned that a large portion of the fresh seafood sold in restaurants 
and stores in Japan came through Mombatsu.
 Kawamura seemed uptight about something.  He shifted on 
his feet.
 “Is something the matter?” Josh asked.
 Kawamura stammered and shifted.  Josh realized he must be 
ashamed of what he had to say next.
 “I’m sure you’re aware that I was fishing in Russian waters.  
Obviously, this is in violation of many international laws.”
 He coughed and glanced at Josh.  This was obviously difficult 
for him to get out.
 “Naturally, when the Russian ship attacked us, I assumed it 
was for this reason.”
 He turned to look at Josh and appeared to calm down as he 
continued.
 “I don’t know how that ship was sunk, but now I have to be-
lieve it has something to do with you.  The fact that the authorities 
are interested in you confirms my suspicions.”
 Josh stared at him.  He did not know Kawamura well enough 
to know if he was a man of conviction or a man of greed.  If he 
wanted a bribe, Josh had nothing to offer.  If Kawamura turned 
Valeria and him over to the Japanese cops, would they be pro-
tected by the Embassy?
 “What do you want?” Josh said.
 Kawamura shrugged and turned his gaze back to the view of 
the harbor out the window.
 “Merely a deal.”
 “Which is?”
 “If you will agree to keep my secrets hidden, I will agree to 
keep your secrets hidden.”
 Josh smiled.  Kawamura was a man without scruples who had 
no idea how far over his head he was.
 “It’s a deal,” Josh said.
 Kawamura nodded and smiled.
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 A pair of police cars were waiting on the dock.  More than 
two feet of water flooded the bottom of the bilge by then and 
Kawamura could not afford to stop at his own dock.  He had 
called ahead and made arrangements to put his boat in the dry 
dock, at the end of the row of docks.  As Kawamura steered his 
boat toward it, the police officers scrambled back to their cars to 
follow.
 They caught up with the boat at the dry dock.  Josh and Val-
eria and the crewmen disembarked while Kawamura remained 
on board to tend to his boat until it was secured on the supports 
and the water was pumped from the dock.
 From the group of policemen, one man, wearing a brown suit 
and an overcoat, stepped forward.
 “I am Detective Hidaka of the Japanese Federal Police, 
from Tokyo,” he said in perfect English.  He did not hold out his 
hand for Josh to shake.  “I understand you have lost your boat at 
sea.”
 “Yes,” Josh said.
 He couldn’t understand why a Japanese Federal cop would 
have such an interest.
 Detective Hidaka held out his hand to direct them to the 
police cars.
 “If you would come with us, please, we would like to ask you 
some questions concerning the accident.”
 Josh looked into the man’s eyes.  There was no reason for 
them to suspect anything, unless Hidaka did some investigating 
and found out the story was made up.
 “If you don’t mind, we’d really like to get some rest and some 
food.”  He put his arm around Valeria, hugging her like she was 
his wife.  “Plus I have to call our family back home and let them 
know we’re all right.  Then there’s the insurance-”
 “There will be time for that later,” Hidaka said, cutting Josh 
off.  “Please get into the car.”
 Josh looked at the car.  He knew if the police decided to 
charge them with a crime and hold them pending a trial, there was 
nothing the Embassy could do.  If this Hidaka had done any sort 



Change of Heart 167

of investigation, he already knew Josh and Valeria were not who 
they said they were.  If he interviewed Josh and Valeria separately, 
which Josh expected, Hidaka would immediately know their story 
was made up.  Josh could invent family names and an insurance 
policy and the name of a home port and even if they didn’t check 
out his information, Valeria would not give the same story.  If 
there was a trial and the truth came out, the charges against Josh 
would probably be dropped.
 Valeria’s fate, however, might be different.  There was no 
love lost between the Russians and the Japanese, and there was 
no telling what the Japanese courts might do with a known KGB 
spy in their hands.
 However, Josh did not see that they had much choice.  The 
cops outnumbered them four to two and, although Japanese police 
didn’t carry guns, he and Valeria didn’t stand much of a chance 
if they decided to run.  He could only hope the Embassy came 
through for them before they were locked up as spies.
 Josh nudged Valeria toward the car and they got in.  Hidaka 
got in the front seat with one of the uniformed officers, who drove.  
Josh hoped Hidaka would ride in the other car so he and Valeria 
would have a chance to go over their story.  Now Josh tried to 
figure out some new tactic.
 “Your English is very good,” Josh said.
 Hidaka turned to face them, resting his elbow over the back of 
the seat.  The car was right hand drive, and he sat in what would 
have been the driver’s seat in the U.S..
 “UCLA, 1975,” Hidaka said.  “College of Criminology.  That 
was John Wooden’s last year.  We beat North Carolina for the 
National Championship.”
 He smiled and Josh smiled back, wondering what kind of 
interrogation they were in for.
 They drove to the police station in Mombatsu.  Josh held his 
arm around Valeria the entire way, ostensibly to comfort her, but 
in reality to keep her from sulking against the door.  She squirmed 
to get away, but the more she squirmed, the tighter he held.  He 
was going to be glad to get her off his hands so he could get back 



Jack Allen168

to doing real work.  If everything worked out right, somebody 
from the Embassy would be waiting wherever Hidaka was taking 
them and they could walk away.  However, it was rare when things 
worked out right, especially for him.
 The police station they returned to was hardly what Josh 
would think of as a police station.  Mombatsu was a small town 
that rarely saw more crime than an occasional shoplifting by a 
disrespectful teenager.  The station itself was no bigger than a 
small office on the corner of the main downtown street, with 
two desks and two phones.  There was no jail cell.  The single 
room was almost too small to hold the four police officers; what 
appeared to be the entire Mombatsu police force; plus Hidaka, 
Josh and Valeria.
 Hidaka seemed dismayed.  He spoke with one of the local 
officers in hushed but furious tones.  Josh pretended not to listen 
or understand their conversation.  He was able to pick up enough 
to determine that Hidaka demanded more sufficient and appro-
priate facilities and the officer apologized for not being able to 
accommodate him.
 Josh was thankful for small favors, and tried to think of a 
way out of this situation, but there was little hope of that.  They 
had no identification, no money and no way to travel.  If they ran 
they would not get far; there were few westerners in this part of 
Japan.
 Hidaka stood with one hand on his hip and one hand on his 
forehead, looking thoroughly frustrated.  Finally, he and the com-
manding officer agreed that the three junior officers would leave, 
but he would stay to run the station while Hidaka conducted the 
interview.  Apparently, there would be no separate interviews.  
Josh would do all the talking.
 The three uniformed officers left.  Josh assumed they would 
patrol the city, but he wondered if they would just go to a dough-
nut shop to kill time, then tried to remember if Japan even had 
doughnut shops.  As far as he was concerned, they could kill all 
the time they wanted.
 The remaining officer took a seat behind the desk toward the 
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back of the station and picked up the phone.  Hidaka, conced-
ing that he had been relegated to the remaining desk toward the 
front, asked Josh and Valeria to take the seats in front of it and 
sat himself in the chair behind it.
 Looking at the papers on the desk, Hidaka appeared flustered, 
like he was unsure what he should do next.  His lips squeezed 
together in concentration.  He moved a pile of papers away from 
the center of the desk, selected a blank piece of paper, and took 
a pen out of the breast pocket of his jacket.
 “Let’s begin with your names,” Hidaka said, his pen hovering 
over the paper, ready to write.
 Josh cleared his throat and sat straighter in the chair.
 “Josh and Valerie ... McClintock,” he said, and wondered why 
he chose that name.
 He glanced at Valeria.  What was going through her mind?
 “Like the movie?” Hidaka said without looking up as he 
wrote.
 “Uh, yeah,” Josh said.
 He watched Hidaka write the name in English among the 
Japanese characters on the piece of paper.  He didn’t really buy 
that, did he?
 Hidaka stopped writing and looked up with a big smile on 
his face.
 “I am a big fan of John Wayne movies.  I’ll bet you hear that 
quite a bit.”
 “Yeah, we do.”
 He and Hidaka laughed at the joke.  If this was meant to put 
him off his guard, it was working.  Josh was terribly nervous.  
Valeria, on the other hand, just looked pissed.
 “Where do you live?”
 “San Diego,” Josh said.
 His mind worked quickly, mostly out of nervousness.  San 
Diego seemed more appropriate than Washington D.C. or any 
other city on the east coast.  A couple sailing the Pacific out of 
San Diego was more plausible than a couple out of Chesapeake.  
At least it was plausible enough for Hidaka because he wrote it 
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down.
 Josh shifted in his chair.  Hidaka looked up.
 “Are you nervous about something, Mr. McClintock?”
 “Someone from the Embassy was supposed to meet us.”
 Hidaka looked at the other officer.
 “To my knowledge, no one has contacted the Embassy regard-
ing your situation.”
 “Could you do that, please?”
 Again, Hidaka looked at the other officer, then pushed the 
phone across the desk to Josh.
 Josh picked up the receiver.  He knew the number for the 
Embassy from memory; it wasn’t that long since he lived in To-
kyo, but how would that look to Hidaka if he dialed and spoke 
Japanese with the operator?  He held up the receiver, looking at 
it like it was some strange sandwich he didn’t want to eat.
 “How the hell do you call the Embassy?”
 Hidaka sighed and took the phone back.  He dialed, waited, 
spoke to someone in Japanese, then to someone in English, and 
handed the phone to Josh again.
 “Hello?” Josh said.
 “This is the American Embassy, how can I help you?” said a 
woman’s voice on the other end.
 She had a hint of a southern accent, South Carolina, prob-
ably.
 “I’m glad to hear you,” Josh said.  Hidaka was staring down 
at the sheet of paper and writing something.  “My name is Josh 
McClintock.”  He felt odd using that name.  “It’s kind of a strange 
story.  My wife and I were shipwrecked and we were rescued by 
a fishing boat.”
 He glanced at Valeria, imagining her as his wife.  She was 
looking back at him.  He could see them being married.
 “Now we’re here at this police station in, um ...”
 “Mombatsu,” Hidaka said.
 “Mombatsu.  We lost all our possessions and identification 
when our sailboat sunk in the storm.  I’m sure you can imagine 
the predicament we’re in.”
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 It would have been so much easier to identify himself and ask 
to speak to the head of security, who was certain to recognize him, 
but to do that in front of Hidaka would probably put himself and 
certainly put Valeria in jeopardy.  He could be patient and wait 
until they were away from Hidaka.
 The woman with the southern accent transferred Josh to an-
other person, who listened as he told his story once more.  Then 
Josh listened as he was told the routine procedure concerning 
persons in their situation.  Finally, he was instructed to go to Sap-
poro, the largest city on Hokkaido, and go to the Taiyama Hotel.  
There would be a room reserved for them and money for food 
and traveling expenses would be wired and waiting, all of which 
would have to be reimbursed by Josh’s insurance company, of 
course.  In the morning they would make arrangements to bring 
him and his wife to the Embassy, where they would be subjected 
to the next steps in the procedure, which would include a search 
for any missing person reports or outstanding warrants, and 
eventually they would be returned to the States.
 Josh agreed to all of this.  Once he got to the hotel in Sapporo 
he could call them back and explain who he was and they would 
certainly want to bring him in as soon as possible.
 When he hung up, Hidaka was looking at him.
 “The Embassy has made arrangements for us at a hotel in 
Sapporo.”
 “I see,” Hidaka said.  He set his pen down.
 “Are we done here?”
 “I have more questions to ask.”
 “Are you gonna charge us with anything?”
 Hidaka looked defeated.  He sat back in the chair.
 “No, I have nothing to charge you with.”
 “Then we can go?”
 Hidaka nodded, frowning.
 “You are free to go.”  Then he sat forward as if an idea came 
to him.  “How will you get to Sapporo?”
 “A taxi, I suppose.”
 Hidaka stood up.
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 “Captain Yakita will drive you.”  He ordered the police officer 
to approach.  “That is, if you don’t mind.”
 Josh realized this was Hidaka’s attempt to keep track of them, 
but he didn’t care.  There was nothing the Japanese police could 
do now.  The Embassy was waiting.
 “That would be fine,” Josh said.
 Hidaka gave a command to Yakita in Japanese and the police 
officer went out to retrieve the remaining police car.  He brought 
it to the front of the station, where Josh and Valeria and Hidaka 
were waiting.
 “Thanks for your help,” Josh said.
 He shook Hidaka’s hand and got into the back seat of the car 
with Valeria.
 “Have a good trip home,” Hidaka said.

*     *     *     *

Potapemkin had not been home in forty eight hours.  His wife 
called four or five times to ask when he was coming home; he lost 
count.  When he was tired he slept at his desk or on the couch 
in the lounge.  When he was hungry he ate whatever sandwich 
Virolchik brought him.  He had no idea of the number of cups 
of coffee he had consumed.
 It was before dawn on what day he didn’t know.  He was 
preparing a report he would deliver in a few hours to Grigory 
Luzhkoi, his superior in the Party and the right hand man of 
Vassily Nedved, the man the Party chose to lead them back into 
power.  It would be a good report that would cast himself and 
his entire department in a good light.  He even found room to 
describe Mironov’s actions as commendable.  He was careful not 
to go too far in his praise so as to make Mironov appear heroic.  
It would not do to put his own rival in a position more favorable 
than his own, especially when there were promotions and power 
to be gained.
 Potapemkin heard a knock and looked up.  The door of his 
office was already open.  Virolchik was standing in it, his wool 
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jacket and pants looking rumpled.  Did he stay overnight as well?  
Many people in the office assumed Virolchik never went home.
 “What is it?” Potapemkin said.
 “Communications has informed me they may have a lead on 
the missing girl.”
 Potapemkin sat up.  “What sort of lead?”
 “We have a wiretap on the phones at the American Embassy 
in Tokyo.  A few hours ago they intercepted a phone call from 
an American named Josh McClintock.  We can’t be sure he’s the 
man we’re looking for.”
 “Where did the call originate?”
 Virolchik looked down at a small piece of paper in his 
hand.
 “Mombatsu, a small city on Hokkaido.”
 Potapemkin rose from his chair and turned to examine a world 
map on his office wall.
 “Was the girl with him?” Potapemkin said, his back to Virol-
chik.
 “He mentioned something about his wife.  He had a 
story about being rescued in the sea north of Japan by a fishing 
boat.”
 Potapemkin stared at the map.  It had to be her.  The Party’s 
patrol ship, the last one they were allowed to operate, was in the 
area and reported being close to her.  They had not reported in 
some time. 
 “Has there been any word from the Mnolovrek?”
 “They do not respond to any messages and there has been 
nothing since two nights ago when they reported finding the 
sailboat.”
 That was bad, Potapemkin knew.  He could not imagine 
what could have happened to that ship.  Potapemkin also knew 
Mironov was due to make his next move by the time morning 
came in Washington.  That would be sometime in the afternoon 
Moscow time.
 “Who is assigned to meet Mironov?” Potapemkin asked.
 “Kobalev, one of his own men.”
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 “Get a message to Kobalev.  Tell him to inform Mironov of 
a change in plans.  Tell him the girl is in Tokyo and McGowan is 
with her.”
 “Do we know that’s true?”
 He was annoyed by the young man’s insolence, but if Virolchik 
was aware of his annoyance, it didn’t show on his face.
 “For now, it’s true enough.”

Mironov stood in front of the mirror in the hotel bathroom, 
checking to make sure his new tie was straight.  Filmore had 
given him the tie, along with the crisp new white cotton shirt, the 
tweed jacket and the dark wool slacks.  The clothes were delight-
fully comfortable and fit as if they had been tailored especially 
for him.
 The pair of Secret Service agents were waiting in the hallway 
to escort him to Langley, Virginia, where he was to be debriefed 
over the next several days before being allocated to some sort of 
protection program.  He did not remember exactly what Filmore 
called it, but he didn’t pay too much attention when she told him.  
Very little of what she said would apply to him after today.  He 
had no intention of memorizing all the nonsense she told him 
since his arrival.
 It hardly seemed like three days had passed since he came 
across the border and gave himself up to western authorities.  And 
today he was supposed to be at CIA Headquarters.  He would 
regret missing such an opportunity, as well as the chance to see 
Washington, D.C.  Many men in his position longed to see the 
capital of the nation against which they struggled for decades.  
Regrettably, he would have to pass it up.
 Mironov opened the door.  Both Secret Service agents turned 
to look at him.  One, with dark hair, was standing beside the door 
with his back to the wall.  The other, who had curly blonde hair, 
stood with his back against the opposite wall, facing the door.  
Both wore plain trenchcoats.
 “I am ready to meet the President,” Mironov said.
 “I don’t think that’s going to happen,” said the one with the 
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curly blonde hair.  “But I’m sure you’ll make a lot of new friends 
today.”
 Mironov grinned.  “I’m sure you’re right.”
 The three of them rode in silence in the elevator to the lobby, 
then the agents escorted Mironov out to the street, where an 
unmarked Chevy waited with another man in a trenchcoat in the 
driver’s seat.
 The car was quiet for the entire trip to the airport.  The de-
meanor of these men was almost as dour as that of the men who 
had once been assigned to protect men such as Andropov and 
Brezhnev.  Mironov grinned.  It was difficult for anyone to be 
more serious about their work.
 Under Gorbachev they were less oppressive, but only to the 
point where they were more like these Secret Service agents, 
although he sometimes questioned their dedication to duty, espe-
cially compared to these Americans.  In the new Russia, nobody’s 
heart seemed to be in their work, and he was certain this was a 
major flaw in the new Republic administration.  Under the old 
Supreme Soviet this never would have been a problem.  Today, 
with the help of these unsuspecting Americans, Mironov would 
endeavor to strike a blow against the weak Republic and take 
another step toward reestablishing the Soviet Party in Russia, 
where men would be forever dour and the work would get done 
properly, whether they wanted to do it or not.
 They got to the airport early and would have to wait.  Mironov 
was not bothered by this.  It made the next part of his plan that 
much easier.
 The driver stayed in the car and drove off when they got out.  
Mironov and the two agents went up the steps.  Once inside, 
Mironov’s eyes darted from side to side, glancing at each person 
they passed until he found the one he was looking for, a tall man 
with a round face and short, brown hair.  His name was Vitaly 
Kobalev, and he wore jeans and a plaid flannel shirt and had a 
backpack on his shoulders.  For an instant they made eye contact 
as Mironov walked past, then Kobalev turned away and bent over 
a drinking fountain.
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 The agents had their tickets, but the plane would not depart 
for an hour, so they found a bench and sat down to wait.  The 
dark haired agent picked up a newspaper someone left behind.  
He sat on the opposite bench, facing Mironov and the curly haired 
agent.
 After a couple of minutes, Kobalev walked behind the agent 
reading the newspaper.  When he was gone, Mironov announced 
he needed to use the restroom.  He walked around the end of the 
bench and went to the restroom, which was behind the bench he 
had been sitting on.  The curly haired agent got up and went with 
him.  The dark haired agent had a good look at the restroom door, 
but this was something Mironov had planned to deal with.
 In the restroom, Mironov glanced left then right, discreetly 
looking for Kobalev.  He wasn’t there.  Another man was, with a 
child, washing the boy’s hands at the sink.  Mironov went to one 
of the urinals and pretended to use it.
 The boy, who seemed about five years old, asked his father 
endless questions.  The father answered them all with equally 
endless patience, and they went out.  Mironov smiled.  He re-
membered when his own daughter was that age.  It had been a 
delightful time.  He longed for those days, when he could be close 
to his daughter and the trials of the Party were secondary to his 
life.
 The door opened and someone came in.  Mironov looked 
over his shoulder.  It was Kobalev.  The curly haired agent was at 
the sink, checking his teeth.  He paid no attention to Kobalev.
 Kobalev set his backpack on the edge of one of the sinks and 
looked at Mironov.  Mironov nodded.  The curly haired agent 
noticed their signals in the mirror.  He glanced at Mironov, then 
at Kobalev.  Mironov saw a sudden comprehension in his eyes, 
then a hint of fear.  He reached for the gun in the holster on his 
belt, but was too late.  Kobalev had already drawn his own gun, 
with a silencer attached to the end of the barrel.  He jammed 
it into the curly haired agent’s gut and pulled the trigger twice.  
Mironov barely heard the muffled gunshots, but he saw the man’s 
eyes grow wide, then roll back into his head as he slumped to the 
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floor.
 “Quickly,” Kobalev said, motioning Mironov over.
 Mironov opened the nearest toilet stall.  Standing behind the 
dead agent, Kobalev hooked his hands under the dead man’s arms 
and dragged him into the stall.  He locked the door and climbed 
out over the top.  Mironov looked under the door.  He could see 
only the agent’s feet.  It appeared he was sitting on the toilet.
 “I’ll get the other one,” he said.
 Before he could get to the door, it swung open and the dark 
haired agent came in.  Mironov stopped at one of the sinks and 
turned on the water to wash his hands.  The agent stopped.  
Mironov looked up at him.
 “Where’s Foley?” the agent said.
 “In the stall,” Mironov said, nodding toward the row of stalls.  
He shook the water off his hands.  “He is not feeling well.  Could 
you pass me one of those towels?”
 The agent reached for a stack of paper towels on the ledge at 
the bottom of the mirror and handed one to Mironov.
 “Thank you,” Mironov said.
 In the mirror, he caught a glimpse of Kobalev coming up 
behind him.  He heard the gunshots more distinctly that time, 
since he was standing closer.  The dark haired agent fell forward 
against Mironov, looking up into his eyes as he died, still holding 
the paper towel.  Mironov saw anger in those eyes, but was not 
moved by it.  He had no feelings for American agents.
 Together, he and Kobalev deposited him in a second stall.  
Without a word, Kobalev removed the backpack from his shoul-
ders and handed it to Mironov, who went into one of the empty 
stalls at the far end of the long row, and closed the door.  As he 
unzipped the backpack, Mironov heard the noise of the water in 
the sink increase slightly.  Kobalev had turned it up to cover any 
noise he might make.
 Inside the backpack was a change of clothes, a cap, shoes, a 
small Russian pistol and a wallet with forged identification and 
money in small, U.S. bills.  He changed into the new clothes, put 
on the shoes and cap, put the wallet and gun in his pockets, and 
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stuffed his old clothes into the backpack.  If he was lucky, the 
clothes might make it back with him and he could wear them 
again in Moscow.
 Vitaly Kobalev was a loyal man who served Mironov for 
many years in the KGB.  Mironov planned to reward him for his 
loyalty when the Party was replaced into power and he was given 
a position of prominence.  When Mironov came out of the stall, 
Kobalev was still running his hands under the water.  He went 
to the sink beside his soldier and washed his hands.  He held out 
the backpack and Kobalev slipped it over his shoulder.  Mironov 
noticed the other stalls were all empty and they were alone.  All 
the same, they were in a busy airport and there would be people 
going in and out.
 “There has been a change,” Kobalev said in Russian, his low 
voice covered by the noise of the water.
 Mironov had to strain to hear.
 “What change?”
 “They do not have the girl.”
 Mironov was flabbergasted.  He went through this entire 
ordeal for the specific purpose of getting the girl, and now it was 
all for nothing.
 “How can they not have the girl?”
 Kobalev shrugged.  “They lost her.  They do not know for 
certain where she went.”
 A short, rotund man came in and went to a urinal against the 
far wall.  Mironov lowered his voice.
 “What about McGowan?”
 “They believe he is with her.”
 “Where are they now?”
 “They believe in Tokyo.”
 Mironov saw an opportunity.  It couldn’t be too difficult 
to find a single Russian woman in a nation of Japanese.  And if 
McGowan was with her, Mironov could get both of them.
 “Maybe it won’t be in vain.”
 “Pardon me?” Kobalev said.
 “How many men do we have in Tokyo?”
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 “Four.  Plus Grinkov.”
 Mironov nodded.
 “I have an idea.  I hope this entire mission will not have been 
in vain.”
 “As do I.”
 Kobalev went out.  Mironov waited a minute or two, then 
followed.
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Filmore saw the paper that morning and did not like what she 
read.  The Russians released the information of the prison break 
and the escape of a former member of the KGB.  They accused 
the United States of involvement and came right out to say the 
CIA performed the deed.  Despite the fact that this was all true, 
it put the President in a bad spot and he, in turn, would put 
Filmore in a worse spot.
 It was eight thirty in the morning and she had been waiting 
outside the Oval Office for more than an hour.  Wrenbeck was 
preparing for a morning press conference and his response to the 
charges the Russians made hinged on what she would tell him.
 And she had nothing to tell him.
 There was not a single report of Josh’s whereabouts since he 
left the carrier America in the northwestern Pacific forty eight 
hours ago.  Filmore was going now on the assumption that he 
was dead.  She didn’t know how he could have run into trouble, 
but anything could have happened, especially when Josh was 
involved.
 If Josh and the girl were dead, then the mission was a complete 
failure and everything: the job, the funding, this little experiment, 
her career, everything was over.  If the Russians had them, then 
there would be a lot of hard questions to answer, and again, ev-
erything would be over.  The situation did not look good for her 
or the President.  But what the hell was she going to tell him?
 The Oval Office door opened and Wrenbeck came out.  Vessey 

Chapter 10
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and a few others Filmore recognized as members of Wrenbeck’s 
administration walked behind him.  Wrenbeck walked to her with 
the entourage in tow.
 “Good morning, Admiral,” he said with a warm smile and 
his hand extended.  “Sorry to keep you waiting so long.”
 “Yes, sir,” Filmore said as she shook his hand, her voice weak 
with shock and uncertainty.
 She could detect no sarcasm in his voice.  The man actually 
seemed glad to see her.  Could it be that bad?
 Vessey spoke up.  “Excuse me, sir, the press is waiting.”
 “They’re not going anywhere.  They can wait,” Wrenbeck 
insisted.  “And could you leave us for a few minutes?  I’ll be along, 
don’t worry.”
 Vessey looked taken aback.  Obviously, he wasn’t used to 
being treated like a butler.  With a look of dismay, Vessey walked 
off.
 Wrenbeck and Filmore moved down the hall, away from the 
others, where they could not be heard.
 “Where do we stand?” Wrenbeck began.
 Filmore had to prevent herself from sighing in frustration.  
She did not sleep well, if at all.  This mission was only a couple 
of weeks old, from the time they picked up Mironov, but it was 
taking its toll on her.
 She cleared her throat.  She could already feel the dreadful 
truth coming out.  Wrenbeck was going to drag her on the carpet 
for this one, she was certain.
 “I regret that I have no new information to report.”  She 
could hear the lack of confidence in her voice and she was sure 
he could hear it as well.  “I have heard nothing.  As of now we 
do not have the girl and we do not know her whereabouts or her 
condition.  I have heard from neither my operative or the USS 
Dallas.  Frankly, sir, I fear the worst.”
 Wrenbeck nodded, staring at the carpet as she spoke as if he 
was figuring out how to stomp her face in it.
 “The Russians have pulled this one on us before,” he said.
 “Sir?”
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 “This is a Gary Powers all over.  They get us to deny the whole 
thing, then pull out the spy for the whole world to see.  It’s the 
only trick they know, but they use it very well.”
 “So what are you going to do?”
 “I’m going to deny the whole thing.  If it blows up in our 
faces, then I guess we both lose our jobs.”
 “Yes, sir,” Filmore said, but Wrenbeck was already going into 
the press room.
 She stared at his back, astounded.  For the first time in their 
mutual careers, and most likely the last, he treated her like a real 
person.
 She had nothing to do now.  All she could think of was to go 
back to her office and clean out her desk.  Still, her mind was on 
Joshua.  She could not stand the idea that he might be dead.  And 
if the Russians had him, would that be worse?  He might think 
so.  She hated to think of what they might be doing to him right 
then.

Joshua moaned.  He lay face down on the bed with his head 
buried in a pillow.  Valeria’s fingers kneaded the tension from 
the muscles in his neck.  She felt refreshed after a quick shower.  
Her skin glowed and her hands were warm on his skin.  She was 
surprised to feel how tight his muscles were.  She surprised herself 
even more by offering to give him the massage.  She wanted to 
hate this man and she kept trying, but she could not find it within 
herself.  She didn’t really want to be where she was now.  Joshua 
was the one responsible for bringing her here, and he represented 
all the other people who put her in such great danger in such a 
short period, but even so, she could not hate him.  He might have 
put her life in danger, but he was also the one who pulled her 
through it.  If it wasn’t for him, she might still be on that sailboat 
or worse, back in the hands of her captors.  A cheap hotel room 
in a remote city of northern Japan was far better than that damp, 
cold, stinking cell in Siberia.
 Besides, this was a beautiful man.  He was tall and had broad, 
muscular shoulders and those deep, dark eyes that spoke to her.  
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She could fall in love with this man.  He was strong enough to 
carry the world on his shoulders, yet gentle enough to make sure 
she was comfortable before he was.  He was confident when chal-
lenged, yet frightened when faced with danger.  She had known 
many men in her life, few of whom possessed any of the qualities 
Joshua McGowan had.  One of those men was the one she was 
already in love with and even though she had been through great 
risks already, she would put herself through much greater risks if 
that was what it took to be back with him.
 She was tempted to take that risk right then, while Joshua was 
most vulnerable.  Their hotel room was only on the third floor 
and if she could get away she could get down to the lobby and 
disappear in the street.  By the time they even started to search 
for her she could have contacted Yuri and he would be on his 
way to pick her up.  Once she was reunited with him she would 
make sure they were never separated again.
 But how could she get away from Joshua without him just 
chasing her down to the lobby?  He would catch her, she had no 
doubt about that.  She could kill him, but with what, the pillow?  
He was much too strong for her to do that, and besides, she’d 
never killed anyone in her life, despite the amount of time the 
KGB spent teaching her how.
 She could hit him on the head to put him out.  She looked 
around the room.  The lamp was secured to the table.  The televi-
sion was too big for her to pick up, and even if she could, it would 
probably kill him if she hit him on the head with it.
 Maybe she could put him to sleep.  He had been very quiet 
and very still for a long time while she rubbed his shoulders.  He 
must have been exhausted.  If he fell asleep, all she had to do was 
walk out.  She began to slow down, hoping he was asleep.
 “Don’t stop,” Joshua said in Russian.
 His voice was muffled by the pillow, but still startled her.  He 
shifted to his side and looked up at her out of the corner of his 
eye.
 “What are you looking at?” she said in an annoyed tone.
 He didn’t appear as exhausted as he should have been.
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 “You.”
 “Why?”
 He chuckled.  “You don’t look like a spy.”
 “Who said I was a spy?”
 “Colonel Mironov,” Joshua said and a chill ran down her 
back.
 Her fingers stopped rubbing his shoulders.  She had almost 
succeeded in forgetting that man.  Hearing his name again was 
like a cold dagger thrust into her belly.  It seemed unreal that he 
was behind all of this.  If the Americans talked to him he must 
have gone over to their side.  That, however, did not sound like 
Mironov.  He would sooner die than betray the motherland.  There 
was a lot more to this than she imagined.
 “You spoke to Mironov?” she said, forcing herself to be 
nonchalant.
 “Only for a few minutes.”
 Valeria paused, but curiosity burned inside her.
 “What did he say about me?”
 “He said you were a KGB whore.”
 Joshua smiled when he said it and her curiosity flared to 
anger.
 “And he is a fat communist pig,” Valeria snarled.
 Joshua was still smiling at her.  How could he think that was 
funny?  She punched his shoulder as hard as she could and got 
off the bed.  Joshua grabbed his shoulder, muttering an ouch.
 “You and Mironov can go to hell.”
 His smile disappeared and he rolled on his back.
 “I guess you don’t like him.”
 Valeria plopped in the chair at the table and sneered, her arms 
crossed on her chest.
 “I do not like him at all.”
 “I thought you’d be glad he helped us bust you out.”
 “I’d be glad if he was rotting in that prison instead of me.”
 Joshua sat up.  “How did you become a spy?” he asked.
 Valeria glared at him.  How could he ask such a question?  She 
did not want to answer something so personal.  She looked into 
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his eyes, trying to read his thoughts, but she saw nothing hidden 
there, only those irresistible eyes.  How could she make up lies 
when he looked at her with such honesty?
 “Mironov made me a spy,” she tried, but it was only a half-
hearted attempt and Joshua saw right through it.
 “I know that much.  How?”
 She searched his eyes for deception or motive.  There was 
none, only honest concern.  How could this man be a spy without 
the slightest hint of deviousness?  He would never survive.
 She found herself wanting to tell the story.  It was something 
she had not even told Yuri, but she was about to reveal her entire 
life to a man she had known only a couple of days.
 “He ... found me.”
 It was not a happy story and she made no attempt to embel-
lish it to make it seem so.  When she was a child her father was 
a prominent man in Soviet society.  She knew little about him 
other than he was a descendant of Russian royalty.  Unfortunately 
for Valeria and her mother, he died young.  She was only eleven 
when her mother remarried, but their lives would never be the 
same.  They were no longer privileged members of upper Soviet 
society.  Her mother struggled to find work just so her family 
could survive.
 The worst part, though, was the man her mother married.  
The marriage was out of necessity rather than love.  Without a 
husband to bring home wages, she and Valeria would have starved.  
It did not help that the man drank heavily and beat her mother 
regularly.
 She was thirteen when he came into her room the first time.  
She was unable to sleep, waiting for him to come home, drunk 
as always, then beat her mother for whatever reason she did not 
know.  She waited to hear his shouting and her mother’s crying, 
but when he opened her bedroom door she thought he had made 
a mistake because he was so drunk.  She sat up and turned on the 
light to tell him so and when he slapped her with the back of his 
hand she was too stunned to even think straight.  He took off his 
pants and climbed on top of her and she was so frightened she 
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couldn’t scream, even when it hurt so badly.  When it was over 
he left and she cried for the rest of the night.
 She was so humiliated she never said anything to her mother.  
It went on like that once or twice a week.  Her fear of the man 
grew.  She would lay in bed every night, trembling in fear whenever 
he came home.  Her mother never did anything.  Valeria was sure 
she must have known.  How could she not?  She began to hate 
her mother for her cowardice as much as she hated the man she 
married.  She vowed to herself she would never marry a man like 
him, even if her life depended on it.
 Valeria paused, reflecting on the images running through her 
mind.  It was  very hard to let them out, but even harder to stop 
once they started.  Her emotions swelled in her throat.
 “What happened?” Joshua said.  His voice was soft.
 She took a deep breath.
 “When I was fifteen I ran away.  I learned to steal to survive.  
I joined a gang of kids my age and we robbed people.  When we 
got caught they separated me and took me to another building.  
That was when I met Mironov.  He put me to work for him and, 
here I am.”
 Joshua looked right at her with those eyes and she wanted to 
fall into his strong arms and lay her head on his shoulder and cry 
her eyes out.  It was such a relief to finally tell someone what she 
kept buried for so long.  She fought it back, though.  She didn’t 
want this one to see her crying.
 “What about you?” she said, trying to change the subject as 
she felt her throat tightening.
 “What about me?”
 “How did you become a spy?”
 He looked away, smiling with embarrassment and she saw a 
sparkle in his eyes.
 “I’m not a ... a spy,” he said, and sounded unconvincing.
 “What are you?”
 He held his hands out, searching for the right word.
 “I’m ... I’m a government employee.”
 “Aren’t we all,” Valeria said with as much sarcasm as she 
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could muster.  “What do you do for your government?”
 Joshua shrugged, his head bobbing side to side in a vague 
way.
 “I catch bad guys.”
 “Except when you get stuck with an embarrassment like 
me.”
 “That’s not what I meant,” Joshua said.
 “What did you mean?”
 She glared at him with her best KGB interrogator face.  Joshua 
stammered, looking away.  Valeria enjoyed watching him squirm.  
She squeezed her mouth shut to keep from laughing out loud.
 “You’re like a ... a symbol of a past the Russian people don’t 
want to remember.  I know it doesn’t sound very nice, but that’s 
the way it is.  They kind of wanted to, you know, keep you hidden 
away in a safe place so you wouldn’t be used against them.  Does 
that make any sense?”
 “No,” Valeria said, shaking her head.
 Joshua shrugged.  “I don’t know how else to explain it.”
 “Why do you do this?” she asked.
 Joshua looked confused.  “Why do I do what?”
 “This,” she said, holding her hands out.  “Will they terminate 
you if you don’t?”
 “No,” he said.  He still looked confused.
 “Will they terminate your family?”
 “No, not at all.  What do you mean?”
 Valeria paused to decide what she was trying to say.
 “Why do you put your life in danger for your country?”
 Joshua’s eyebrows arched up.  He seemed surprised by the 
question.
 “It’s part of the job?” he said, as if unsure of his own an-
swer.
 “This, to you, is just a job?”
 Joshua’s eyebrows went down and his forehead furrowed, like 
he was concentrating.  He looked so cute, like a little boy trying 
to solve a math problem.
 “It’s just what I do.  Some people paint, some are carpenters.  
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I catch bad guys.  I do the dirty work.”
 “Why?”
 Joshua shrugged, as if the answer should be obvious.  “It 
needs to be done.”
 “Do you always get your job done?”
 “I’ve been lucky so far.”
 “Aren’t you afraid of dying?”
 Valeria could see he was annoyed with her pestering questions, 
but she wanted to keep asking.  For some reason, she needed to 
know everything about him.  Joshua shrugged again.
 “Sure.  As much as anyone else, I guess.  I never really thought 
about it.”
 He got up from the bed and she wondered where he was going.  
He couldn’t leave now.  She still wanted to know about his family 
and his girlfriends and what he did when he wasn’t catching bad 
guys for the American government.
 “Where are you going?” she said.
 “I’m gonna take a shower.  Then I’m gonna get us something 
to eat.  I’m starving.”
 He went into the bathroom and closed the door.  Valeria 
stayed in the chair for a long time, listening to the water running 
in the shower.  Eventually she realized this was her chance to get 
away.
 She walked to the door, listening for the shower to stop, and 
went out to the hall.  A maid was there, going into a room at the 
other end.  Valeria pulled the door closed to just before it latched 
and let go to see if it would swing open.  It didn’t.
 She walked down the three flights of stairs to the lobby.  It 
was late and the lobby was quiet.  Behind the desk was a single 
person with his back turned.  Ahead were the front doors.  She 
walked toward them.  Escape was only a few feet away.  She hated 
to do this to Joshua.  He didn’t deserve more hardships.  He was 
going to be very angry with her, she knew, but this was something 
she had to do for herself.
 A green and white police car pulled up outside the front 
doors and Valeria stopped.  The side door of the car opened and 
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Hidaka got out.  He leaned in the car and said something to the 
driver, then the police car drove off.  Hidaka started up the steps 
to the front door.
 Valeria spun around before he saw her and went back to the 
stairway.  As she started up, she heard the doors open and rec-
ognized Hidaka’s voice.  He spoke in Japanese with the person 
at the desk.  She continued up the stairs, back to the room.  The 
door was still open just a crack. The shower was still running, so 
she sat down.
 Her mind raced.  Why was Hidaka there?  She did not fear 
him, but she feared what he might do to her.  If he somehow found 
out she was a former KGB spy, he might arrest her and put her on 
trial and lock her up forever and she would be terribly humiliated, 
and worst of all she would never see Yuri again.  Why didn’t she 
just go out the back door and disappear?
 Because she needed Joshua, she realized, answering her own 
question.  If Hidaka was after her he would have little trouble 
tracking her down.  She needed Joshua’s resourcefulness, and she 
needed it now before Hidaka came up those steps and knocked 
on the door.
 She got up to get Joshua out of the shower, but the shower 
stopped and she sat back down.  Joshua came out wearing his 
slacks, with his shirt in his hands.  His hair was wet and tiny drops 
of water covered his skin.  He had dark hair on his muscular chest, 
covering several scars, she noticed.  He put on the tank top shirt 
and pulled the khaki shirt on over it, leaving it unbuttoned.  She 
could barely contain her anxiousness.
 “Hidaka’s here,” Valeria blurted.
 Joshua looked at her.  “Here?”
 “Downstairs.”
 “Did you speak to him?” he said.
 She shook her head, expecting him to ask what she was doing 
downstairs.
 “Are you hungry?” he asked.
 “Yes,” she said, confused.
 “Good.  So am I.  I didn’t feel like eating hotel food, anyway.  
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Let’s go,” he said, ushering her to the door.
 He stuck his head out, checking both ends of the hallway, then 
led her out of the room and shut the door.  They went down the 
hall away from the stairs.  She heard voices coming up.  Joshua 
must have heard them as well, because he shoved her into a dark 
alcove for a maintenance closet, and they peered around the 
corner.
 Just as she imagined, Hidaka came up the stairs with the hotel 
manager, speaking to each other in Japanese.  To her it was gib-
berish, but right then she really didn’t want to know what they 
were saying.
 The manager pointed to the door of their room.  Hidaka 
knocked.
 Valeria’s heart was pounding, and she knew it was not just 
because of the danger.  The danger excited her, but so did Joshua.  
She was pressed against his hard body.  His skin was warm and 
smelled clean through the clothes.  Her knees felt weak.  She tried 
to ignore the guilt she had for feeling this way about a strange 
man despite her fierce love for Yuri.  She feared she might not 
live much longer, and if that happened, she might regret missing 
the opportunity to take Joshua into her bed.  As she pressed the 
palm of her hand against his hard, hairy chest, she longed to feel 
his warm, bare skin on hers.
 Hidaka said something to the manager, who stepped forward 
and unlocked the door.  The moment they went inside, Joshua 
dragged Valeria out of the alcove to the exit at the end of the 
hall.
 They stood on the landing of an open air stairway partially 
enclosed by brickwork.  They went down one flight and Joshua 
stopped.
 “Look,” he said, pointing through a flower shaped opening 
in the brick wall.
 She looked.  A pair of police cars waited in the parking lot.  
Valeria felt herself panicking.  They had caught her.  She had 
nowhere else to go.
 “Hidaka brought some friends to the party,” Joshua said.
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 She looked up at him and he grinned back.  She couldn’t 
understand what he meant or why he was grinning when they 
were in such danger.
 “Let’s get out of here,” she insisted, her jaw clenched.
 She yanked his arm and dragged him down the steps.  The 
policemen were talking and smoking cigarettes, not looking their 
way.  Valeria pushed open the glass door at the bottom of the 
stairs and slipped out with Joshua in tow.  They went around to 
the back of the building.  Another policeman with a flashlight was 
poking in the trash cans and boxes stacked in the narrow alley.  
He stood under the only streetlight that illuminated the alley.
 “Over here,” Joshua said.
 He tugged Valeria’s sleeve and she followed him into the 
shadows behind a wall as another police car drove by.  When 
it was clear, they walked away from the hotel, staying out of the 
lights.
 Sapporo was an active city at night.  The streets were crowded 
with traffic and the sidewalks crowded with people.  Valeria and 
Joshua found themselves walking among the people on a street 
illuminated by bright neon lights.
 Some people looked at them strangely and Valeria realized 
they must look somewhat odd.  In the first place, they weren’t 
Japanese, which made them stick out.  Joshua was taller than any-
one else, and they still wore the clothes they had when they were 
fished out of the sea, Joshua in his khaki naval uniform and she 
in Ron Finn’s poorly fitting denims and shirt.  If the police asked 
anyone, people would have no trouble giving a description.
 “What is that?” Valeria said, pointing to a sign with a pair of 
yellow arches and a name written in English.
 “It’s a McDonald’s,” Joshua said, giving her a funny look.
 “Can I get a cheeseburger there?”
 “Sure.”
 She grabbed his hand.  “Take me there.”
 The cheeseburger was the most delicious thing she ate in as 
long as she could remember.  She relished every bite.  Joshua 
watched her with amusement, and she ignored him.  The last 
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thing she wanted to do was admit he was right about something 
so frivolous.
 “What will we do now?” she asked.
 Joshua paused before he answered, eating the fried potatoes 
one at a time.
 “Well, we can’t stay here.  We can’t go back to the hotel.  We 
have to find a phone so I can call the Embassy and let them know 
who we really are.”
 “We should have done that at the hotel.  Then we wouldn’t 
be fugitives.”
 “You’re right, of course.  I thought we had more time,” he 
said, and she was surprised.
 She expected him to insist he was right because he was the 
man and he never made mistakes.  Any Russian man would be so 
stubborn and obstinate, except Yuri, of course.  She had assumed 
American men were no different.  It seemed she still had a lot to 
learn about Joshua McGowan.
 “There must be a phone on the corner,” she said.
 “I’m sure there is.  You ready to go?”
 They threw out the trash and left.  On the sidewalk outside the 
restaurant, they looked to each end of the block for a telephone 
booth.
 “There’s one,” he said, pointing to a telephone at the corner 
on the opposite side of the street. 
 Joshua held Valeria’s hand and they crossed the street, weav-
ing between the slow traffic.
 They were no more than twenty yards from the phone when 
a police car stopped at the corner by the phone, and a pair of po-
licemen got out.  Joshua and Valeria stopped, then turned away.
 “In here,” he said, pushing open the door of the nearest 
building.
 They entered a dark, noisy nightclub packed with people.  
Colored lights flashed on a crowd of people on the dance floor.  
A man sitting on a stool just inside the door said something to 
Joshua and he gave him some of the Japanese money, then they 
were allowed to go in.
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 Valeria was growing tired of running from the police.  She 
didn’t want to run anymore.  She wanted to go home and live in 
peace and raise a family with Yuri.  She wanted no more of this 
being chased around the world and running from people who 
wanted to hurt her and use her.
 And she began to doubt if Joshua was going to be able to help 
her get home.  She looked into his face.  Did he know what he 
was doing?  So far he had got her nowhere.  Maybe it was time 
to take things in her own hands.  She always managed to survive, 
she always managed to get things done on her own.  If Joshua 
wouldn’t be able to help her, she would have to do it herself.
 As he led her toward the bar, she looked around the club, 
trying to figure out how to get away from him.  It was like trying 
to ditch a persistent date.
 They reached the bar and stood at the far end, obscuring 
themselves behind a couple locked in an embrace and groping 
each other, oblivious to the noisy crowd surrounding them.  Joshua 
looked past them in the direction of the door.
 “I want a vodka,” she said over the noise, pulling on his shirt 
to get his attention.
 He turned to her and she could barely see his face in the 
darkness.
 “Now?” he said.
 “Yes, now.”  She wasn’t sure yet how to get away from him, 
but she had a feeling this was a part of it.  “Let’s stay here until 
they leave us alone.”
 “They might search this place,” he said.
 She could tell he was reaching for excuses.
 “They’ll never find us here.”
 He looked at her for a minute like he was trying to decide 
what to do, then gave in and ordered a vodka.  The bartender 
poured it and set the shot glass in front of Joshua.  He slid it to 
Valeria and went back to watching the door.
 Valeria took a sip and spit it out, grimacing.  It was the worst 
vodka she ever tasted.  Surely, it couldn’t have been made in Rus-
sia.  They didn’t even export anything that bad.  She put the glass 
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down.  It was so bad she didn’t even want to finish it.
 Joshua glanced at her.
 “You all right?” he said.
 She shook her head and pushed the glass away.  He looked 
at it, then picked it up and poured the rest of it down his throat.  
He made a disgusted sound and looked at her with a face like he 
swallowed rotten fish.
 “Japanese vodka,” he said, and she laughed.
 He laughed with her, and she was surprised.  This was some-
thing she could work with.  He was no longer watching the door, 
no longer worried about the police.  She decided to push it a little 
further.
 A slow song started and she looked at the dance floor.  The 
couples put their arms around each other and danced close.
 “Dance with me?” she asked, leaning close to Joshua’s ear.
 He nodded and they went to the dance floor.  They stood 
face to face, gazing into each other’s eyes.  She put her arms 
around his neck.  He put his hands on her slender hips and she 
felt a thrill shoot through her body.  His big, strong hands made 
her feel secure.  She imagined laying naked in bed with this man, 
spreading her legs over him, and she felt ashamed of herself.
 She pressed her body against him.  His arms closed around 
her waist and their hips swayed to the music.  She laid her head 
on his shoulder.  It was a delightful feeling and she could have 
stayed there forever, wrapped in his arms, losing herself in him, 
but that was not what she was there to do.  She had to remember 
to keep herself distant like she did when she worked for Mironov 
and slept with strange men for the sake of national security.  She 
was once an expert at manipulating men, and those old skills still 
came in handy.
 They were near the edge of the dance floor.  She had a 
good view of the small tables lining the floor.  They moved near 
them.
 Valeria lifted her head from Joshua’s shoulder and looked up 
to his face.  He looked back at her with those deep, honest eyes.  
She had not considered how difficult this would to be.
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 She let her lips part.  She was aware how irresistible her beauty 
could be to men.  It was something she frequently used to great 
advantage.  And it worked, of course.  Joshua took the invitation 
and leaned down, bringing his face closer to hers.  His eyes closed, 
his head tilted to the side, and their lips pressed together.
 It was incredibly sensual, so much that Valeria almost forgot 
what she was trying to do.  One of the tables was just within her 
reach.  A pair of young men were sitting at it, both drinking beer 
from bottles.  She reached down and grabbed one.  The young 
men were gawking at women and didn’t notice.  Valeria raised 
the bottle, careful not to make any sudden moves.  She did not 
want the kiss to end, yet.
 Cold beer spilled from the bottle as she turned it over and 
swung it up as hard as she could, and cracked it against Joshua’s 
head.  Beer and broken glass splashed over both of them.
 Josh’s head snapped up.  Valeria held her breath, horrified 
to see the look in his eyes.  It wasn’t the look of anger or shock 
she expected.  It was a look of ... hurt.  Then his eyes glazed over 
and he fell to the floor.  Valeria dropped the broken bottle and 
turned away.  She hated herself for doing that to him, yet it was 
no different than what she did in the past to dozens of innocent 
men.  Wasn’t it?
 She glanced back over her shoulder.  The people on the dance 
floor cleared an area around Joshua, staring down at him.  He 
struggled to get up from his hands and knees.  No one tried to 
help.  Valeria felt a flash of pity and regret, then bit it down and 
continued to the front door and out of the club.
 The street was still crowded.  The police were nowhere in 
sight, but they could appear when she least expected.  Police were 
like that.  She started walking, not knowing or caring where to 
go, just away from Joshua.
 She heard a commotion and looked back.  Joshua had come 
out of the club.  She gasped and raised her hand to her mouth.  
He looked horrible.  The left shoulder of his shirt was soaked 
with beer and red with blood.  She did that.  She had hurt him.
 He staggered to the sidewalk, scanning the crowd.  Someone 
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screamed and people parted to stay away from him like he was a 
monster.  Valeria changed direction and crossed the street.  On 
the other side, she looked back again.  Joshua had seen her and 
was staggering in her direction.  His face was black with anger 
and she wanted to run.
 He never saw the bus.  Valeria screamed in horror when he 
stepped off the curb.  The bus’s tires squealed.  Someone on the 
sidewalk screamed.  Joshua looked up and raised his arms.  The 
bus skidded to a stop, hit him and knocked him down.
 Valeria couldn’t see him on the other side of the cars, but she 
was certain he was dead.  She started to run back and stopped 
when she heard whistles.  A pair of policemen ran up the street 
toward the accident.  She stopped on the curb while people surged 
past her to get a look, then turned and walked away, wiping away 
tears she could not stop.

*     *     *     *

He didn’t feel pain until he tried to move.  Then he heard a groan 
that sounded like it came from a different room.  Strange.
 He didn’t know how long he’d been lying where he was, didn’t 
really care, either.  It was warm and comfortable and he could 
enjoy staying there.  Except for the pain.
 Where the hell was he, anyway?  There were no sounds to 
give him any clues.  He hated to open his eyes to find out, but he 
supposed he would have to eventually.
 Josh peeled his eyes open.  They felt glued shut.  At first, all 
he saw were blurry images.  He blinked a couple of times and his 
eyesight cleared, except for some kind of bandage on his nose that 
blocked his vision.  He was on his back on a bed in a small room 
with plain, white walls.  It must have been a hospital.  How the 
hell did he get in a hospital?
 The door swung open and someone entered, a young man in a 
white labcoat.  He came to the side of the bed, looking over a chart.  
Josh stared up at him.  The young man spoke, but the words were 
unintelligible noises until Josh realized he was speaking Japanese, 
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but by then the man had switched to broken English.
 “You feel how?” the young man said, although his word ‘feel’ 
sounded more like ‘fear’.
 “Like I got run over by a bus,” Josh mumbled.  The young 
man must have been a doctor.  “What happened?”
 “You run over by bus,” the doctor said with an amused 
smile.
 Josh remembered everything in a flash; the nightclub, Valeria, 
dancing, getting hit on the head, seeing her walk away, chasing 
her into the street, and the bus.  He was furious and tried to sit 
up.  A stabbing pain in his chest and left arm knocked his breath 
out and he collapsed.
 “Do not sit up.  Best to rest,” the doctor said.
 He set the clipboard down and went out.
 Josh tried to assess his injuries.  He felt a stinging pain in his 
scalp and the skin felt tight.  That must have been where the bottle 
hit his head.  More stitches to add to his collection.  The bandage 
on his face probably meant a broken nose, which would explain 
why it was so hard to breathe.  His right arm was in a sling and 
hurt from the shoulder down to his fingers.  It must have been 
broken, too, and probably in several places.  The whole left side 
of his chest hurt like hell, especially when he tried to force air 
through his blocked nose.  He was sure what that was: broken 
ribs, probably all of them.  He moved each leg.  They still worked.  
That was a good sign.  His left arm worked, although it was stiff.  
He could still shoot, if he had a gun.
 The thought of trying to find Valeria made him angry again.  
How could he be so stupid to fall for her like that?  She used him 
like a toy.
 He had fallen for her because he wanted to.  He wanted to be 
with her from the first moment he saw her.  She was so beautiful 
and so vulnerable.  It had been so long.  He completely forgot 
how good a kiss could feel.
 He clenched his jaw, furious at himself, shaking his head in 
disbelief.  He was so gullible when she confided in him about her 
past and tried to get him to tell her something about himself.  He 
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wanted her to ask.  He was thrilled that a beautiful woman would 
be interested in him.
 But it was a cruel joke.  She was only looking for a way to 
manipulate him.  He’d never let that happen again.  Now he had 
to find her and she could be anywhere.  Filmore trusted him with 
that assignment.  How was he going to tell her he blew it?
 Josh decided he had to get up and do something.  He’d been 
hurt worse in a hockey game.  He swung his feet to the floor and 
sat up on the edge of the bed.  He felt a sudden light headedness 
and held the mattress to keep from falling face first on the tiled 
floor.  Maybe getting up so soon was a mistake.  His entire body 
hurt.
 The door swung open again and Hidaka walked in, wearing 
a different brown suit.  He looked at Josh with an expressionless 
face, and Josh stared back, his eyebrows low.
 “Where is the girl, Mr. McGowan?”
 “Good morning to you, too, Detective,” Josh said.
 “Where is the girl?”
 “Do I look like I know?”
 Hidaka let out a long breath.  His voice became more force-
ful.
 “Do not think you can deceive me any longer.  I know who 
you are.”
 “Good for you.  Are you gonna arrest me?”
 “I hope that won’t be necessary.”
 “Then stay out of my way.”
 “Not until you tell me where the girl is,” Hidaka said.
 Josh shook his head.  “She’s none of your business.”
 Hidaka’s voice rose again.
 “She’s a Soviet spy on Japanese soil without permission.  That 
makes it my business.”
 “There is no Soviet Union anymore.”
 “The fact that-”
 “Oh, get over it, Detective.  She’s my responsibility and I 
answer to my government.  Just because one of your citizens was 
kind enough to rescue us doesn’t mean I brought her here to defile 
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your precious soil.  Just let me find her and we’ll get the hell out 
of here and you’ll never see us again.”
 Hidaka said nothing.  Josh pushed himself to his feet.
 “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Mr. McGowan.”
 Josh looked around the room.  “Where are my clothes?”
 Hidaka stepped forward.  “I can’t let you leave,” he said.
 “You can’t keep me here, either.  You have nothing to charge 
me with.”
 “Kidnapping, harboring a fugitive, illegal entry.  I can come 
up with a dozen possible charges, any of which is good enough 
to detain you.”
 “You could but you won’t,” Josh said.
 He was growing impatient with Hidaka.
 “What makes you so confident I won’t?”
 Josh hesitated, realizing he sounded more confident than he 
felt.  His only chance was to contact the Embassy.  If he couldn’t 
get through to them, he’d be at Hidaka’s mercy.
 “Because I can go over your head,” Josh said, hoping he still 
sounded confident.
 He pushed his way past Hidaka and went straight across 
the hall to the nurse’s counter.  The young doctor saw him and 
rushed to him, ordering him back to bed in his broken English.  
He and one of the nurses tried to pull Josh by his good arm, but 
Josh shrugged them off.  The doctor shouted orders for security 
and a sedative in Japanese and the nurses rushed to carry them 
out.  Hidaka said nothing but stood back and watched.  Josh 
realized how much taller he was than those around him.  With 
the bandages and his stiff movements he must have looked like 
Frankenstein’s monster come to life.
 He reached the desk and leaned on it, glad to have something 
to rest on.  Already he was exhausted.  A nurse was on the phone, 
demanding security.  Josh took the phone from her, pushed down 
the receiver button and asked in Japanese, “Is this an outside 
line?”
 The doctor and the other nurses became silent and stared 
at him.  Josh recognized the amazed expression on the doctor’s 
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face as he realized all along his patient understood their language.  
Hidaka’s face showed no change in expression.
 “Yes,” the nurse said.
 “Thank you.”
 Josh dialed the operator and asked for the American Embassy.  
The doctor, the nurse and Hidaka watched.  When the connec-
tion was made, the same woman’s voice with the southern accent 
greeted him.
 “Good morning.  Can I speak to Bo Tormino, head of security, 
please?” Josh asked.
 “May I ask who’s calling?” the woman’s voice asked.
 “McGowan, Joshua, oh-one-eight, five-nine-five, seven-seven-
nine-two.”
 “One moment, please.”
 There was a click.  Josh looked at Hidaka.  He had no desire 
to humiliate the man or make him look bad, but neither did he 
have the time or patience to deal with his irritating political ma-
neuvering.
 The line clicked again.
 “McGowan?” came a rough, deep voice.
 “Yeah, it’s me.”
 “McGowan, you dog.  What the fuck are you doing in Ja-
pan?”
 Josh smiled.  Tormino still spoke like a Marine.
 “Listen, Bo, I don’t mean to be abrupt.  I don’t have much 
time.  I’m stuck in a hospital in Sapporo and I need you to bring 
me in.”
 “Right.  Is this a secure line?” Tormino said.
 “No.”
 Josh loved the way Tormino was able to dispense with for-
malities and get right to the serious stuff.  Nothing ever rattled 
the man.
 “Right.  What hospital?”
 Josh looked at the nurse.
 “What hospital is this?” he asked in Japanese.
 “Damamushin,” the nurse said.
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 Josh repeated it into the phone.
 “Right.”  There was a short pause.  “I’ll have a girl there to 
pick you up in about an hour.”
 Josh smiled at Tormino’s language again.  He was old school.  
To him a woman was always a girl.
 “One more thing.  I need some clothes to wear.  Oh, and call 
Walt for me if you could.”
 “Right.  Clothes.  You still the same size or have you put on 
any weight yet?”
 “Still the same size, Bo,” Josh said.
 “Damn you kids today,” Tormino said and hung up.
 Josh turned around.  They were all looking at him.  His head 
was throbbing and he realized he was hungry.  He wanted to ask 
for some food and aspirin, but, looking at Hidaka, he was sure 
they would give him some sort of sedative if he gave them the op-
portunity, so he decided to wait until the ‘girl’ arrived.  Normally 
Josh wasn’t paranoid, but with Hidaka hanging around watching 
him like a buzzard, he chose to be prudent, and returned to his 
bed.
 While he waited, the doctor explained his injuries.  He had 
three broken ribs, a broken nose and a partially separated right 
shoulder.  Josh was relieved to know his arm wasn’t broken.  He 
was also relieved to learn he had only slept through the night.  He 
was worried he’d slept for several days.  Even so, finding Valeria 
seemed impossible.  He wasn’t even sure she was still in Sapporo.  
She might have friends she could contact and those friends might 
be resourceful.  If so, she could be anywhere in the world by then.  
Or she could be just in the next room.  He hated dilemmas like 
that.
 Josh asked the doctor to rewrap his arm so he wouldn’t have 
to use the sling.  He was sitting on the edge of the bed with the 
hospital gown around his waist, and a nurse held his arm up.  The 
doctor was wrapping a bandage around his shoulder and chest 
when Hidaka came in with a young woman.  She wore a smart, 
dark blue business suit with a short skirt and high heels.  Her 
hair was long, straight and black and she carried a purse on her 
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shoulder and a package of clothes under her arm.
 “Hi, are you Josh?” she said in English with a smile.
 “Yeah, who are you?”
 “Mariko,” she said, extending her hand.  Josh looked at her 
and she seemed to realize he couldn’t shake while they were 
wrapping his arm, so she took her hand back.  “Mr. Tormino sent 
me.”
 “You’re not Japanese, are you?”
 “Born and raised in Portland,” Mariko said, with a cute 
smile.
 The doctor finished and the nurse let his arm down.  Josh 
asked them to leave.  They left and Hidaka followed.
 “What do you have?” Josh asked, watching her eyes.
 She was cheerful and outgoing and he was actually happy to 
see her.
 “I brought a pair of jeans, a shirt, some socks and shoes,” 
Mariko said as she laid each item on the bed.  “Mr. Tormino said 
he hopes they fit.  He wasn’t sure he remembered how tall you are.  
There was something else I’m supposed to tell you,” she said.
 Josh picked up the shirt and tried to put it on with one good 
arm.
 Mariko opened her purse again and took out a slip of paper, 
which she read.
 “Oh yeah.  Mr. Tormino called Walt like you asked and he 
said he wants you to call him back immediately.”  She looked at 
Josh.  He was having trouble getting his arm into the shirt.  “Can 
I help you with that?”
 Josh looked at her sheepishly.  “Please?”
 She put her purse on the bed and helped him put the shirt 
on.  Josh winced in pain when he had to raise his arm, and Mariko 
was very patient.
 Josh picked up the jeans.
 “I’ll help you with those,” Mariko offered.  Before he could 
protest she took them from him.  “You just get out of that.”  She 
nodded to the blue hospital gown he was wearing.  Josh hesi-
tated and blushed and she laughed.  “What are you embarrassed 
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about?”
 “I’m only wearing underwear underneath this.”
 “I figured that,” she said and laughed again.  “Don’t worry, 
I won’t look.”  She turned her head to the side, giggling.  “Some 
spy you are.”
 “Who said I was a spy?” Josh said as he untied the waist of 
the scrub pants.
 Mariko humphed in contempt.
 “You worked with Mr. Tormino in the past, you use an identity 
code, I can figure a few things out for myself, you know.  Now 
stop being bashful and put these on.”
 “Sorry,” Josh said.
 He dropped the scrubs and put his feet in the jeans.  It was 
difficult and painful even with her help and he was grateful be-
cause he didn’t think he could have done it by himself.
 Hidaka was nowhere around when they came out of the room.  
Mariko spoke to the nurse at the desk and they went to her car, 
a tiny rented Honda parked in a structure beside the hospital.
 Josh looked at his face in the side mirror.  The bandage on his 
nose covered most of his face.  He touched it carefully.  It wasn’t 
swollen and it didn’t hurt that much.  In all the years he’d been 
breaking parts of his body, he’d never broken his nose before.  
He guessed it had to happen sooner or later.
 He took the bandage off.  “How’s it look?”
 Mariko shook her head, making an ugly face.  “Nasty.”
 “Thanks,” Josh said sarcastically.
 He examined himself again in the mirror.  His nose was a 
little crooked, his eyes were black and blue and there was a dark 
blue line across the bridge of his nose, probably where it broke, 
he assumed.
 Mariko drove straight to the airport and they boarded a jet 
for Tokyo.  Valeria was still on Josh’s mind.  He puzzled over the 
problem of how to find her all day.  Something about her bothered 
him at the back of his mind like a tiny fly buzzing around at a 
picnic.  He settled into his seat and closed his eyes as the jet rose 
into the air and it came to him.
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 The tattoo.  Valeria had intentionally not told him something 
about the tattoo.  Maybe that was the clue he needed to help find 
her.  But what would he do with it?
 He looked at Mariko.  She was reading a magazine.  She looked 
up and smiled at him.
 And what about Walt?  He was going to blow up when he 
told him he’d lost her.  He’d be pissed because he had to tell 
Filmore Josh had failed.  How did he always get himself into these 
messes?
 The flight to Tokyo took a little more than an hour.  Josh dozed 
on the way with the image of Valeria’s ankle and the entwined 
roses tattoo running through his mind.
 The plane landed late in the afternoon.  Another person from 
the Embassy met them at the gate to drive them back, an American 
named Tom, with straight blonde hair like a surfer.  Rush hour 
traffic in Tokyo was horrendous, making the drive to the Embassy 
almost as long as the flight from Sapporo.  When they reached 
the Embassy, it was as crowded as the roads.  Josh arrived on the 
night of an important diplomatic function.
 They entered the Embassy by a side door to avoid interfering 
with the diplomats entering through the front from their limou-
sines.
 A security man in a black tuxedo held the door open and 
Josh, Mariko and Tom entered a small vestibule.
 “Well, well, well.  Joshua McGowan.  What in the world’s 
kept you away so long?”
 Josh recognized the voice and turned around.
 “Gloria?” he said.
 She was a large, heavy set woman in her mid forties, wearing an 
elegant, long black dress with her auburn hair done in waves.
 “He remembers.”  She got close to him and saw his face.  
“Good Lord, what happened to you?” she said, touching his 
cheek.
 “I had a fight with a bus.”
 She shook her head.  “It’s always something with you, isn’t 
it?”  She hugged him until he cried in pain.
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 “How are your kids?” Josh asked.
 “I’ve got one more daughter now, and one less husband.”
 “Really?  I’m sorry about that.”
 “Don’t be.  He wasn’t man enough for me, anyway.”
 She laughed and Josh laughed with her, although he felt sad 
for her.  Gloria was a good woman and in the time he had known 
her and her husband he envied them for the happiness they shared.  
Just proved how much he knew about relationships.
 “Bo’s been waiting for you to get here since you called,” Gloria 
said.  “If I know him, he’s been pacing the halls for hours.  God 
knows that man has enough on his mind.”
 “Yeah.  I’ve got a hell of a story for him this time.”
 Gloria put her hands up.  “Don’t tell me.  That’s not anything 
I need to know.”
 “Come on, I’ll take you to him,” Tom said.
 Josh followed him through the doorway that led to a side 
hallway.
 Gloria looked at Mariko.  There was a slight smile on her lips 
and a look in her eyes as she watched Josh go.
 “What are you thinking, Mariko?” Gloria said.
 Mariko looked defensive for a moment, then smiled.
 “I was just thinking he might like my tampopo.”
 Gloria laughed.  “You’d be wasting your time with that one, 
dear.”
 Mariko’s smile fell and her brow creased in confusion.  “What 
do you mean?”
 Gloria put her arm around Mariko.  “It’s his profession.  He’s 
just not the marrying kind.”

Josh and Tom found Tormino pacing in an adjoining hallway.  
He wore a tuxedo and was speaking into a hand held radio.  He 
saw Josh and came toward him with a big grin and his hand 
extended.
 “Goddamn it, Josh it’s good to see you again.  Jesus, you look 
like you lost a fight with a bull.”
 “I did, in a way.”
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 Tormino brushed it aside.  Josh could tell he didn’t have much 
time for formalities.
 “What can we do for you?”
 Tormino hadn’t changed.  He was still built like a rock and 
his face was still square and his hair was still a military brush cut.  
Maybe he had filled out, but he was quite a bit older now, prob-
ably close to retirement, Josh speculated.
 “Actually, I need to use a phone to call back to the States.”
 Tormino’s eyes focused on the floor as he concentrated.
 “Right.  You can use the offices downstairs.  You remember 
where they are, right?”
 “Sure.  I might need some help with the computers, 
though.”
 Tormino looked at Tom.
 “I need Tom with me.  I’ll have Mariko meet you down there.”  
He raised the radio to his mouth and spoke into it.
 “Great.  Thanks.”
 The stairway to the basement offices was dark.  Josh felt 
around on the walls for a minute to find a lightswitch.  It had 
been longer than he remembered since he roamed these halls.  
The layout of the building had not changed, but his memory had 
faded over the years.
 He found the offices where they were supposed to be, but 
here the layout was different.  The large office space was now 
divided into cubicles.  Each cubicle had a desk and each desk 
had a computer.  He’d have no trouble figuring out how to work 
the systems, he just didn’t know the access codes.
 Maybe his old desk was still here.  He wandered over to the 
corner where it used to be, but it was gone, replaced by a table 
with a coffee machine and a microwave and a stack of boxes.  He 
sighed.  So much for nostalgia.
 Josh sat at the nearest desk, picked up the phone, dialed the 
local operator, asked for the international operator, and gave the 
number for Walt’s office in Washington.  There was a long pause 
and a few clicks, then finally it rang.  The clock on the phone said 
eight thirty Tokyo time.  What time did that make it in Washing-
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ton?  About fourteen hours difference, he figured, but ahead or 
back he couldn’t remember.  That was another thing he used to 
know and had since forgotten.  Either way, he was pretty sure 
Walt would be at his office at six thirty in the morning.  He always 
was.  The phone rang several times and Josh began to doubt that 
assumption.  Finally Sally answered.
 “Hi, Sal,” Josh said.
 He heard footsteps and turned around.  Mariko came in.
 “Josh!  Where are you?” Sally said.
 “I’m in Tokyo right-”
 “Hold on,” Sally interrupted.
 Josh heard another click, then Walt’s voice.
 “Josh, where the hell are you?”
 “I’m at the Embassy at Tokyo.”
 Josh imagined Walt wondering how he had wound up 
there.
 “Ok, listen, I’ve got something very important for you.  Miron-
ov is gone.  We don’t know where he went or why.  Somehow he 
got away from our guys.  We think he may be coming after you 
or the girl.”
 Josh cringed.  Telling him the bad news was not going to be 
easy.
 “That’s not good,” he said.
 He looked at Mariko.  She sat in a chair beside him with a 
concerned look on her face.
 “Why?”
 Josh hesitated, unable to make the words come out.
 “I lost her.”
 “What!  What do you mean you lost her?” Walt shouted.
 Josh held the phone away from his ear.
 “She ran,” he said.
 Walt’s tone changed and he sounded puzzled.
 “Why would she run?  She’s out in the cold.”
 “I was hoping you’d be able to tell me.”
 Walt was silent.  “I think we’ve been set up,” he said, his voice 
grim.
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 “Set up how?”
 “The Russians are accusing us of busting the girl out of 
prison.”
 “Well, we did.  But we’re denying it, right?”
 “Right,” Walt said.
 Josh could see where this was going.
 “So you think the Communists are trying to create a rift be-
tween the U.S. and the new Russian Democracy?”
 “Something like that.”
 Josh nodded.  “Good theory.  But I don’t buy it.”
 “Why not?”
 “You’re assuming Valeria’s in on it with them.”
 “Oh, I know she is.”
 Walt sounded very sure of his decision, and that did not please 
Josh.
 “But she’s not.”
 Walt sighed on the other end.
 “Josh, you’re not using your head.  The girl is manipulating 
you, and you fell for it.  Think about it.”
 “I did think about it.”
 He remembered the look in her eyes as she walked away in 
that club.  There was no hint of victory there.  He was furious with 
her for what she did, but he didn’t think she was working with 
Mironov.  He suspected she had her own motives for bolting.
 “Look, Josh.  You lost her, now go find her.  Bring her in, no 
matter what.  In pieces, if you have to.  Just bring her in.  I have 
to call Katherine.  She’s going to be a little upset about this.”
 He hung up and Josh put the phone down.  He looked at 
Mariko.
 “I’m in big trouble.”
 “What happened?”
 “It’s kind of a long story.  I was sent out here to pick someone 
up and take her back to Washington and she ... well, she got away.  
Now I gotta find her.”
 “How did she get away?” Mariko said.
 Josh held his breath for a second.  How was he supposed to 
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tell her that he fell in love with her?
 “She ... hit me on the head with a bottle,” he said, pointing 
to the stitches in his head.  “I chased her and that’s when I got 
hit by the bus.”
 “I’m so sorry,” Mariko said.  “How are we going to find 
her?”
 “Well, actually, I’m the one who has to find her, but I’d ap-
preciate your help.”
 “That’s what I’m here for,” she said, spreading her hands in 
a gesture of offering.
 Of course.  Don’t patronize.
 “Ok.  What I’m thinking is, she can’t get out of Japan without 
a passport, right?  And she has no money to buy a ticket.  She 
could be anywhere inside Japan, but she’d still need money for 
transportation, which might mean she’s still back in Sapporo, 
unless Hidaka picked her up.”
 “Would he let us know if he found her?”
 Josh shook his head.  “I don’t think so.  And I don’t think he 
has her.  I think she’s on her own.  I also think she’s waiting for 
someone.”
 An idea sparked in Mariko’s eyes.
 “You think she called someone to pick her up?”
 “Yes.”
 “Who?”
 Josh shrugged.  “Maybe a friend, maybe her family, maybe 
even her agency, but I doubt that.  I think she called somebody, 
though.”
 Mariko leaned forward, becoming determined.
 “So what do we do, check every phone call from here to Rus-
sia?”
 Josh considered the idea.  “That’s a good place to start.  Can 
you do that from here?”
 Mariko grinned and pulled her seat closer to the desk.  The 
computer terminal was running, but the monitor was off.  She 
switched it on.
 “Anything you need to know.  If it happens I can find it.  What 
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do you want me to look for?”
 Josh squinted, as if he might be able to see the answer through 
the screen.
 “Get a list of every international call in the last twenty four 
hours to anywhere in Russia.”
 Mariko started to work.  She moved quickly and confidently 
with the mouse, scanning through official records and narrowing 
her search until she produced a list of three hundred fifty four 
calls.
 “That’s all of them,” Mariko said.
 Josh blew a deep breath in exasperation.  He didn’t expect 
so many.  He didn’t want to spend all night on this since it would 
only tell them whether or not she made a call, not where she was 
at that moment, and even then they had no way of knowing if one 
of those numbers was actually dialed by her.
 “Ok, let’s narrow it down,” he said.  “Eliminate all the calls 
made from this building.”  Mariko went through the procedure 
again and the list went down to two hundred ninety three calls.  
“Ok.  Is there a Russian Embassy in Tokyo?”
 “Down the street,” she said with a jerk of her thumb.
 “Of course.  I should know that,” Josh said, feeling dumb.  
Mariko laughed.  “Eliminate all the calls from their building, 
please.”  The list that came back had only twenty one calls.  Josh’s 
eyes lit up in hope.  “Great.  How many of those were made from 
Sapporo?”
 Mariko studied the numbers.
 “Two.  Both yesterday.  One was last night.  The other was 
from the police station.”
 They looked at each other.
 “Hidaka,” they said at the same time.
 “I think we can assume she called somebody last night to come 
and get her.  That somebody probably wired her some money.  
Now we have to figure out who that somebody is.”
 “How?”
 Josh shrugged again.  He wasn’t sure any of this was even 
right.  It was all just a shot in the dark.
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 “I’m assuming whoever it was had to fly in, so if we can, let’s 
find out if anyone interesting arrived on any international flight 
since that call was made.”
 “Wouldn’t it be easier to just check the passenger lists for the 
flights from Russia?”
 Josh shook his head.  “If someone came to get her I don’t 
think he took a direct flight.”
 Mariko’s fingers stopped over the keyboard.
 “You think it was an agent?”
 “Could have been.”
 Mariko frowned.  “That’s easy.  We do this all the time,” she 
said and went to work.  “The biggest job we have is to try to keep 
track of agents coming in and going out on phony passports.”
 “I remember,” Josh said.
 She smiled without looking away from the screen.
 “This is going to take a while.  All the information is cross 
referenced with the data base at CIA headquarters in Langely, 
but you probably knew that, too.”
 Josh sat back in his chair, wincing in pain.
 “How’s your shoulder?” Mariko asked.
 “It hurts.  A lot.  I’ll be fine as long as I don’t play any hock-
ey.”
 Mariko snickered.  “Did you play hockey?”
 “A long time ago.”
 She looked away with a dreamy look in her eyes.
 “I never watched hockey.  I love football.  I used to watch it 
all the time.  The Seahawks were my favorite team, of course.  I 
miss it being over here.”
 “I used to feel the same way about hockey when I was 
here.”
 They were quiet for a couple of minutes.  Josh began to think 
about hockey again.  The playoffs were starting soon and he was 
anxious to get back home to watch.
 “Who is this girl we’re looking for?” Mariko said, snapping 
him out of his dream.
 He sat up in the chair.
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 “Her name’s Valeria Konstantinova.  She was a KGB agent a 
few years back.”
 “Oo, real spy stuff,” Mariko said, her eyes growing wide with 
excitement.
 “Yeah, well, lately I’ve been getting real tired of this spy stuff.  
I’ve been thinking maybe it’s time to take a desk job.”
 “How boring.  I have a desk job.  I’d love to do what you do, 
except for the getting hit by a bus part.”  The computer beeped.  
“It’s done,” she said, as if they were waiting for cookies to bake.
 “What’d we get?” Josh asked, leaning forward.
 Mariko read from the short list on her screen.
 “They picked up two known agents, one Russian citizen who 
came on a direct flight, and a suspected member of a Russian mafia 
family who came in on a flight from Hong Kong.”
 “Russian mafia?  Where is he now?”
 Mariko scrolled down the list of information.
 “He’s registered at the Atakai Hotel, right here in Tokyo.  Just 
checked in about an hour ago.”
 “I’ll be damned,” Josh muttered.
 “You think he’s the one we’re looking for?”
 “I’m willing to bet on it.”
 “But the Russian mafia?”
 “They’re no different from the Italian mafia,” Josh said.
 Mariko shook her head.  He could see she was skeptical.  Josh 
was unsure himself.  He was acting on a hunch now.  He had no 
evidence to connect Valeria with the mafia.  If his hunch was 
wrong, where would he go from there?  One of the others might 
be the one who came to get Valeria.  Then again, maybe none of 
them did.
 “Is anyone doing anything about the two agents?”
 Mariko nodded as she read the screen.
 “They’re being watched by our people.”
 “And the other one came on a direct flight, right?”
 “Right.”
 “Ok.  Let’s assume he’s here on business, which leaves the 
mafia guy, right?”
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 “Right,” she said, still with some skepticism.
 Josh felt no more confident about it than her, but it was the 
only thing he had to go on.
 “Can you take me to the Atakai Hotel?” he asked.
 “Sure.  We can be there in a few minutes.”
 “Does that information include a room number?”
 “I can do better than that,” Mariko said, working rapidly over 
the keyboard.  “We always make a copy of the passport photo.”
 Josh watched an image appear on the screen, a black and 
white photo of a small, unassuming man with light colored hair.  
They both stared at it.
 “He doesn’t look like a mafia type,” Mariko said.
 “No, he doesn’t.  He looks more like a shoe salesman.”
 Mariko giggled, and Josh was struck by her beauty.  In the 
short time he had known her, Josh had become quite attracted to 
her.  She was bright and cheerful, whereas Valeria was brooding 
and sexy.  He fell for Valeria in a short time, too, and look where 
it got him.
 “What’s his name?” Josh asked.
 “Yuri Kurchenko.”
 “Let’s go see if we can find him.”

The drive to the Atakai Hotel was just long enough to make it 
easier by car.  When they arrived, Josh got out and went in while 
Mariko found a place to park.  Josh walked in the front doors 
of the hotel not knowing where he should start.  He couldn’t be 
sure Yuri Kurchenko was even there.
 The Atakai Hotel was not the mid-range hotel he and Valeria 
stayed at in Sapporo.  This was an upper class hotel, a place where 
the wealthy slept.
 Josh walked by the front desk.  The lobby was busy with 
people coming and going and he didn’t think anyone would 
notice him walking through.  Mariko’s information told them 
Kurchenko was in room 417.  Josh scanned the boxes on the wall 
behind the desk, looking for 417.  The box was empty.  That was 
encouraging, but Josh knew it didn’t necessarily mean anything.  
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Kurchenko may have taken his key up to unlock his room, or he 
may have left already and taken the key with him.
 There was a chance he might not be in his room but hadn’t 
left the hotel.  Valeria might have come here to meet him, and 
they might be having a drink in the bar, going over business or 
whatever it was they had to go over.
 The bar and restaurant were opposite the front desk.  He 
approached carefully, in case Valeria was there.  She would be 
watching the door.  He didn’t want her to see him and bolt again.  
He wasn’t in the mood for any more chases.
 Josh scanned each face at the bar and the faces at the tables.  
Valeria wasn’t among them.  The maitre’d came toward him so he 
turned and walked out.  He saw Mariko come in the front doors 
and went to her, guiding her to the sofas in the vast lobby.
 “Is he here?” she said in a low, clandestine voice.
 Her eyes narrowed and searched the lobby.  Josh shook his 
head.  She was getting a little carried away with this spy stuff.
 “I don’t know, yet.  I’m gonna go up and see if he’s in his 
room.  I’d like you to stay here in case he comes down while I’m 
going up,” he said.
 “If he does, what do I do?”
 “Follow him, find out where he goes, then call Bo at the 
Embassy.”
 “What if he’s got a gun?” Mariko said, her eyes wide with 
apprehension and excitement.
 “Just stay away from him and don’t get in any trouble.  If you 
lose him don’t worry about it.”
 “Ok,” she said.
 Josh touched her shoulder, then went up the stairs to the 
fourth floor.  Room 417 was to the left of the stairway, halfway 
down the hall.  The luxury of the lobby was carried through to 
the hallways and the rest of the hotel.  The carpeting was thick, 
the walls were covered with expensive wallpaper and the quiet 
halls were lit with ornate light fixtures.
 Josh found 417 and walked past.  The hall was empty except 
for him.  He noticed a light from under the door.  He came back 
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and put his ear to the door.
 From inside he heard a television.  It sounded like the news.  
Josh looked around, expecting someone to see him and ask what 
he was doing.  Still there was no one in the hall, so he put his ear 
to the door again.
 The television had stopped.  He heard footsteps on the other 
side of the door.  Josh turned and went to the door across the hall, 
holding his hands over the doorknob like he was putting a key 
in the lock.  The door to room 417 opened and Yuri Kurchenko 
stepped out.  Josh recognized him from the grainy black and 
white image on the computer screen, although he was surprised 
by how short and simple the man appeared.  He looked more like 
an accountant than a crime family operative.  And if he was the 
accountant, why would he make a trip to Japan to meet a former 
KGB agent?
 Yuri stopped and looked at Josh.  Josh grinned real big, as if 
he’d just found a long lost brother.
 “Hey y’all,” he said with a thick Texas drawl.
 Yuri gave him a funny look and walked away, past the stairway 
to the elevators without looking back.  He pushed the button, 
waited for the elevator, then got on.
 The door Josh was pretending to unlock opened and the 
doorknob was yanked out of his hand.  A young, pretty Japanese 
woman stood on the other side, demanding in an angry tone to 
know what he was doing.  On the bed in the room behind her 
Josh noticed a young man in his underwear.
 “Wrong room,” Josh said in Japanese, and went to the 
stairs.
 He ran down to the lobby as fast as he could, hoping such a 
luxurious hotel would have slow, gentle elevators.  He also hoped 
Kurchenko went down and not up, where he could go to any 
other room on any other floor.  If he did, Josh was screwed.  He 
couldn’t search every room on every floor.  He would just have 
to sit in the lobby and wait for Kurchenko or Valeria or both to 
show their faces.
 Josh got to the lobby just as the elevator doors opened, and 
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stayed out of sight on the stairway.  To his relief, Kurchenko got off 
and walked through the lobby to the front doors with a purposeful 
stride.  Josh stayed with him, keeping a few paces behind.
 They approached Mariko.  She was sitting on the sofa against 
the wall, which gave her a good view of people coming in and 
going out.  She glanced up and did a double take when she saw 
Kurchenko.  Then she saw Josh.  He pointed to Kurchenko and 
mouthed the words, “That’s him”.
 Mariko nodded once and looked back down at the magazine 
before Kurchenko noticed her.  He went out the front doors, 
oblivious to either of them.
 Josh went to Mariko.  “Can you get the car?”
 “Yes,” she said, handing him the magazine.
 She got up and went out.
 Through the glass doors, Josh saw Kurchenko on the narrow 
sidewalk, trying to get a cab.  Josh waited, but was impatient.  It 
made him nervous to loiter in the lobby, waiting for a cab to stop 
for Kurchenko.  He didn’t need the house detective to spot him 
and start asking questions.
 Finally a green cab stopped and Kurchenko got in.  Josh tossed 
the magazine on a table and went out.  Mariko pulled up into the 
spot vacated by the taxi and honked.  Josh jumped in.
 “It gets interesting now,” he said as she raced off after the 
cab.
 Kurchenko’s cab led them on a brief tour of Tokyo.  It took 
Josh a few minutes to remember the route they were taking.  
Kurchenko was headed for Lotus Park.  It was early summer.  
What connection did that have with Lotus Park?  Then, as they 
rounded a corner right behind the cab, Josh remembered the 
answer.  The Blossom Festival, of course.
 Lotus Park was not a large park, maybe a third the size of New 
York’s Central Park, and during the annual Blossom Festival it 
was crowded with people.  Most of the people were Japanese, of 
course, either participants in the parades and other activities, or 
people who came from outside the city to take part in the celebra-
tion of the holiday, but there were also many tourists from other 
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countries.  It was the perfect place for Valeria.  Nobody would 
suspect anything of two people meeting in a crowded public 
park.
 The streets were just as crowded.  The cars moved slowly 
if at all.  Josh and Mariko were directly behind the green cab.  
Through the rear window of the taxi, Josh saw Kurchenko lean 
forward over the front seat and hand something to the driver.
 “He’s getting out,” Josh said.
 Kurchenko opened the door and got out of the cab.  He 
looked back for a moment at their car, and Josh looked away.  If 
Kurchenko recognized him from the hotel he might realize he was 
being followed and cancel the rendezvous, and then it would be 
impossible to find out if he was there to pick up Valeria.
 Josh looked up.  Kurchenko was already on the sidewalk, 
walking away.  Josh opened the door and put his foot out.
 “Try to stay close if you can,” he said.  Traffic started to move.  
“If you can’t, I’ll meet you back at the Embassy.”
 “Good luck,” Mariko said.
 Josh shut the door and dodged the traffic to the sidewalk.  
Kurchenko was already disappearing into the crowd.  If he got 
too far ahead, Josh would lose him completely.  Fortunately, it 
wasn’t difficult to pick out his light colored hair.
 The park was ablaze with lights, as bright as daylight, with a 
clear, dark sky and stars overhead.  A mass of men in ceremonial 
dress pushed their way through the center of the park,  chanting 
a religious incantation.  Hefted on their shoulders was a huge 
wooden throne, a shrine to the Shinto gods.  Any other time, Josh 
would have stopped to watch, but keeping up with Kurchenko 
became more difficult the deeper they went into the park.
 Josh bumped into a man smoking a cigarette.  He excused 
himself and went on.  The man looked American, so Josh had 
apologized in English, but he could have been from any country.  
In the back of his mind he noticed something familiar about the 
strong smell of his cigarette.
 Kurchenko came to a fountain and stopped.  Josh ducked 
behind a sign as Kurchenko searched the crowd.
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 This man was no trained agent, Josh decided.  He made no 
attempt to cover his movements or lose a tail.  Josh peeked around 
the edge of the sign.  In fact, he looked like a lost puppy dog.  His 
eyes were big and sad and he looked like he was about to cry.
 The fact that he came to this very public place and stopped at 
what appeared to be a designated spot, the fountain, went a long 
way toward confirming what Josh suspected.  He was there for a 
rendezvous, and it had to be with Valeria.  She was probably the 
one who suggested this location, in order to protect herself.  Josh 
looked around, inspecting the hidden spots in the park.  She was 
probably there somewhere, watching Kurchenko’s arrival to see 
if he was followed.
 Josh’s hopes sank.  He had been desperate to keep up with 
Kurchenko in the crowd and didn’t have the luxury to make 
himself inconspicuous.  It was likely Valeria spotted him and 
walked away.  Once again he underestimated her.  Josh clenched 
his fists.  She was turning out to be a better spy than him.  If he 
ever got his hands on her again he was going to tie her up and 
drag her back to Washington  in a bag and leave her in the hands 
of the experts.  To hell with her.  Let them do with her what they 
wanted.  The sooner he got her back to the States, the sooner she 
would be somebody else’s problem, not his.
 At that moment, as if she was reading his thoughts, Valeria 
appeared.  Josh saw her before Kurchenko, who had his back to 
her.  In an instant, Josh was enchanted by her innocent beauty all 
over again.  She looked vulnerable like a lost child, and he had 
the feeling that he wanted to hold her in his arms and protect her, 
except this time he recognized the emotion.  It was something 
she brought out of people intentionally in order to use it against 
them, as she did so successfully with him.  Josh was determined 
not to let it happen again.
 Valeria walked toward Kurchenko, her eyes darting side to 
side.  That was different.  She was frightened.
 Then she said something; Kurchenko’s name, Josh assumed; 
and Yuri turned around.  For a few seconds they stood and looked 
at each other, then Valeria glanced around again, as if remembering 
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she might be in danger.  They spoke, moving about the fountain 
like two people who had just met, and did not make eye contact.  
Josh wished he had one of Walt’s high tech microphone gadgets 
to hear what they were saying.
 Kurchenko looked at Valeria, then looked away.  He reached 
into his jacket pocket, took something out, and discreetly handed 
it to her.  She slipped it into her pocket and looked around as if 
nothing happened.  Josh didn’t have to guess what they exchanged.  
Most likely it was a passport and money for a plane ticket.
 Valeria and Kurchenko stood facing each other.  Josh won-
dered what they were doing.  Valeria was a good spy.  He didn’t 
think she would put herself in further danger by risking senti-
mentality.  Then, to his surprise, they put their arms around each 
other and kissed.  Josh’s eyebrows rose.  That would explain why 
Kurchenko didn’t behave like an operative.
 After the long kiss, they separated, turned away from each 
other, and walked in opposite directions.  Kurchenko walked 
past Josh’s hiding place without seeing him behind the sign.  Josh 
stepped out and went after Valeria.
 She was much more difficult to follow than Kurchenko.  At 
irregular intervals she stopped to look at something and give 
herself the chance to see if she was being followed.  She chose 
places well.  Everywhere she stopped and looked back was a place 
where Josh found himself in the open.  Once he was able to drop 
to his knees and pretend to tie his shoes and be hidden by the 
crowd.  He stayed well behind her to make sure he was always 
near something to hide himself.
 When Valeria reached the sidewalk along the road that en-
circled the park, she stopped less often and walked more rapidly.  
She appeared to have a destination in mind.  A car pulled up 
alongside Josh.  It was Mariko.  He waved her past.
 Valeria crossed the street.  Josh stayed on the near side, watch-
ing to see where she went.  He knew if he tried to cross too soon 
she would see him.  Along the other side of the street was a row 
of restaurants.  Valeria went to the front door of one.  With her 
hand on the doorknob, she turned and scanned the crowd on the 
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street.  Josh stood behind a phone booth where he could stay out 
of her sight and still see her.  Valeria pulled the door open and 
went in.
 Josh dashed across the street, avoiding a couple of cars, ran 
to the door and pulled it open.  She might try to lose him out the 
back.  He couldn’t let that happen.
 Inside the first door was a small foyer and a second door with 
a diamond shaped window at eye level.  Josh stopped and stepped 
off to the right, out of view of the window.  Valeria was right on 
the other side, speaking with the hostess, who took a menu and 
led her away.
 Josh was surprised to realize Valeria was actually going to get 
something to eat.  She must have been terribly hungry.  How long 
had it been since he ate?  He remembered eating a cheeseburger 
sometime the night before, but that felt like a hundred years ago.  
He was about to go in and confront her, but would they stay for 
dinner?
 He went in.  The hostess was on the other side of the room, 
talking to the patrons at another table.  She had seated Valeria in 
a booth near the door.  She was facing the door, but was looking 
down at the menu.  Josh slipped into the booth across the table 
from her.
 Valeria looked up.  For an instant she looked to be in 
shock.
 “Joshua,” she said with a demure smile.  “How did you find 
me?”
 Josh ignored the question.  Her attempt to manipulate his 
emotions made him seethe with anger.  She had become transpar-
ent to him.
 “Does he dance as well as he kisses?” Josh said, surprised at 
how vicious his own voice sounded.
 Valeria’s cold eyes stared at him as if she was trying to decide 
how much he really knew.  Josh stared back.  Finally she looked 
away.
 “Yuri is an excellent dancer,” she said in an even voice.  “Al-
most as good as you.”
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 Josh could tell she was trying to smooth over his anger.  He 
wasn’t going to let that happen.  He liked his anger too much at 
that moment.
 “So tell me about this Yuri.  You never mentioned him be-
fore.”
 “He’s none of your business,” Valeria said.
 “What did he give you?”
 She looked surprised for a moment.  “Nothing.”
 Josh sighed.  “Come on.  I know he gave you some money.  
That’s why you came here.  I’m guessing he also gave you a fake 
passport.”
 “And a plane ticket,” Valeria said.
 She took them out of her pocket.  Josh held his hand out.
 “Hand it over.  You’re gonna have to miss that flight.”
 The hostess stopped at their table.  She was a tall, skinny 
woman with a pleasant smile.  Her long, black hair was tied up 
on her head and she wore a black pant suit.
 “Would you like to see a menu?” she said in good English 
with a smile.
 “No, thanks.  We were just leaving.”
 Josh started to get up, but Valeria remained in her seat.
 “Would you call the police?  This man is harassing me,” Valeria 
said.
 Josh stared at her.
 “The police?” the hostess said, looking very distressed.
 “Yes, the police, and right away.  This man won’t leave me 
alone.”
 Josh settled back in the seat.  The hostess looked at him with 
suspicion.  He smiled at her.
 “Yes, call the police, and ask for Detective Hidaka.”
 “Hidaka,” the hostess repeated.
 Valeria glared at Josh.  Fury burned in her eyes.
 “Never mind,” she snapped, scooping up the items on the 
table.  “We were just leaving.”
 Mariko was waiting in the car at the curb on the opposite side 
of the street when they came out of the restaurant.  Josh wasn’t 
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sure how she saw them go into the restaurant, but he was glad to 
see her waiting.
 The ceremonies were coming to an end.  Much of the crowd 
was moving away from the park.  Josh and Valeria had to wait on 
the step outside the restaurant door for room to move across the 
sidewalk.
 Josh pointed to Mariko’s car.
 “That’s our ride.”
 They waded into the crowd to get to the edge of the curb.  Josh 
excused himself as he pushed past a tourist smoking a cigarette.  
Again, there was something oddly familiar about the smell.
 Mariko saw them and got out to open the car door.  They 
reached the edge of the curb and Valeria stopped.  Josh could 
feel the muscles in her arm tighten.
 “What is it?” Josh said.
 She was looking across the street, but not at Mariko.
 “That man.  He’s one of Mironov’s.”
 Josh scanned the opposite sidewalk.  On the other side of the 
street were a few men who might have been tourists or Russian 
agents.  Only one  man, though, was looking right at them.  He 
was the plainest, most nondescript person Josh had ever seen.  
He had to admire that.  Indistinctness was a valuable quality to 
an intelligence agent.
 Then Josh remembered where he had smelled those strong 
cigarettes before.  They smelled like Mironov’s.  He spun around.  
The man he had just passed was taking the long Russian cigarette 
out of his mouth with his left hand and reaching under his jacket 
with his right.  Josh reached for his Smith & Wesson in the shoul-
der holster under his right arm, but it wasn’t there.  He vowed 
never again to leave it behind, no matter where he went.
 The man was only a few feet away.  He had sandy blonde hair, 
a round face and round features, and was wearing a blue polyester 
shirt under a tan polyester sport suit.  Josh shoved between two 
people toward the Russian agent.  He got one hand around the 
agent’s right wrist and slugged him in the mouth.  The Russian’s 
head snapped back and he crumpled to the sidewalk.  Josh heard 
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several screams from the crowd.
 He turned back to Valeria.  She was still standing at the 
curb.
 “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he shouted.
 Mariko was already back in the car coming across the one 
way street to their side, cutting off several other cars.  The car 
screeched to a halt a foot from the curb, angling across two lanes.  
The people she just cut off honked at her.
 Josh yanked the back door open and shoved Valeria in.
 “Get her to the Embassy,” Josh shouted, and slammed the 
door.
 Mariko stood on the gas.  The tires squealed and the car swung 
back into traffic.  Josh looked across at the plain agent, standing 
like his counterpart across a life size chessboard.  The plain agent 
had a counter move.  He looked at the row of cars parked along 
his side of the street and waved.
 A blue Toyota pulled out of the line and raced past.  Two men 
sat in the front seat.  It caught up to Mariko’s car as she slowed 
for the turn at the intersection, and rammed into the rear corner, 
sending Mariko’s car spinning into the center of the intersection.  
The sound of screeching tires sent chills through Josh’s body.  
One car slammed into the side of Mariko’s car, sending it skidding 
into another car, then a second car slammed into the back of the 
first.  The dull thuds and crunching noises made Josh sick to his 
stomach.
 He started to run to the accident to make sure Mariko and 
Valeria were all right, but someone screamed behind him.  He 
remembered the Russian agent in the cheap polyester suit and 
turned around.  He was rising to his feet with his pistol in his 
hand, a Russian made Makarov 9mm.
 A very nasty gun, Josh recalled.  To be this bold in public was 
unusual for agents.  They must have been as desperate as him to 
pull off this mission.
 “You have interfered enough, McGowan,” the agent said in 
Russian with his teeth clenched.
 The sound of a police siren distracted him for a second.  Josh 
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stepped forward, swinging his right arm across his body.  His hand 
slapped down on the Russian’s extended arm, knocking the gun 
from his grip.  Josh followed it with another blow to the man’s 
jaw with his left.  The Russian anticipated the blow and rolled 
with it.  The crowd of people on the sidewalk parted when they 
saw the gun and formed a perimeter like a boxing ring.
 Josh reached down and picked up the Makarov.  As he raised 
it, he saw the Russian had already rolled to his feet and, from a 
crouching position, had his arm back like a baseball pitcher.  With 
a quick move he flung his arm forward and Josh caught a glint 
of something coming toward him.  He turned his body only a 
fraction and a small knife sunk into his right arm, just above the 
elbow.  The point of the blade stuck into his humorous bone like 
a nail into wood.  Searing pain shot through Josh’s arm, blinding 
him, and he staggered backward.
 The Russian took another throwing knife and cocked his arm 
back.  The second knife sunk into Josh’s right side, just below 
his kidney, and he arched his back in pain.  The last thing he 
wanted was to die in the street full of knives like a pincushion.  He 
raised the gun and fired and hit the Russian in the right shoulder.  
He dropped the knife he was about to throw and was knocked 
backward against the wall of the restaurant.  The powerful pistol 
kicked in Josh’s hand and the sound was deafening.  The people 
around him screamed.
 The Russian got to his feet with another knife.  Josh was im-
pressed.  For a slight guy he was pretty tough.  He squeezed off a 
second shot into the center of the Russian’s blue polyester shirt.  
The shot lifted him off his feet and flung him backward into the 
wall under a small fountain of blood that seemed to hang in the 
air for a second before splattering on the pavement.
 Josh turned around.  His heart was pounding as he pulled 
the knives from his arm and back.  The sensation of killing and 
the sight of blood made him feel powerful again.  To him, killing 
was a rush, especially if he was killing them before they could kill 
him.
 He had to get to Mariko and Valeria.  They were in trouble 
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and he was the only one who could protect them now.  The plain 
agent was no longer across the street, but had gone to the accident 
scene with the two men in the blue Toyota, holding off a mob of 
angry drivers with their guns.  The sound of police sirens echoed 
off the sides of the buildings and grew louder.  The three Russians 
were trying to get the side door of Mariko’s car open.  Josh could 
see her slumped over the steering wheel, not moving.
 “Get away from the car!” Josh shouted in Russian as he 
pushed through the people.
 They blocked his line of fire.  He was not willing to risk hurting 
them to shoot the Russians.  The plainly dressed agent, however, 
had no such qualms.  He lowered his Makarov at Josh and fired.  
Josh dove behind a parked car.
 The shooting started a panic among the people who stopped 
to see the action.  To get away from the new danger they all ran 
in different directions, screaming and shouting in fear, pushing 
and shoving and knocking people down to get out of the way of 
the bullets.
 Somebody stepped on Josh’s hand and he shouted in pain.  
Before he could get up, a young woman tripped over him, hit 
her head on the fender of the car he was using as a shield, and 
fell unconscious on top of him.  He caught her and held her up, 
fearing she would be trampled to death if she fell to the ground.  
She was not heavy, but her weight pulled on his right shoulder, 
which burned with pain as if someone had stuck a hot knife into it.  
He caught glimpses of Mariko’s car through the swarm of people.  
The Russians were gone.  The side door was open and the rear 
seat was empty.  Mariko was still slumped over the steering wheel.  
The blue Toyota was also gone.
 Policemen ran through the panicked crowd, trying to gain 
control.  Josh pushed his way toward Mariko’s car, carrying the 
unconscious woman, and stopped in the middle of the street.  He 
handled this smoothly.

Josh winced.  The intern was just learning to do stitches and Josh 
was his guinea pig.  The intern’s rough technique hurt as much 



Jack Allen226

as the knives that made the cuts.
 The door to the suture room swung open and the surgeon 
entered, along with Hidaka.
 “How is Mariko?” Josh asked in Japanese.
 He avoided looking at Hidaka.  The surgeon seemed reassur-
ing and smiled.
 “She has a broken leg and a concussion.  She’ll be fine.”
 Josh winced again.  “Ow.  Be careful.  That’s my best skin.”
 “I’m sorry,” the intern said, and continued.
 “Do you always spend so much of your time in hospitals, Mr. 
McGowan?” Hidaka asked in English.
 “Just as long as I can walk out,” Josh said, and winced 
again.
 “Not like that man you encountered on the sidewalk to-
night.”
 “You mean the one I killed?”
 “Indeed.”
 “I think you’ll find he was one of those former KGB guys 
you’re so hot to persecute.”
 “That remains to be seen.”
 “Oh come on.  I shot him with his own gun.”  He pulled the 
pistol from the waist of his jeans at the back.  The intern and the 
surgeon eyed the gun.  “That’s how I got this.”
 “A Russian Makarov.  I’ll take that, please,” Hidaka said, 
reaching for the gun.
 Josh snatched it back.  “I’ll hold on to it, thank you.”
 “I cannot allow you to wander the streets of Tokyo carrying 
an unregistered Russian weapon.”
 “It’s registered.  Check the dead guy.”
 “That’s not the point.”
 “Oh, yeah, you wouldn’t allow me to leave Sapporo, ei-
ther.”
 “That was different.  There is now a killing that must be in-
vestigated and I will not allow you to leave the country until that 
investigation is complete.”
 “What do you need to investigate?  You know the facts as 
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well as I do.  The Russians got the girl.  One of them tried to get 
me and I popped him.  Now I gotta try to find the girl all over 
again.  There’s your investigation.”
 The door swung open again and Bo Tormino barreled into 
the room.
 “What the fuck happened, Josh?” he said in a loud voice.
 Josh sighed.  “I made a pretty big mess, that’s what happened,” 
he said, and was surprised to see Tormino actually grin.
 “We all saw it on the news.  We figured you had to be back 
in town.”
 “I got Mariko hurt.”
 Tormino’s expression fell.
 “We heard that, too.  How is she?”
 “The doctor said she’s all right.  Broken leg, concussion.  She 
didn’t deserve it.”
 The intern finished sewing his arm and applied a bandage to 
match the ones on his back and head, then excused himself and 
left.  After years of being sewn back together, Josh felt like a jigsaw 
puzzle.
 “Can we see her?” Josh asked the surgeon.
 The surgeon shook his head.  “Not now.  She is sleeping.”
 “I want you to come with me, now,” Hidaka said.
 Tormino’s concerned expression switched to anger.
 “And who are you?”
 Hidaka pulled out his wallet, showing Tormino a badge.
 “I am Detective Hidaka, Federal Police.”
 “Why are you arresting this man?” Tormino asked, as he 
moved between Josh and Hidaka.
 “He is not under arrest.  I need to hold him for questioning 
for his involvement in the shooting outside Lotus Park this eve-
ning.”
 Tormino shook his head.  “That won’t be possible.  This man 
has very important business elsewhere.”
 Hidaka was not swayed.
 “Nothing is more important at the moment than the investiga-
tion we are proceeding on.”
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 Tormino shook his head again.  Josh could see he would not 
be deterred, either.
 “This man is operating under diplomatic immunity.  I have a 
written authorization from the United States Ambassador.  Joshua 
McGowan will be leaving with me.”
 Hidaka’s lips squeezed together in a thin line.  His eyes bulged 
out like he was ready to explode.  Josh glanced at the surgeon.  He 
didn’t know if he understood English, but he appeared amused 
by the confrontation.  Josh was always glad to have Tormino on 
his side.
 “I’m afraid I must file a formal complaint,” Hidaka said in a 
poisonous tone.
 “That you can do.  Now, if our business is finished here, we’ll 
be leaving.”
 Hidaka said nothing.  Tormino motioned for Josh to follow 
and they walked out.
 “Is everything you said back there true?” Josh asked.
 “Pretty much,” Tormino said with a chuckle.  “I haven’t 
spoken with the Ambassador, but I’m sure he’ll cover for you.”
 “Good.  Then I need to call Walt.  He’s not gonna be happy 
when I tell him I lost her again.”
 “He already called.  He gave me a message for you.”  Tormino 
took something out of his pocket and handed it to Josh.  “You fly 
to Tel-Aviv in the morning.  Walt will meet you there.”
 Josh looked at the plane ticket.
 “That’s convenient,” he said, and took Valeria’s plane ticket 
from his pocket.  It and the passport were lying on the floor in 
the backseat of Mariko’s car.  “There’s someone I need to meet 
at the airport in the morning.”
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Yuri Kurchenko was very nervous.  He had not heard from Val-
eria all night.  She was supposed to meet him at the hotel only a 
couple of hours after they parted, but she never showed up and 
she never called.  That worried him.  He feared for her safety even 
more than when she escaped from that prison.
 Now he stood at the gate in the Tokyo International airport, 
waiting to board a jet that would take them to Hong Kong, where 
they would switch planes and fly to Karakas, Turkey, then board 
the family yacht on the Black Sea for Odessa.  The plane was 
taking off shortly and the closer it got to boarding time the more 
nervous he got.  Valeria had not shown up.
 He decided he would not board the plane without her.  He 
could not bear to leave her behind in Japan.  But if she did not 
show up, what would he do?  Where could he go that she would 
be able to find him?  He already checked out of the hotel, but 
she might go back there and wait for him.  And what if the police 
picked her up?  She told him about the trouble she had with that 
Hidaka.  How would he find her if she was in jail, and how would 
he get her out?
 All of this troubled him deeply.  He was never cut out for 
this sort of thing.  His brother, Nikita, was much more adept at 
dealing with difficult situations like these, which was why he took 
over the family business when father died, and Yuri kept himself 
out of it as much as he could.
 Now was when he needed Nikita’s help the most.  He hated 
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to ask for it, though, because his brother already had so much to 
worry about, even though he knew Nikita would not hesitate to 
spare an army of men to find one woman.
 Yuri rose on his toes to see over the heads of the people com-
ing down the long, wide hall that approached the gate.  Valeria 
could appear at any moment, and he would be overwhelmed with 
joy and relief when she did.  She frequently surprised him like 
that.  It was all a part of her strange profession, which he secretly 
wished she would give up.  Maybe if he asked her to marry him, 
maybe that would change her mind.
 A pair of men caught his attention.  One was tall and mus-
cular like an athlete, with dark hair.  The other was shorter and 
rounder with a military haircut.  They came to the window and 
stood beside him to look out at the planes and he lost interest in 
them.
 For an instant he thought he saw Valeria and his heart soared.  
When the woman turned around, however, she was Japanese, and 
Yuri’s hopes sunk even further.
 Someone to his left spoke his name and the deep voice startled 
him so much he jumped.  He spun around and looked at the 
person.  It was the tall, athletic man, leaning toward him.  The 
other man, with the military haircut, watched the airliners land.
 Yuri stared at him.  He had assumed this man and his com-
panion were Americans or Europeans by the way they dressed, 
but he spoke in Russian.  Yuri was gripped with fear that this tall 
man with the dark hair and dark eyes was with some Russian secret 
police force from Moscow and had probably arrested Valeria and 
was now there to arrest him.
 “My name is Joshua McGowan,” the man said.  “This is my 
friend, Bo Tormino.”
 The man with the military haircut turned to him and nodded, 
then turned back to the window.
 “We’re from the United States Embassy.”
 Yuri did not know what to make of them.  They looked Ameri-
can.  The tall one spoke Russian well, but his pronunciation of 
the words sounded American, at least he sounded similar to the 
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few Americans Yuri had met.
 “What do you want?” Yuri said.
 “I have bad news about Valeria,” Joshua said.
 Yuri was tense.  This was the news he dreaded hearing.
 Joshua went on.  “It was my assignment to escort her from 
Russia to the States, where she would give us important informa-
tion, with which we would have carried out a second mission.”
 “Where is she?” Yuri interrupted.
 Joshua seemed so calm and composed.
 “I’m afraid she’s been captured by her former KGB controller, 
Colonel Mironov.”
 “I know him,” Yuri said, his teeth clenched.  “He’s probably 
taken her back to Moscow.”
 “Then you know where Mironov is?”
 Yuri shook his head and Joshua looked crestfallen.
 “If he is in Moscow he may be at any one of a hundred build-
ings operated by the Communist Party.  They own a compound 
south of Moscow that is like a military fortress.  Not even the 
police can get in there.”  He shook his head again.  “No, I don’t 
know where Mironov goes.  My brother, however, he might.”
 Joshua’s eyebrows arched up.  “Your brother?”
 “Nikita Kurchenko.  He is the head of the family.”  Yuri felt 
he might be giving away too much information.  “If you know 
who I am, why don’t you know about him?”
 Josh looked at his companion, who had no response.
 “We didn’t know about you.  We do have information about 
you and your family.  We didn’t know you were connected with 
Valeria.”
 Yuri’s mouth was squeezed shut.  The news was more than he 
could bear.  Mironov had his hands on the woman he loved.  She 
was innocent in this, didn’t any of these people know that?  Why 
didn’t they just leave her alone?  Yuri felt his throat tightening 
and squeezed his hands into tight fists to fight it down.  He had 
a horrible feeling he was never going to see Valeria again.
 He looked into the eyes of the American.  He wanted to ask 
him those questions, whether or not he was going to see her again, 



Jack Allen232

what the American wanted with her, and he wanted to yell furious 
accusations at him for getting her into this situation.  However, 
there was something else in those eyes, something that instilled 
him with quiet confidence.  He could see the American was just 
as concerned about her.  There was no deception in those eyes, 
nothing of what he saw in the eyes of the men who vied for power 
within the family.
 “How will I get her back?” Yuri said.
 His composure crumbled as he spoke and he brushed away 
a tear.
 “Let me worry about that,” Joshua said.  He put his hand on 
Yuri’s shoulder.  “I got her into this and I’ll get her out.  Promise 
me something?”  Yuri did not respond.  “Promise me something,” 
Joshua said again, his voice firm.
 “Yes.”
 “Go back to Moscow.  Wait for me.  If Mironov has Valeria 
she’ll be fine.  If he hurts her she’ll be no use to him, he knows 
that.  She’s tough.  She can take care of herself for a day or two.”  
He paused.  “I know you don’t know me.  You’ll just have to trust 
me on this.  Promise?”
 Yuri nodded.  “I promise.”
 “Good,” Joshua said.  He tapped his partner on the arm and 
switched to English.  “Let’s go,” he said, and they walked off.
 Yuri was so shaken he could not believe what had just hap-
pened.  The fear that Valeria was in danger made him feel dis-
mayed.  He hardly noticed when they called for boarding of his 
flight.
 He remembered the look in the American’s eyes and somehow 
felt reassured that Valeria would be returned to him if only he 
trusted Joshua.  As he boarded the plane and took his seat, Yuri 
wondered how he would explain that look to his brother.

*     *     *     *

In the few hours it took to drive from Baghdad to Al Hadithah, 
about a hundred miles northwest of Baghdad in the Syrian desert, 
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the jumble of ideas that tossed about Ismail Rafjani’s mind like 
clothes in a washing machine settled and became more concrete.  
Now he knew exactly what he had to do.  A grin of savage convic-
tion formed on his face.  He liked knowing exact details.  There 
were certain people who had to die, and the first would be Ali 
Galim.
 It was late and the camp was quiet when he arrived.  There 
was no gate and no guard to check his arrival, as there never 
was.  Why should there be?  This part of the desert was almost 
impenetrable.  Even Rafjani found it difficult to follow the narrow, 
winding path that seemed to change day to day, and he had made 
the trip a thousand times.
 A sentry stood guard within the camp itself.  Rafjani could see 
his outline against the low fire in the center of the circle formed 
by the dark tents that made up the camp.  As Rafjani parked 
his British Range Rover and got out, the man came toward him.  
Rafjani recognized him as soon as he smiled.  Achmed Jalil’s full 
set of teeth glowed like neon lights in the moonlight.
 “Is everything ready?” Rafjani asked.
 He already knew everything was ready and had been for two 
weeks.
 “Pretty as a baby,” Jalil said, still grinning.
 It was his phrase.  He said it when everything was in order 
and he was anxious for action.
 Rafjani was fond of Jalil, like they were brothers.  Jalil was a 
big, strong, physical man, smart but not too bright, and would 
not hesitate to kill a man at a moment’s notice.  He was the kind 
of man that made Iraq’s terrorist movement strong.  He was also 
the man who would be Rafjani’s general in his own personal war 
against western corruption, within Iraq and across the entire 
western world.
 Rafjani’s eyes widened as he imagined the success of the battles 
that lay ahead.  He would not be indiscriminate in his targets.  On 
the contrary; he would be very specific.  And his attacks would be 
brutal.  Those from the outside who came to his world to exploit it 
and leave it corrupted would know his name and they would fear 



Jack Allen234

him.  And when he told them to leave his lands they would cower 
and run and the empires of the new Persia would be restored.  It 
was a glorious goal and God would favor him.
 “Then we begin tonight,” Rafjani said in a low voice.
 Jalil nodded.  Without a further word they turned and walked 
together into the camp.

*     *     *     *

 “Don’t be naive, Yuri,” Nikita pleaded.  “We’re talking about 
the CIA.  He wants us to wait for him?  That’s ridiculous.  Either 
he has some deceptive plan to damage us in some way or he will 
never show up at all.”
 He paced behind his desk, rubbing his hand over his head.  
Baretsky stood to one side of the desk, his back to the wall.
 “We can’t trust these American spies.  They’re the ones who 
perpetrated Valeria’s escape from prison.  How can we trust 
someone who would do this sort of thing?  No, we can’t wait for 
them.”  He stopped and looked at Baretsky.  “We’ll go in and get 
her out ourselves.”
 “I’ll get the men together,” Baretsky said, and went out.
 Yuri wanted to disagree, but did not have the heart.  He trust-
ed the American, but could not convey that trust to his brother.  
He knew it would not be easy, but it didn’t seem to matter right 
then.  If Nikita was willing to risk such a great deal to get her out, 
then Yuri was not about to stop him.  He could have Valeria back 
that night, and they could disappear somewhere together.  Maybe 
the Urals.  Better yet, maybe the Caribbean.

Aleksandr Baretsky was so excited he could hardly contain 
himself.  He had waited years for an opportunity like this.  The 
Kurchenko family was planning a raid on the Party compound 
that night and Joshua McGowan himself was coming to meet 
with Nikita Kurchenko.  Armed with such valuable information, 
he would surely be granted a secure position within the Party 
for life.  The privileges that came with such a position made his 
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head spin.
 And it was so easy.  All he had to do was call his contact, 
pass on the information, then wait for the inevitable, disastrous 
raid and collect the credit that was due.  Maybe then, he hoped, 
he would be done with this miserable Kurchenko family forever.  
He longed to work side by side with Mironov and root out the 
enemies of the motherland.
 Baretsky went to his private office, down the hall from Kurch-
enko’s office, made sure the door was locked, and sat down at his 
desk to place a discreet phone call.

*     *     *     *

The first thing she noticed was a soft, distant tapping sound that 
annoyed her enough to drag her out of her sleep.  It wasn’t much 
of a sleep.  She felt groggy, like she had been drugged, and she 
had a splitting headache.
 Valeria felt a sudden panic and bolted upright, trying to figure 
out where she was.  The room was dark.  She hyperventilated and 
forced herself to be calm.  Whenever she panicked she always felt 
nauseous, and she didn’t want that.
 Gradually, she got her bearings.  The room was too dark to 
see anything except for a small, gray square set in the wall across 
the room.  It was a window.  The night outside was less dark than 
the room.  A low rumble frightened her, until she realized it was 
thunder, which meant the tapping sound was rain.
 She was on a bed in a dark room, it was night, and raining.  
But where was the room?  She could be anywhere in the world.  
She had to know.
 She got out of the bed and felt around in the darkness, stum-
bling over a chair before she felt it.  Trying to be as quiet as she 
could, she moved the chair to the far wall, just beneath the small 
window, and climbed on it.
 There was not much to see.  Beyond a tall fence topped with 
barbed wire, a forest of trees stood like silent soldiers in a forma-
tion, enduring a downpour.  A dim glow came from somewhere, 
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providing enough light to see only a few of the closer trees, which 
did not tell her much.  She only knew where she wasn’t: she wasn’t 
in a desert, she wasn’t in a jungle.  What good was that?  How 
would she find out where she was and how would she let Yuri 
know?
 She heard heavy footsteps and turned to face the direction 
from which they came.  A thin sliver of yellow light appeared 
through the gap at the bottom of a door by the head of the bed, 
then the door opened.  Valeria shielded her eyes against the light, 
trying to make out the identity of the large silhouetted figure.
 A light flicked on and she squeezed her eyes shut, then opened 
them a fraction to see the person.  It was Mironov, standing in the 
doorway, regarding her with amusement.
 “It has rained for two days,” he said in his deep, gravelly 
voice.
 Valeria stared at him without speaking.  He was the last person 
she wanted to see and the one person she feared she was most 
likely to meet in this place.
 “Where am I?” she said, suppressing her fear.
 Mironov grinned, looked down at the floor as if unsure 
whether to tell her the truth, then looked back up at her.
 “We call it the warehouse.  It’s a little place the Party 
owns.”
 “But where?” Valeria insisted.
 Mironov started to speak, caught himself, then said it any-
way.
 “Moscow.  Near the train yards of south Moscow, actually.  
You can’t see the city from that window.  It’s in the other direc-
tion.”  He came into the room and closed the door.  Valeria noticed 
another man who stayed outside.  “Now sit here on the bed and 
we’ll talk.”
 Valeria climbed down from the chair and went to the bed, 
staying away from Mironov.  He took the chair away from the wall 
and sat on it, facing her.
 “Ironic, isn’t it?” he began.  “You’ve had an amazing adven-
ture and here you are back in Moscow, so close to home, and yet 
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a prisoner once again.”
 He chuckled.  Valeria said nothing.  It was just like Mironov to 
say something so vicious.  He found humor in humiliating people 
around him.  In the past, she had felt sorry for his daughter, until 
the one time she met her and found she was just as mean.
 Mironov’s grin faded.  “I wish to commend you for perform-
ing your part so well for the Party.”
 “I’ve done nothing for the Party,” Valeria muttered, although 
inside she was not so sure what he meant.
 “I’m sorry to have to contradict you, but you have.  Simply 
because you are here you have reinforced the position of the Party 
within the Kremlin itself.  Even in the west there are whispers that 
the new Democracy has lost credibility.”
 His grin returned.  He was enjoying this.  Valeria shud-
dered.
 “I have just one more assignment for you,” he continued.  “It 
won’t be a difficult one.  You won’t have to fuck anyone for me, 
yet.”
 He paused, looking into her eyes without blinking.  Valeria 
tried to mask her fear.
 “In a few days, when the time is right, you and I will march 
into the Kremlin, right onto the Parliament floor, where I will 
introduce you to the President of the Russian Republic and all 
the members of his cabinet.  You will be the proof of their inef-
fectiveness as a ruling body and overwhelming evidence of the 
National Soviet Party’s supreme power over the people.  Then we 
will simply demand a vote.  The impotent Democratic Republic 
will be kicked out in shame and Vassily Nedved will be reinstated 
as the new Supreme Soviet.  All you have to do is stand there and 
look beautiful.  That won’t be too hard, will it?”
 Valeria was horrified.  This was the worst possible ending she 
could have imagined.  Mironov had an entire career ahead of him 
again and it was all because of her.  All she wanted was to live a 
peaceful, insignificant life with Yuri, and now she was going to go 
down in history as the hero of the new Soviet Union, the whore 
who brought down the Russian Democratic Republic.  And the 



Jack Allen238

worst part was it could all happen just as he said, if he led her 
onto the Parliament floor.
 “I won’t do anything for you,” Valeria said.
 Mironov laughed.  “You have no choice.  You’re as good to 
me dead as you are alive.  I’m offering to let you keep your life.  
You should take it.  I’m not always so generous.”  He got up and 
went to the door.  “Think about it,” he said as he knocked and 
the door was opened.  “Or don’t.  I don’t care.”
 He laughed and went out.  The man who stood guard sneered 
at her and locked the door.  Valeria hugged her legs to her chest, 
suddenly feeling very cold.

Mironov swelled with confidence as he strode into the office 
area of the large warehouse building.  He was determined, but 
impatient.  Everything was rapidly falling into place.  They had 
overcome several snags already, and now all they had to do was 
wait for Nedved to return to Moscow.  If he stayed away too long, 
the opportunity to act might pass and they would have to force 
the vote without his presence.  Mironov was so anxious to get on 
with it he wanted to go down to Odessa himself and drag Nedved 
back to Moscow himself.
 He snickered.  Nedved would love that.  He would deserve 
it, too.  All he did down there was boast about his imaginary 
accomplishments and sleep with women half his age.  The man 
was no different than the corrupt czars who rose to power in this 
nation’s past strictly through their inheritance of the title.  None 
of them in his mind were ever worthy of ruling such a powerful 
nation, and Mironov believed they were ultimately responsible 
for the mess the motherland found itself in during his lifetime.
 He saw it sinking further into an abyss under the current 
Democratic administration, and if it took a man like Nedved to 
turn it around, then so be it.  Mironov’s eyes gleamed.  No one, 
however, would be better suited for the chair of the Supreme 
Soviet than he himself.  He would whip the nation into shape, 
turn it back into a machine of production.
 During the day the office had bustled with activity, as always, 
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but probably more than normal today.  Mironov had returned and 
everyone knew the judgement day would soon be at hand.  Such 
power thrilled him.
 But now it was late in the evening and the office area was 
quiet.  Mironov stopped.  Someone was in his office, sitting in 
the chair in front of his desk.  He could make out the back of the 
man’s head through the open door, and it looked familiar.  As he 
went closer he saw it was Potapemkin, probably there to take the 
credit for himself.  Let him try.  He’d bring him down, too.
 “This is an honor,” Mironov said as he entered his office.
 Potapemkin rose to shake his hand, but Mironov pretended 
not to notice and went around his desk to sit down.  Potapemkin 
sat back in the seat.  He had been in the game too long to let some 
small act of disrespect bother him.
 “You are to be congratulated for your accomplishment,” 
Potapemkin said.  “I think it’s fair to say you have resurrected 
our hopes for success.  The Party owes you a great deal.”
 Mironov was caught off guard by Potapemkin’s generosity.  
It was uncharacteristic.  “Thank you,” he said.
 If the compliment was intended to mislead him, he was unable 
to see through it.
 Potapemkin went on.  “I have notified Nedved of your suc-
cess.  He is returning from Odessa immediately.  He, too, wishes 
to thank you for your efforts.”
 Mironov smelled a trap.  He studied his superior across the 
desk.  What could the man be up to?  He was tempted to come 
right out and ask, but if Potapemkin was not up to anything he 
would be insulted and that might damage Mironov’s position, and 
if he was setting a trap he would simply deny it, then pretend to be 
insulted and Mironov would be in the same position.  Therefore, 
he decided he could do nothing but go along with the situation 
for now.
 “When will he arrive?” Mironov asked, as if he was not the 
least bit suspicious.
 “Tomorrow or the next day, but that’s not the reason I came 
to see you.  An hour ago I received a communication from my 
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operative inside the Kurchenko family, Aleksandr Baretsky.”
 Mironov nodded.  “I know him.  I recruited him.”
 “And he has done excellent work.  His message was to inform 
us that Kurchenko knows we have the girl and they are planning 
a raid to liberate her tonight.”
 Mironov sat forward, his fists clenched.
 “They could ruin everything.  I’ll get her out of here imme-
diately.”
 “Relax,” Potapemkin said with his hand up.  “They’re not 
coming here.  They think we have her in the Nikolai Hotel in 
the center of Moscow.  We will have a rude welcome for them 
instead.”
 Mironov sat back, confused.  A minute ago he seemed in 
complete control of his destiny.  Now it seemed his life was in the 
hands of others.
 “How is it they know we have her, and that she is in Moscow?” 
Mironov said, trying to keep from sounding bewildered.
 Potapemkin shrugged.  “I think it’s safe to assume the girl’s 
lover, Yuri Kurchenko, you know about him, had a meeting with 
Joshua McGowan before he returned.”
 Merely the mention of the name made Mironov’s blood boil.  
He felt his face grow warm.
 “There is a man I would like to see dead.  I have had several 
chances in the past to kill McGowan and none have been suc-
cessful.”
 “You may get another chance,” Potapemkin said.
 “What do you mean?”
 “He’s coming to Moscow.  At least according to Baretsky.”
 Mironov’s eyes lit up.  “When?”
 “We don’t know, but soon.”
 Mironov sat back, folding his arms on his chest.
 “He will be coming here for the Doctor.  That was the entire 
purpose for their involvement in this mission in the first place.”
 Potapemkin nodded.  “Should we move the Doctor?”
 “That won’t be necessary.  He needs to continue his work.  
He is very near completion and if we move him it may set us back 
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several months.”
 Potapemkin looked concerned.  “Are we going to let McGow-
an just walk in here?”
 Mironov laughed at the deviousness of his plan.  “We’ll be 
ready for him.”

*     *     *     *

Josh had been to Israel four times before this trip, but had never 
been to Mossad headquarters.  Tel-Aviv was a unique city.  The 
buildings were a mixture of contemporary, early fifties and an-
cient designs, sometimes divided into sectors within the city and 
sometimes in a conglomerate within a single block.
 Mossad headquarters was a building that seemed caught 
between eras.  Most was the original construction from the early 
fifties.  Even the pastel green paint on the walls looked original.  
Other parts of the building were being converted to contemporary, 
even futuristic design for air conditioned computer rooms and 
offices.
 The room in which Josh met Walt reminded him of the old 
house he spent time living in when he was a child: postwar, pre-art 
deco and just plain ugly.
 Walt was sitting at a small table with a man smoking a cigar 
who looked to be in his sixties with a narrow nose and gray hair, 
eyebrows and moustache.  Walt introduced him as Herbert Cohen, 
Assistant Director of the Mossad.  Josh shook his hand.  Cohen 
was from New York originally and Josh got the impression he was 
nervous about something, unless he was just always nervous.
 Josh sat.  Walt dwarfed the table, and looked tired, like he 
could barely keep his eyes open.  Josh guessed he hadn’t slept 
well these last few days.  He wasn’t the only one.  Josh himself 
hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in about a week.
 “Our situation is a little more difficult than we expected,” Walt 
began.  He appeared calm, but Josh assumed that was because 
of fatigue.  “Mironov pulled a fast one on us.  We kind of took 
him for granted.  Now I’ve got a bad feeling about what he’s got 
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in mind.”
 “He’s working with the Communist Party to restore the Soviet 
Union,” Cohen said in his Brooklyn accent.
 “Can he do that?” Josh said.
 Cohen nodded.  “Definitely.  The Russian Republic is not 
as strong as it should be by now and there is the beginnings of a 
political vacuum.  All the Communists need is a catalyst and they 
will fill that vacuum.  The girl is that catalyst.”
 Josh sat back in his chair, overwhelmed by the implications of 
his actions on this mission.  For the sake of that beautiful young 
woman he fell in love with, the world could slip back into the 
Cold War, or worse, and all because he failed to protect her.
 “They almost had you as well,” Walt said.  “That would have 
been all the better for them, and that much worse for us.”
 “What about the original purpose of this mission?  Weren’t 
we supposed to get some information from Valeria?”
 “We were, but that’s not going to be possible now,” Walt 
said.
 He opened his briefcase and took out an envelope, which 
he passed to Josh.  Josh opened it and took out a set of photo-
graphs.
 “Those are satellite photos taken two days ago over the 
Grushtuli mountains,” Walt said.
 The photographs were not clear, but Josh could make out 
the fuzzy white shapes of horses on a black background, infrared 
images of a horse train.
 “Apparently, our estimates were a little off,” Walt continued.  
“The Communists have already begun production of the explo-
sives.  They’re using it as a product to fund their return to power.  
This is their first shipment.  We’re guessing it’s six tons going into 
Iraq.  From there it can be used anywhere.”
 Cohen sat forward and Josh looked at him.  His forehead was 
creased with lines of worry.
 “I’m sure you understand, we don’t want them to use it at 
all.”
 Josh could certainly sympathize.  Israel would probably be 
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the main target, and they already had enough trouble with bombs.  
He tossed the photos on the table.
 “Tell me more about this explosive.”
 He and Cohen both looked at Walt.
 “It’s pretty simple.  Dr. Otto Jones invented the stuff.  He used 
a new process for making plastic explosives that renders the stuff 
virtually undetectable.  It’s not perfect, of course, but it’s certainly 
good enough to get through the best airport security systems.  We 
know because he made a test batch before the Communists made 
him an offer.  You might remember it.  Several of our people were 
killed in the process.”
 Josh remembered.  He remembered it well.  Three of the 
people were good friends of his.  One was a woman Josh had 
been attracted to for years.  It wasn’t one of Mironov’s jobs then, 
but he had his hands in it now.  Josh would love to pay him back 
for it.
 Josh shook his head.  “And we’re the ones who told this doc-
tor it was important to make something like that, right?”  Walt 
had no answer; he just stared back at Josh.  “Let me guess the 
rest.  You want me to go in and take out Dr. Jones, and for good 
measure waste the factory, and we needed Valeria to tell us where 
to find Dr. Jones.”
 “Something like that,” Walt said with burning sarcasm.
 Josh could sense his contempt.  He was aware he had been 
assigned to this job specifically for the purpose of bringing Valeria 
in, and he failed.  Nevertheless, it made him angry that he was 
the one who should take the heat when no one anticipated the 
extent of Mironov’s deception.  If it hadn’t been for the Commu-
nist warship blowing the Monticello out of the water, or Valeria’s 
reluctance to being captured, or the ambush by Mironov’s men in 
Tokyo, this mission would have been a piece of cake.  Josh stared 
back at Walt, his own anger turning to contempt.
 Cohen cut in, ignoring the tension between them.  “Before 
you do that, we have asked that your people help us with our ... 
problem.”
 Josh could see he was trying to be as diplomatic as possible.  
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He sat forward with his hands clasped on the table.
 “I take it we’re going in?”

Walt briefed Josh on the drive to the airfield, a small military base 
just inside Israel’s eastern border with Iraq.  He had assembled 
Josh’s team and they would combine efforts with an Israeli team.  
Mossad agents inside Iraq confirmed that all of the explosives 
were at a terrorist training camp at Al Hadithah, in the center of 
the Syrian desert, about halfway between Baghdad and the Israel 
border.  The combined teams would be air dropped some distance 
from the camp by helicopter, take out everyone in the camp and 
confirm the destruction of the explosives, then get out.
 Josh looked at Walt’s maps and paid complete attention to 
the briefing, but none of it was anything he didn’t already know.  
He’d been on a hundred missions like this, many with the same 
members of this team.
 The sun was still up when they arrived at the airbase.  Flight 
time to the drop point would not be more than sixty minutes and 
they did not want to arrive before two a.m., so there would be a 
wait.
 As they got out of the car, Josh saw a pair of black helicopters 
sitting side by side in front of a hangar.  Beyond them was a pair 
of A-10 Thunderbolts, U.S. Air Force jets with long, slender green 
bodies, straight, narrow wings and a pair of fat, round jet engines 
mounted high on the tail on either side of the fuselage, a feature 
which gave the planes the nickname “Warthog”.
 “What are those for?” Josh said.
 Cohen looked at the Warthogs.  “There is a surface-to-air 
missile site on your course.  They will fly ahead of your choppers 
and take it out.”
 “They’re on loan from the 32nd Air Squadron in Saudi Ara-
bia,” Walt said.  “We have to get them back in the morning.”
 “It’s all right for us to launch an air strike on Iraq?” Josh 
said.
 Walt nodded.  “We have authorization from the President.”
 Josh was surprised.  The President again.  This was unprec-
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edented, even for him.
 Beside the helicopters was a group of people going through 
equipment scattered around them on the pavement.  Josh assumed 
some were the Israelis who were to accompany his team into Iraq.   
As he walked toward them, he recognized one of the men right 
away.
 Victor Lademan was a man Josh trusted with his life.  He had 
saved his skin several times.  Such commitment had made them 
close friends.
 Josh walked to him.  The rest of his team was there as well: 
Aaron Dufina, the sniper, a guy from Cleveland who always gelled 
his yellow hair and combed it straight back on his head, and one 
new guy.  It took a moment for Josh to recognize his face.  It 
was Jerry, the young kid he left behind on that shattered dock in 
Baltimore.  He didn’t look like that same cocky kid; he looked 
older.  Josh last saw him only a few days ago, wasn’t it?
 Victor was a tall, muscular black man.  He stopped stuffing 
things into his shoulder pack.
 “Hey, Josh,” he said, and Josh shook his hand.
 “Hey, Vic.  How you been?”
 “Just the same.  Good to see you still alive.”
 They both laughed.  It was a joke they always shared.  There 
were too many times when they saw friends and people they had 
come to know dead in the fields or at funerals.  Without saying 
it, they both knew the next mission could be the last for either or 
both of them.
 “How’s Karen?” Josh asked.
 Victor smiled.  “Doing great.  We’re gonna have a baby.”
 “A boy or a girl?”
 “A girl.  We’re gonna name her Elizabeth, after Karen’s 
mother.”
 “I hope she’s as beautiful as Karen ’cause if she gets your looks 
she’s gonna be in big trouble.”
 They laughed again.  Josh saw Jerry standing nearby.  Jerry 
heard the joke and was grinning while he checked the equipment 
in his pack.  Jerry was new to his team and Josh wanted to make 
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sure he felt comfortable with the other guys before they hit the 
field.  A large part of the mission’s success depended on how well 
the team worked together.
 “Vic, have you met Jerry?” Josh asked.
 Jerry looked up at them.  Victor nodded.
 “We met on the flight over.  For some reason he was nervous 
about the impression he’d made on you.  I told him not to worry.  
If you picked him for this mission you must have confidence in 
him.”
 He didn’t pick him.  Walt did.  But, as he considered the 
idea, he decided Jerry would be fine.  He stepped over to Jerry, 
where he had some equipment spread out on the ground, along 
with a pack Josh recognized as his own.  Jerry stood rigidly, like 
a nervous soldier at attention while being inspected.
 “Jerry,” Josh said, extending his hand.
 “Sir.”
 Jerry looked like he wanted to salute.  Josh winced, embar-
rassed by the overt respect.
 “Relax, Jer.  It’s just Josh.  There are no sirs here.”
 “Right,” Jerry said, nodding.
 “Let me see your gun,” Josh said, holding out his hand.
 Jerry removed it from the holster on his right hip and placed 
it in Josh’s hand.  It was a Beretta 9mm automatic with a fourteen 
round clip.  Josh switched off the safety and pulled back the slide 
half an inch until he could see the shiny brass casing of a bullet 
in the chamber.  He released it, relocked the safety and handed 
it back to Jerry.
 “Much better,” he said with a confident smile.
 “Thanks.”
 Josh picked up his equipment pack.
 “No, thank you for lugging this pack halfway around the 
world.”  He turned to walk to Aaron, who was loading stuff on 
the chopper.  “Oh, and welcome to the Black Hats.”
 “What?” Jerry said, but Josh was already walking away.  Victor 
stood beside him, buckling his equipment belt.  “What are the 
Black Hats?”
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 “You ever read Heinlen?” Victor said.
 The belt buckle clicked and he adjusted it on his hips.
 “Who?”
 Victor shook his head.  “Never mind.”
 Josh met with Aaron, then introduced himself to the Israeli 
members of the team.  Moshe Izrahi was born an Israeli, spent 
most of his life traveling abroad, then returned to Israel to join the 
military.  He had black hair and the angular features of a middle 
eastern man.  Caroline Haffenberg was the daughter of German 
Jews, emigrated to Israel to attend school, then joined the military 
to fight for her new homeland after her younger brother, who was 
visiting on a holiday, was killed when the bus he was riding was 
destroyed by a PLO bomb.  She was a tall, stocky, tough looking, 
yet beautiful woman with long, blonde hair tied in a braid down 
the middle of her back.
 Josh was proud to have them along.  They both seemed like 
skilled, capable soldiers.  He was glad he had no one going along 
who had that overt sense of bravado that tended to get themselves 
and others on the team killed.
 They were six all together.  Josh decided to split the teams 
equally on the choppers.  He and Jerry would go with Caroline 
on the first chopper, and Victor and Aaron would go with Moshe 
on the second chopper.
 After he checked his gear and they went over the briefing one 
more time with Walt and Cohen and the pilots of the choppers 
and the Warthogs, Josh had time to kill.  There was always time 
to kill.  It was during downtime before going into action like this 
that Josh always thought about death.
 Every mission had its dangers; it was inherent with the job.  
Josh knew it was only a matter of time before he was killed in one 
action or another.  He frequently put himself in harm’s way and 
had been close to death many times in his life.  He remembered 
staring into the eye of that huge shark.  If it hadn’t been scared 
off when it was, he and Valeria might have been fish food.
 Was he afraid of death?  Of course.  He had faced death, he’d 
cheated death, he’d stared death in the eye until it blinked, and 
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he was still afraid.  So why did he give death so many opportuni-
ties?
 Valeria asked him something like that.  “Why do you do this?” 
she had said.  He didn’t have an answer.  He never thought about 
why he did this work, he just did it because it had to be done.
 Was that a good enough reason?  Was it the only reason?  He 
didn’t have an answer for those questions, either.  So why did he 
do these crazy things?  It wasn’t for the money; they didn’t pay 
him enough.  Patriotism?  He believed in his country as much as 
anyone else, but he didn’t wrap himself in the flag.  So what was 
it?  The killing?  He shuddered.  He hated to think he did this 
job because it gave him the opportunity to kill.  That would make 
him a bloodthirsty murderer.
 No, he did it because it had to be done.  He sacrificed himself 
for the protection of others.  Was that vanity?  Probably.  But that 
wouldn’t stop him from doing what had to be done.  He believed 
his entire purpose for being was to protect those who needed 
protecting, or stick up for whoever needed someone to stick up 
for them.  Oh God, now he sounded like a Marine.
 Josh dozed for a while, then checked his gear again.  His Smith 
& Wesson was in the pack with his shoulder holster, a full clip, a 
silencer and two spare clips.  He was grateful to Hammond for 
taking care of it.  He would have to find some way to thank her, 
remembering his vow to himself never again to leave it behind.
 Inside the pack were the black pants and black sweater he 
wore on night missions, along with a set of nightvision goggles on 
a headstrap, which would be included in the packs of each team 
member.  He found a men’s room in the hangar where he could 
change into the black clothes, then stuffed the jeans and shirt 
back into the pack.  He was grateful to Mariko and Tormino as 
well.  How could he repay Mariko for what she sacrificed for his 
mission?  How many others had sacrificed themselves to help him 
in the last few days?  He came out of the men’s room and looked 
at his small team grouped around the choppers, wondering how 
many more would give their lives to see this mission completed.
 It was getting late.  They would be in the air before long.  Josh 
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set the pack on the cement floor of the hangar and knelt to open 
a wide, flat case.  It contained the Kalashnikov AK-47 he took 
off the first man he ever killed, a man he now realized was one 
of Mironov’s handpicked operatives.  How ironic.  Josh took the 
Kalashnikov out to examine it.
 It was a trusty workhorse that had served him faithfully for 
many years, as it probably had for Mironov’s man before him.  It 
was bigger and bulkier and fired slower than the Heckler & Koch 
submachine guns his men carried or the Uzi’s the Israelis used, 
but it had a greater range, greater accuracy, and packed a much 
greater wallop.
 With the help of a gunsmith wizard at Annapolis, Josh had 
modified it to suit his needs.  He replaced the heavy wooden stock 
with a folding stock, essentially just a lightweight aluminum tube 
attached to a butt piece that rested against his shoulder at one 
end, and fixed to the back of the rifle by a hinge mechanism at 
the other end.
 The barrel was modified to remove the ineffective flash sup-
pressor.  The burst of yellow flame from the end of the muzzle was 
visible in bright daylight, just the sort of thing to pinpoint a man 
shooting from cover.  It was now threaded to accept a large si-
lencer/suppressor, which Josh removed from the case and screwed 
on.  It looked like a long aerosol can of hair spray painted black, 
with a small hole in the end where the bullet came out.  With it 
in place, the distinctive, sharp crack of the AK-47 was reduced 
to a soft whump sound, and there was no flame at all from the 
end of the barrel.  It cost him a slight amount of muzzle velocity, 
but what he lost in kick he gained in concealment, which helped 
preserve his life.
 The internals of the rifle were modified extensively.  The entire 
firing mechanism and spring devices were replaced with custom 
parts made of high carbon steel to improve reliability, and in many 
cases were redesigned to improve performance.  What he wound 
up with was a hot-rodded assault rifle.
 Josh inserted a clip, cocked it, and set the safety.  He picked 
up the pack, slipped his left arm through the shoulder strap, and 
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winced at the stabbing pain in his shoulder when he tried to raise 
his right arm.  It went limp and he groaned.
 “You all right?” Jerry asked.
 Josh turned to him.  “Fine,” he said.
 Jerry held the strap and Josh slipped his right arm through, 
too ashamed to speak.  He was supposed to lead this team into 
combat.  How could he do that when they knew he was beat 
up?
 “Wow.  Is that an AK-47?” Jerry said, picking up the rifle.  
“I never saw one up close before.  I wondered what was in that 
case.  It’s heavier than I always thought it would be.” He handed 
it to Josh.  “Why do you carry something so heavy?”
 Josh attached it by ring clips to the straps that ran over his 
chest.
 “It’s a workhorse,” he said with a shrug.  “Other rifles perform 
better, but this one never lets me down.”
 Jerry nodded.  “Ok,” he said.
 Behind them, a low whine started.  Josh glanced over his 
shoulder.  The long rotor blades that drooped over one of the 
choppers began to turn.  The low whine became a high pitched 
whine as the turbine motor gained momentum and the blades 
turned faster.  The engine of the second chopper started and their 
combined noises drowned out all other sounds.
 They would be flying in a restricted no-fly zone enforced by 
the U.S. Air Force.  However, there was very little activity over 
western Iraq and some of the Iraqi Army air defenses had been 
reactivated.  U.S. Air Force sorties to take them out became fewer 
and fewer and tension between Iraq and the U.S. had become 
strained.  An assault like this would do nothing to help that rela-
tionship.
 The ground crew started the Warthogs’ engines and the Air 
Force pilots climbed into their planes.  It was time for the mission 
to begin.
 Josh divided the team and made sure everything was secure 
aboard the choppers.  He paused to watch the Warthogs taxi to 
the runway and take off, then jumped into the second chopper 
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with Jerry and Caroline.
 It occurred to him, as he settled on the bench seat by the open 
door and fastened the restraining belt, that he had teamed himself 
with the rookie and the woman, as if he intended to keep an eye 
on them himself.  This wasn’t true, of course, but he realized his 
decision might have made that impression.
 Josh wasn’t worried if he offended Jerry.  When he made the 
decision, he didn’t think Jerry needed to be watched, but what 
the hell.  He was still the rookie on this mission and Josh didn’t 
mind making sure he didn’t get hurt.
 As the chopper lifted off the ground, he glanced at Caroline.  
She was staring out the open door at the ground moving away 
beneath them with a blank, emotionless expression he could not 
read.  Did she feel offended by being made to go with him and the 
rookie?  Did she think he didn’t trust her to take care of herself 
because she was a woman?  He hoped not.  He looked away, fol-
lowing her gaze out the door.  He had no doubt she was just as 
capable as any of the rest of them.  Nevertheless, he was worried 
she resented him for his decision.
 Whether she did or not, it wouldn’t matter for long.  The 
whole thing would be over in a couple of hours, then she would 
never have to see him again.  The choppers swung to the east in a 
slow arc.  Josh decided he would give Caroline orders as needed, 
just as he would for anyone else on the team, but he would not 
stand in her way.
 They moved away from the airbase, staying low.  It was a clear 
night with half a moon, which gave enough light to see the dunes 
moving by below, like the gentle waves of an ocean.
 Josh saw a quick flash of light a short distance away at about 
their height.  It was the moonlight glinting off the canopy of one 
of the Warthogs.  In the dim light he could just make out their 
shapes, darting ahead of the choppers until all he could see were 
the pinpoints of glowing bluish flame from the pair of engines on 
each jet.  In a few minutes they would acquire their target, move 
into range, fire their missiles and turn back for home.  At that 
point they would all be committed.  Either they would get in and 
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get out and the mission would be a success, or the enemy would 
be alerted and his team would be killed or captured.  There was 
no way to know until they lined it up and dropped the puck.
 Josh’s nerves settled and he began to slip into a solemn trance.  
His mind cleared like a blue sky on a summer day and his concen-
tration focused on the job ahead.  The chop of the rotor blades 
and the roar of the turbine motor became a drone at the back of 
his mind.  His senses became sharp: his eyes noticed details in the 
low light, he could smell a hundred distinct odors, and his skin 
picked up the slightest temperature change.  He was becoming 
a perfect soldier, that bloodthirsty killing machine he feared he 
truly was, and yet, it did not bother him.  He was anxious to feel 
the Kalashnikov kick in his hands and see soldiers of his equal fall 
before him and hear their cries of fear and pain as they died.
 Josh noticed a flash of light out of the corner of his eye, then 
another, but he didn’t turn to look.  Caroline tapped him on the 
arm and pointed out the door.  In the distance, like bright, holy 
stars against the black sky, he saw a pair of bluish white flames 
streaking through the air from different angles, converging on a 
separate point.  They were the flames from the tails of the mis-
siles fired by the Warthogs, homing in on the radar waves of the 
transmitter they sought to destroy.
 From the ground in the direction the missiles were headed 
came a bright flash of fire, then a long flame that streaked into 
the sky, veering off in the opposite direction of the inbound mis-
siles.  Josh knew what it was: a surface-to-air missile.  The SAM 
site had picked up one of the Warthogs and fired a missile.  Josh 
stared at it, knowing it was some sort of Russian made weapon, 
a leftover from the Soviet regime.  It went higher, then leveled 
as it locked onto its target.  Josh was amazed how fast it moved.  
A streak of flame trailed out behind it like the tail of a comet.  
He waited with a sense of dread for the inevitable quick flash of 
flame of the midair explosion that would mark the last spot of the 
Warthog’s flight, but he never saw it.  A loud explosion rumbled 
in the distance ahead and the yellow light of a fire lit the cabin of 
the chopper.
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 Josh held onto the strap as the chopper surged forward, its 
nose pointing down in angry determination.  The first chopper, 
carrying the other half of his team, moved past them, silhouetted 
by the fading fire.  He could see through the open cabin and 
could make out the figures of Vic, Aaron and Moshe, seated on a 
bench with their backs against the wall.  The choppers turned in 
unison and charged forward.  The gate was open and they were 
going in.  A worry for that Warthog pilot nagged at the back of 
Josh’s mind.
 The choppers raced forward side by side, one ahead of the 
other.  The chop of the rotor blades was deafening.  The stiff wind 
blowing in Josh’s face made his eyes water.  The features of the 
desert below were a blur.  They were going deep into Iraq at well 
over a hundred miles an hour.
 Their drop point was one mile due west of the terrorist camp, 
behind a convenient wall of dunes picked out by reconnaissance 
flights the day before.  Josh’s team had ten minutes to trudge 
through the mile of loose sand and rough gravel, no more than 
fifteen minutes to eliminate everyone in the camp and find and 
destroy the explosives, then another ten minutes to get back to the 
choppers.  Even within that thirty five minute window, they were 
still faced with the huge risk of being spotted by ground forces.
 The choppers would be most vulnerable.  They would remain 
at the drop point for forty five minutes with the engines running.  
Any longer than that and they would not have enough fuel for 
the return flight, since their engines would not be shut off.  While 
they were on the ground they would be unprotected.  If a patrol 
came across them, which was unlikely given their remote loca-
tion, yet still possible, they would be destroyed on the ground or 
shot down if they were able to get off, leaving Josh and his team 
stranded in the middle of the Syrian desert, surrounded on all 
sides by hostile forces.  It was not a pleasant picture.
 Walt and Cohen had discussed vague provisions in case they 
were faced with such a contingency, but essentially it was decided 
they would cross that bridge when they came to it, which wasn’t 
much of a decision.  If they were captured, they would be tried 
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as spies, and executed.  The mission had to succeed.
 The choppers slowed.  They had reached the drop point.  Josh 
tensed.  His nervousness and anxiousness made him nauseous, 
as it did every time just before he went into action.  He fought it 
down.
 Like a pair of great condors, the choppers circled the landing 
site.  Josh stuck his head out the door and looked down.  They 
were about a hundred feet up.  The landing site was obscured by 
the shadow of the wall of sand.  As the choppers descended, Josh 
wondered if the rails would sink in the sand.
 The peak of the sand dune wall, illuminated by the faint 
moonlight, rose past the open side door.  It was a tall dune.  They 
were in a kind of valley between dunes.
 Josh slipped the night vision headstrap over his head.  He 
looked at Caroline and Jerry.  They followed his lead and did 
the same.  The small light enhancing scope was on a swivel that 
could be flipped up out of the way and flipped down in front of 
his left eye when needed.  Josh left it up.  The moon gave him 
enough light to make the hike.  He wouldn’t need the scope until 
he needed to find a target.
 Vic’s team had already left their chopper and was circling the 
base of the sand dune.  Josh was glad Vic remembered not to go 
straight over the top.  He and Jerry and Caroline released their 
belts.  Josh let them off first.  As he jumped out, his foot became 
entangled in his restraining belt and he tumbled head first out of 
the chopper.  He put out his hands to break his fall, which was 
only about three feet down.  The sand was softer than landing on 
concrete, but most of his weight came down on his right arm.
 Josh rolled on his back, looking up at the black sky, but all 
he could see were bright flashes in his eyes like Fourth of July 
fireworks.  The pain felt like his shoulder was being pulled out 
of its socket.  He rolled to his left side to use his good arm to get 
back up, hoping no one had seen that graceful move.  He got to 
his knees, hugging his right arm to his side, squeezing his eyes 
shut to keep the tears from coming out.  The arm was practically 
useless.
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 Caroline was in front of him, looking down at him.  She held 
out her hand and pulled him to his feet.
 “You are all right?” she shouted over the noise of the chop-
pers in accented English.
 “I’ll live,” Josh shouted back in German.
 He was glad it was too dark for her to see his face.  He didn’t 
want her to see the pain on his face, or to see how embarrassed 
he was.  She squeezed his right shoulder.  Josh winced.
 “With a shoulder like that you may not live long,” Caroline 
said in German.  “Stay close to me.”
 They started after the others, who went ahead without looking 
back.  Once they rounded the dune the noise of the rotor blades 
died to a soft whoosh.  Josh could make out Jerry’s form about 
twenty yards ahead.  The other half of the group was lost in the 
darkness, but was probably within Jerry’s sight.  Josh checked the 
luminescent compass on his left wrist.  They were headed due 
east.  The camp was less than a mile ahead.
 They caught up with Vic’s team on the slope of a low dune, 
lying on their bellies beside each other, peeking over the crest of 
the dune.  Josh got down on his belly without using his right arm 
and flipped the night scope down.  Caroline lay beside him on 
his right.
 The magnified light from half a moon was enough to make 
looking at the camp through the scope like looking at it in broad 
daylight, albeit everything was in shades of green.  To the north 
was a shooting range.  To the south was a sort of parking area for 
vehicles.  Straight ahead were about a dozen tents of different 
sizes.
 The plan was simple.  They had to go into each tent and kill 
each occupant as swiftly and as silently as possible.  Taking them 
out one by one was infinitely preferable to facing them all head 
on.  If the alarm was raised they would be fighting them as an 
army, and it was estimated that Josh’s team was outnumbered six 
to one.  If it came to a shootout, they would not last long.
 Josh noticed movement in the compound.  A single figure 
paced in the center of the camp.  He would have to be eliminated 
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before they could do anything else.
 “I’m gonna take out the sentry,” Josh said to the others in a 
low voice.
 “I’ll do it,” Jerry said, and moved off around the dune, staying 
in a low crouch.
 Josh started to say something, but let him go.  He was a part 
of this team now.  If Josh didn’t have the confidence in Jerry to 
get the job done, then he didn’t belong on the team.  But he was 
Walt’s selection.  Would he have selected Jerry himself?  There 
was only one way to find out if he could get the job done, and 
that was to let him do it.
 He followed Jerry’s glowing green image as he darted behind 
the tents from hiding spot to hiding spot.  Jerry disappeared for 
a few seconds when he moved between tents.
 Josh watched the sentry, then tried to catch a glimpse of 
Jerry emerging from between the tents.  The sentry was standing 
in the open in the center of the small compound created by the 
surrounding tents, facing the spot where Jerry was hidden.  There 
were maybe twenty or thirty yards between Jerry and the sentry, a 
great deal of distance to cover without being spotted.  The sentry 
turned away and Jerry emerged from between the tents.  In his 
right hand was a long, straight object: a knife.
 It was as if Josh and his team had front row seats for the con-
test, yet had to remain silent.  Josh saw the sentry stop and begin 
to turn, as though he had heard something and was alerted.  Josh 
wanted to shout a warning, but couldn’t.
 Jerry leapt the last few remaining yards and tackled the sentry, 
landing on top of him.  There was no sound.  Josh wanted to run 
down to help, but forced himself to remain where he was.  The 
two men struggled for a few seconds, then they were still.  One 
figure rose, and his arm came up, waving in their direction.  Josh 
saw the knife in Jerry’s hand.
 “Let’s go,” Josh said in a hushed voice.
 The team followed in a line.  At the edge of the camp, he 
divided the team into three groups of two, sending them to dif-
ferent parts of the camp.  He sent Vic with Moshe.  Jerry returned 
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and went with Aaron.  Caroline had already teamed herself with 
Josh, so she went with him.
 Josh and Caroline picked a tent and went in.  This was not 
easy work.  This was cold blooded killing and Josh was not happy 
about it.
 The inside of the tent was dark, but with the flap open and 
the nightscope, Josh could make out two cots on either side of 
the tent with a person sleeping in each.  He drew his knife and 
took one.  Caroline took the other.  As he clasped a hand over 
the man’s mouth and thrust the knife into his abdomen, up under 
his ribcage, Josh was struck by what a horrible way this was to 
die.  The man struggled.  Josh thrust the knife deeper.  The man’s 
strength faded and he became still.  Through the scope, Josh was 
unable to make out the features of his face, and he was glad.  He 
did not want to see them.
 Caroline tapped him on the left arm, and they went out.  Josh 
didn’t look down at his hand.  He knew there was blood on it.  
He knew he was going to get more blood on it.  He pointed to 
the next tent and Caroline nodded.
 A voice behind them startled him.  Josh turned around.  
Someone came out of one of the tents and spotted them.  Josh 
could not see his face, but he could see the glint of moonlight off 
the steel blade of a knife in the man’s left hand and the shape of 
a pistol in his right.  It was his right hand that he raised.
 Josh dropped the knife in his left hand and grabbed the 
AK-47, which hung from the straps across his chest.  He swung 
it around and squeezed off a burst of shots.  The rifle made a 
muffled, rapid tapping sound.  The man gave out a brief cry and 
dropped the pistol, but did not stop.  He fell on top of Josh with 
the knife raised over his head.  Josh tried to raise his right arm 
to fend it off, but his shoulder screamed in pain and he wasn’t 
able to raise it high enough.  The point of the knife sliced into his 
forearm, from his wrist to his elbow.  Josh jerked his arm back 
and fell backward, waiting for the man to fall on top of him and 
finish him off.  Josh looked up at the man, whose arm was raised 
to strike again.  This was the moment of death he had waited for.  
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His mind raced with orders he still needed to give.  The mission 
still had to be a success without him.  He had to make sure they 
survived even if he didn’t.
 He saw a flash out of the corner of his eye.  Caroline tackled 
the man from behind, like a linebacker taking down a smaller 
football player.  She landed on top of him with a thud.  With one 
hand hooked under his jaw, she jerked his head back, and with 
the knife in her other hand sliced his throat open.
 She hopped to her feet and helped Josh up.
 “That was close,” she said in German.
 “Thank you,” Josh said.
 His right hand was trembling.  He could feel blood soaking 
the sleeve of his sweater.  In the back of his mind he knew he’d 
have to get the arm bandaged soon, but he was still dazed from 
facing death.  His bleeding arm didn’t seem that important.
 He was about to tell Caroline to follow him into the tent 
the man had just come out of when they heard a short burst of 
muffled gunfire, a shout, then more muffled gunfire.  The next 
shots weren’t muffled.
 “Damn it,” Josh cursed.
 The flap of the tent in front of them flew aside and another 
man emerged, carrying a machine gun.  He shouted something 
in Farsi.  Josh and Caroline opened fire at the same time and he 
flew backward into the tent.
 A light came on somewhere.  There was more shouting and 
gunfire from the other side of the compound.
 “Stay with me,” Josh ordered.
 He was angry now that the shock of death was gone.  They 
circled behind and moved between a pair of tents, stepping over 
the support strings.  Three men emerged from each tent, all car-
rying guns.  One was shouting orders when Josh and Caroline 
popped out between the two groups.  Josh could see the shock 
on the faces of the men as he opened fire and cut them down.  
Behind him, he heard Caroline do the same with her Uzi.  When 
he turned around, there was a pile of three bodies in front of the 
second tent.
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 Josh saw somebody running beyond the tents on the other 
side of the compound.  In the darkness he was unable to tell if 
they were his men or terrorists.
 “There,” Josh said, pointing.
 More people were running.  He heard the sounds of shooting 
and saw glimpses of men through the gaps between the tents.  He 
knew he had to be there to help out his people.  Josh and Caroline 
started toward them when the camp was rocked by an explosion.  
A huge fireball lit up the sky and Josh and Caroline dove for the 
ground.
 As the noise of the explosion died away, Josh heard a man 
screaming in terrible pain.  God, don’t let that be one of his 
men.
 He and Caroline ran across the compound and dashed be-
tween the tents.  It was like stepping through a door into another 
world.  Here was the firefight Josh had feared walking into.  A 
row of burning vehicles to the right illuminated the battlefield.  
One man was rolling on the ground, still burning.  Josh wasn’t 
able to recognize him with a quick glimpse.  The two shooting 
sides were his immediate concern.  He and Caroline emerged 
just ahead of an advancing line of armed terrorists.  It was easy to 
recognize his own team.  There were only two of them and they 
were retreating.
 Josh lowered his AK-47 and opened fire.  His sudden ap-
pearance at their flanks surprised the terrorists.  There were ten 
or more of them, advancing on foot, and three of them were cut 
down before they knew what happened.  Caroline stepped up 
beside him and cut down two more.
 The light of the fire died, plunging the desert into darkness 
once again.  Josh flipped down his nightscope.  The terrorists 
scattered.  He saw five green blobs running away.  Two split off 
and went to the right.  Josh sent Caroline after them and went 
after the other three himself.
 Josh’s head hurt.  His arm was throbbing and he felt weak.  
He noticed it when he started running after the terrorists.  He 
was losing a lot of blood.  His right hand was locked around the 
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barrel grip of the AK-47.  The pain in his arm was searing.  He 
hadn’t figured he would bleed to death in the middle of this desert.  
He assumed he’d be shot long before that happened, or that he 
would tie his arm with a tourniquet, but he didn’t think his death 
would be caused by loss of blood.
 One of the terrorists stumbled in the sand and fell.  When he 
got up, Josh killed him with a single shot.  The last two stopped 
running blindly in the darkness and dropped to the sand to ob-
scure themselves.  Josh lost sight of them.
 He stopped and lay on his belly.  Now he became a sniper, 
and that made him nervous.  He didn’t have time for this.  The 
choppers were burning up their gasoline and he was losing blood.  
This fight had become much closer than he wanted.  How many 
of his team had he lost?  How much time had gone by?  Would 
the choppers even be waiting for them?  If Caroline wasn’t able to 
take out the terrorists he sent her after, they might be in trouble.  
If he wasn’t able to take out these last two terrorists himself, they 
would be even worse off.
 One of the terrorists stood up and Josh picked him off with a 
quick burst of bullets.  Were these even the last of them?  Damn 
it, they hadn’t even found the explosives, yet.  Sitting there wait-
ing for the last man to show himself was wasting time.  Josh got 
up.  He had to make something happen.
 Josh could not see the last terrorist.  He was even more ner-
vous.  He scanned the area as he advanced.  How could he have 
disappeared?  Was he behind him?
 Josh took another step and couldn’t feel the ground under 
his foot.  He lost his balance and tumbled headlong into a pit.
 The terrorist screamed.  Josh’s headset came off and he lost 
the nightscope.  He landed on his butt and found himself face 
to face with an older man.  It was brighter in the hole and Josh 
could see fear in the man’s eyes.
 Josh pointed the AK-47 at him.  He was panting and his heart 
was pounding with fear.  He expected to get knifed or shot.  His 
finger squeezed on the trigger, but he hesitated.  Something wasn’t 
right.
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 This man wasn’t threatening Josh.  He was scared.  His hands 
were clasped in front of him and he was pleading in Farsi.  There 
was no weapon in his hands.  Josh looked closer.  His right leg 
was twisted under him.  Josh winced.
 Kill him.  Kill him.  His finger tightened on the trigger.
 “Damn you!” he shouted.
 He thrust the barrel of the AK-47 up to the old man’s neck 
and felt for weapons, shouting a stream of curses as loud as he 
could.

Jerry was so excited he couldn’t stop shaking.  For him, it was 
like a war, a tiny, lightning fast war.  His skin had tingled with 
fear when the terrorists were coming down on top of him and 
Moshe.  They fell back as fast as they could, certain they were 
about to die, when Josh and Caroline appeared out of nowhere 
and chased the terrorists off.
 Victor took two bullets to his arm during the fight and was 
sitting on a crate, holding a bandage over the wounds.  Moshe 
put his arm in a temporary sling.  The thing that bothered Jerry 
was Aaron, who had not known he was crouched behind a fuel 
tank when it was struck and exploded.  Aaron finally stopped 
screaming, but he looked like hell.  Most of his upper body was 
badly burned.  The smell was nauseating, but Jerry couldn’t tear 
his eyes off the man.
 Moshe was kneeling next to Aaron, mumbling a prayer in 
Hebrew.  Caroline had returned and together she and Jerry found 
the crates of explosives while Moshe tended to Aaron and Victor.  
Josh still hadn’t returned, and everyone seemed worried.  They 
would finish the mission without him if they had to, but nobody 
wanted that.  Besides, if Josh was dead that meant there was at 
least one remaining terrorist who could return to kill them or 
could get help.
 Another thing that bothered Jerry were the crates of explo-
sives.  Walt and Cohen told them to expect six tons of explosives 
in two hundred fifty pound crates, which would make forty eight 
crates.  Eight crates were missing.
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 Caroline walked past Jerry with a grim look on her face and 
went to Moshe.  She crouched beside him and they spoke in low 
voices.  Caroline seemed to agree to something and got up.
 That was when they saw Josh.
 He materialized out of the darkness into the glow of the light 
with one of the terrorists.  The Iraqi man had an arm around Josh’s 
neck and Josh had an arm around the man’s waist, helping him 
walk.
 Jerry and Caroline stared at him.  Jerry wondered for a mo-
ment why Josh was holding the man up, then realized he had a 
broken leg.  Jerry started to go over to help, but Caroline started 
shouting at Josh in a language Jerry didn’t immediately recognize.  
It took him a second to realize it was German.  She sounded angry, 
emphasizing her points with an extended finger.
 Josh was calm when he replied in German.  He set the terrorist 
on the ground apart from the others.  He was an older man with 
a graying beard and his frightened eyes searched the faces of the 
people who had raided his camp.  Jerry watched him.  He didn’t 
know why Josh brought him back, but he wasn’t going to give the 
man a chance to kill someone while their backs were turned.
 Caroline was arguing with Josh.  Suddenly Josh exploded, 
shouting back at her in German.  Jerry was shocked.  He had 
not known Josh for long and didn’t know he was capable of such 
anger.
 Caroline was quiet.  They were all quiet.  Josh and Caroline 
glared at each other.  Then Moshe spoke in English.
 “What’s wrong with your arm?” he said.
 Josh looked down at his right arm like he’d forgotten it was 
there.  Jerry’s eyes widened.  Josh’s hand was covered with blood.  
It dripped to the sand from the tips of his fingers.
 “I got a cut,” Josh said in a subdued voice.
 Moshe motioned him over.  Caroline turned and walked off 
with an angry stride.  Josh sat on a box beside Victor, holding out 
his bleeding arm.  He caught Jerry’s eye.
 “Jerry, call those choppers and get them over here,” he or-
dered.
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 Jerry listened while Moshe cut away the right sleeve of Josh’s 
sweater.  It was soaked with blood.  When Moshe peeled back 
the sliced sleeve, Jerry saw the cut and his eyes widened.  Josh’s 
entire forearm was sliced open.
 “Right away,” Jerry said and looked away, trying to keep his 
voice from sounding weak.
 He thought he saw the white of Josh’s bone, but he didn’t 
want to know for sure.  He took out the short range, hand held 
radio and called the helicopter pilot.
 “You want me to what?” the pilot said.
 “We got wounded here,” Jerry said, his voice rising.  “Josh 
wants you to bring those choppers right now.”  He paused a sec-
ond, then calmed his voice.  “There’s a clear area for you to land 
on the east side of the camp.”
 “Roger,” the pilot said.
 Jerry put the radio away and looked down at the terrorist, 
who stared up at him with wide, fearful eyes.
 “What are we gonna do with him?”
 “Put him in the chopper,” Josh said.
 Jerry glanced back at Josh.  Moshe was wrapping his arm with 
a bandage and looked up at Josh with anger in his eyes, but said 
nothing.  Josh didn’t appear to be in the mood for a discussion.
 “Did you find the explosives?” Josh said.
 Jerry stepped toward him.  Josh’s arm was wrapped with a 
neat white bandage and Jerry no longer had to look at the grue-
some wound.
 “Yeah.  They’re in that tent.”  He pointed to the big tent 
behind Josh.  “But some are missing.”
 “How many?”
 “Eight.”
 Josh’s eyebrows arched up, but he didn’t reply.  Maybe he 
could figure out why they were missing.
 Caroline returned again and walked to Josh.
 “His body is not here,” she said in accented English.
 Jerry wondered what she was talking about.  Apparently, so 
did Josh.
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 “Who?” Josh asked.
 Moshe finished the bandage and stood up.
 “Ismail Rafjani,” he said.  “The Mossad has been interested 
in him for several years.”
 “He was supposed to be here tonight,” Caroline said, unable 
to conceal the fury in her voice.  “We wanted him dead.”
 Josh looked at the three of them with an expression Jerry 
thought might be amusement or annoyance, he couldn’t tell.
 The noise of the approaching choppers rose in the distance.  
Josh got to his feet.  Jerry noticed he looked pale.  He must have 
lost a lot of blood.
 “It looks like your man took his share of the prize and split.  
If he’s freelancing, that makes him everybody’s problem.”
 Before they could reply, Josh turned away and went to Aaron, 
who lay on his back, staring up at the stars.  Jerry cringed when 
he looked at the man.  Aaron’s skin was red and black and blis-
tered.  Most of his hair was burned off.  The straps of his pack had 
melted through the sweater and seared to his skin.  Jerry could 
only imagine the pain he must have been in.  Surely he would not 
survive much longer.
 Josh knelt beside him.  Aaron’s eyes turned to look at him.
 “Hi, Josh,” he said.
 The noise of the choppers rose behind Jerry.  He stood several 
feet from Josh and Aaron and wasn’t able to hear what they said.  
The choppers picked their spots and settled on the sand and their 
noise dropped.
 Josh jumped to his feet and shouted “No!”, startling Jerry.  
The others turned to look.
 Aaron reached up for Josh and repeated his request louder.
 “Please, Josh, kill me.”
 “No!”
 “Don’t let my family see me like-”
 “No!” Josh shouted, his hand out in a stopping gesture.  
“Don’t ever ask me that again!”
 He looked around at the others.  They were all staring at 
him.
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 “Get him on the chopper.”  Josh glanced at Victor and the 
Iraqi.  “Get everyone on the choppers.  We’re getting the hell out 
of here.”
 Jerry saw the anger in his face, but as Josh turned away, he 
thought he saw Josh wipe away a tear, but he wasn’t sure.
 “Jerry, you’re with me,” Josh said.
 Jerry was about to help the Iraqi up.  Victor came up beside 
him.
 “You go.  I’ll cover him,” he said, pointing his pistol at the 
terrorist.
 Jerry saw a look in Victor’s eyes that told him he understood 
Josh’s moods.
 Josh was going through what was left of Aaron’s pack.  He 
handed Jerry a length of primacord, what looked like narrow yel-
low rope, coiled and tied.  Primacord was the fuse, and burned 
at a very high rate of speed and under any conditions.
 “Untie that, please,” Josh said.
 He appeared to have calmed down, but Jerry was still wary of 
him.  He saw a side of Josh he had not seen before.  Jerry untied 
the wire wraps that held the coil together while Josh fished some 
other items from the pack.
 He took out a small handful of blasting caps.  The caps would 
be connected to the end of the primacord and contained a small 
amount of explosive that would set off the bigger explosive when 
ignited.  There were about two thousand feet of primacord.  Jerry 
hoped it would be enough.  Five tons of plastic explosives would 
make a hell of a bang.
 When everyone was aboard the choppers, Josh ordered them 
to return to the drop point to wait for him and Jerry.  Obviously, 
he didn’t want them anywhere near when the blast went off.  If 
the choppers were damaged they’d all be stranded.
 The camp was quiet when the choppers were gone, and 
so was Josh.  He and Jerry broke open a few of the crates and 
dumped the contents on the ground.  Soon they had a small pile 
of individually wrapped bricks, which they stacked around the 
rest of the crates to form a sort of chain reaction.  The chain would 
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start where the few blasting caps they had would be stuck into 
the bricks.  The detonation of one brick would set off the bricks 
around it and so on, working around the stack on the perimeter 
of loose bricks and inward through the crates to the center, at 
least in theory.  If it worked, the entire chain reaction would take 
place in an instant.
 Jerry stood back, holding a flashlight while Josh poked the 
blasting caps into the bricks in the center of the short wall they 
made around the crates.  Josh stood up, looking at his work like 
a sculptor.
 “It’s ready,” he said.
 Josh poked one of the tent stakes through the canvas floor 
of the tent and tied a loop of primacord around it.  Jerry was 
about to ask him why when he realized the answer.  They had to 
stretch the primacord as far as it would go and Josh didn’t want 
to put any stress on the connections with the blasting caps.  Jerry 
could see the reasoning for that.  If they accidentally pulled the 
connections loose then lit the fuse, all of the primacord would be 
wasted and they would have no way of setting off the explosives.  
At least, not without going up with it.
 They strung the primacord out through the tent flap, across 
the compound, between the tents on the far side, all the way to its 
extent.  They were about half a mile from the camp, about twenty 
feet from the edge of a shallow dune.  Josh pulled out a lighter, 
lit the end of the primacord, and they both leapt over the edge 
of the dune.
 The blast went off before their butts hit the sand.  First there 
was an ear piercing crack, then a tremendous boom.  The ground 
rumbled and shook and Jerry and Josh bounced about a foot off 
the ground.  When he came down, Jerry couldn’t see through the 
cloud of dust that surrounded them.  The desert was lit by the 
fire of the explosion as if the sun had come up.
 Josh scrambled over the edge of the dune.  Jerry went with 
him.  He wanted to see it, too.
 Nothing was left of the camp.  A few small fires burned here 
and there and debris dropped from the sky in clumps.  Where 
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the tent with the crates had been was a crater about thirty feet 
across.
 “Wow.”
 “That was pretty cool,” Josh said, like a kid with his first 
firecracker.  “They’ll see that in Baghdad.  Let’s get the hell out 
of here.”
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Yuri Kurchenko watched his brother.  Nikita stared at nothing.  
He looked grave.  His skin was ashen.  It seemed he had aged ten 
years overnight.  How long was it since he spoke?  He couldn’t 
remember hearing his brother say a word all day.  He was sure 
he had, of course, he just couldn’t remember.
 It was because of the attack on the Communists, the attempt 
to rescue Valeria.  It failed miserably.  Nikita sent a dozen men to 
the Nikolai Hotel, where they suspected Valeria was being held.  
The Communists were waiting for them and all twelve men were 
slaughtered.
 They were betrayed again.  No one in the family could believe 
it, least of all Nikita.  He was dismayed that a member of his own 
organization would do something as treacherous as this.  The 
structure and reputation of the entire business was in a shambles.  
His brother did not know who to trust and who not to trust.  Yuri 
sympathized with him.  He had felt that way for years.
 Nikita took a deep breath, startling Yuri.
 “What are we to do, Yuri?” Nikita said, his voice sounding 
tired and old.
 Yuri shook his head.  He had no answer.  He never concerned 
himself with the family business until now.  In fact, he intention-
ally distanced himself from the illegal activities, and Nikita always 
respected his wishes.  But now the family was weak and ready to 
collapse.  No matter what he thought of the business the family 
did, Yuri’s brother needed his support to get through this crisis.

Chapter 12
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 However, he was at a loss for advice.  Nikita spoke again.
 “How can I expurgate all of my lieutenants for the sake of a 
single traitor, and yet, how can I ever trust any of them again?”
 The strength of his voice began to return with his anger.  Yuri 
sat back, recognizing his brother’s usual shortsightedness.
 “It may not be just one of your lieutenants.  It may not be one 
of your officers at all.  You must consider these possibilities.”
 Nikita nodded as if he understood, but he looked shocked.  
Obviously, Nikita had not considered the possibility of a deep 
conspiracy or of a vengeful member of the organization at the 
lower ranks.  Yuri knew of other possibilities, but didn’t think 
the time was right to bring them up.
 His immediate concern was still Valeria.  If the Communists 
had known and were prepared for the raid, most likely they had 
moved her, or she was never at the hotel in the first place.  Yuri’s 
only hope was the American spy.
 Nikita, of course, dismissed this idea out of hand.  His claim 
was that Americans could not be trusted, especially American 
spies.  Yuri, however, was not so sure.  His brother was not in 
much of a position to trust anyone at the moment, but Yuri did 
not have much choice.  Either he had faith in the American, or 
he probably never saw Valeria again.  Anything was better than 
that.
 A knock on the office door broke his train of thought.  The 
door opened and Katya, Nikita’s personal secretary, entered.
 “There is an American to see you,” she said.
 Yuri’s hopes soared.  He had been true to his word.  He would 
figure out a way to save Valeria.
 Nikita gave Yuri a hard look.  “Who is he?”
 Katya stepped aside and allowed the American to enter the 
room.  Yuri recognized him instantly.  His features, bruises and 
all, were etched in his memory.
 “My name is Joshua McGowan,” he said, speaking in that 
perfect Russian that shocked him at the Tokyo airport.  He looked 
at Yuri.  “I believe your brother informed you of our discussion 
in Tokyo.”
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 Nikita rose from his seat.  The two men were about the same 
height.
 “You’re with the CIA,” Nikita stated as if it were a fact.
 Joshua shook his head.  “I’m not with the CIA.”
 “With who then?” Nikita demanded.
 “U.S. Naval Intelligence.”
 Nikita dismissed it with a disgusted wave of his hand.  “Just 
as bad.”
 Yuri rose out of his seat, angry and frustrated with his brother’s 
obstinence.
 “I cannot trust my own men.  Why should I trust this American 
I’ve never met?” Nikita said, his voice trailing off as he went back 
to his seat and sat down in defeat.
 Yuri shook the American’s hand.  “Thank you for coming.”
 “Don’t thank me.  I had to.  You’re the only hope I have of 
completing my mission.”
 “What is your mission?” Nikita said.
 Yuri was annoyed with his brother, but he was just as curious 
to know about this mission.  He and Joshua sat down.
 “You may already be aware of this,” Joshua began.  “The Com-
munists have recruited an American scientist who has developed 
a new process for making plastic explosives that makes it almost 
impossible to detect.  They are selling the explosives for profit.  
My job is to bring the scientist back to America to go on trial and 
stop the Communists from making any more of the explosive.”
 Yuri looked at his brother, who was nodding slowly in con-
templation.  Yuri fretted.  To him, the most important part had 
been left out.
 “What about Valeria?” he said.
 He was so frustrated and angry he wanted to grab the Ameri-
can in both hands and demand that he bring her back to him.  
Joshua nodded.
 “Originally, the plan was to debrief her to learn where the 
scientist was doing his work.  The Communists changed those 
plans, so I came to you as a last hope.”
 Nikita grunted.  Yuri and Josh looked at him.
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 “She does not know where he is,” he said.
 Yuri stared at his brother, thinking, How did he know this?
 Nikita went to the bar along the side wall to pour a glass of 
vodka.  Yuri and Joshua watched.  Nikita looked smug when he 
spoke.
 “Without doubt she would have led you to me.  I know where 
he is.”
 “Where?” Joshua asked.  Yuri was astounded Nikita knew 
this at all.
 He took a drink of vodka, savoring the dramatic effect.
 “He is at the train yards south of Moscow.  They have set up 
a laboratory and a manufacturing facility in a warehouse.  I have 
spies of my own, you see.”
 Joshua appeared excited by this news.  “Can you get me 
inside?”
 Nikita waved his hand with the vodka glass.  “It is a simple 
matter.”
 Yuri was practically bursting, and finally spoke up.
 “What about Valeria?” he shouted.
 They turned to him.  Nikita looked astonished, but the 
American looked at him with those same honest eyes Yuri saw in 
Tokyo.
 “If she’s in there I’ll get her out.”
 “And if she’s not?” Yuri said, fighting back the emotions that 
forced their way out.
 “If she’s not, I’ll find her somehow.  Or I’ll die trying.”
 Yuri believed him.  He believed Joshua, and not just because 
he wanted to.
 “While you’re there, maybe you can do something for us,” 
Nikita said.
 Joshua held his hands out in an accepting gesture.
 “Anything,” he said.
 Yuri was furious with his brother for wanting to make a deal 
when the life of the woman he loved was at stake.
 “The Kurchenko family has had a problem recently with a 
traitor.  It is like a virus that infects us.  Every time we make a 
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move against the Communists it is as if they know we are coming.  
They do, of course, because someone within this organization is 
telling them.”  He paused for that dramatic effect and Yuri knew 
this was where he would attempt to make a deal.  “If, while you 
are on this mission of yours, you could find out who that traitor 
is, I would be very grateful.”
 “I’ll do what I can,” Joshua said.
 Yuri saw by the expression on Nikita’s face he was not entirely 
satisfied with this answer, but they both knew it was the best they 
could expect.  Nikita sat back, nodding.
 “That would be fine,” he said.  Yuri realized he had been 
holding his breath and let it out.
 “Good,” Joshua said, obviously just as relieved.  “What can 
you do to help me get inside?”
 Nikita set the vodka glass on the desk.  “If I gave you the 
uniform of an officer, would that help?”
 Joshua glanced between the two men.  “Do the Communists 
wear uniforms in Moscow?”
 Yuri chuckled.  “All the time.  It’s a badge of honor for 
them.”
 “Then that would be fine.  If it’s good enough to get me inside, 
all you have to do is point me in the right direction.”
 The door behind them opened and Nikita looked up.  Yuri 
heard Aleksandr Baretsky’s voice.
 “Boss, are you busy?” he said.
 Nikita rose from his chair, grinning like a proud papa.  “Sasha, 
come in.  I have someone here I’d like you to meet.”
 Yuri and Joshua rose from their chairs and turned around.  
Yuri saw a pleasant smile on Baretsky’s face that suddenly fell.  
His hand was extended to shake the American’s hand, but it 
jerked back as if he was afraid it would be bitten off.  His reaction 
surprised Yuri.
 “Do you know each other?” Nikita said.
 “We’ve met,” Josh said.
 His voice sounded like the angry growl of a lion, and Yuri 
was suddenly frightened of him.
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 “I’ve never seen this man,” Baretsky said, regaining his com-
posure.
 “If any man is your traitor, it would be this one,” Joshua 
said.
 “Where have you met?”
 Baretsky opened his mouth to speak, but Joshua cut him 
off.
 “Kiev, 1991.  Two months before the end of the Cold War.  
I was leading a mission to take out a Soviet listening post.  This 
man was our guide.  He led us into a trap.  Five of my men were 
killed.  He was a KGB agent.”
 “This is not true,” Baretsky insisted.
 “I think it is,” Yuri said.
 Baretsky hesitated a second, then reached under his jacket 
with his right hand.  It froze there.  Yuri noticed he was looking 
down at something.
 “Do it, please,” Joshua said.
 Yuri looked at Joshua’s left hand, to see what Baretsky was 
looking at.  Joshua was holding a large silver and black pistol.  
Baretsky’s right hand withdrew from his jacket and he held both 
hands in the open with the fingers spread apart.  Yuri could see 
they were trembling.
 “Kill him,” Nikita demanded.  “He deserves nothing less.”
 “Not yet,” Joshua said.  Yuri was relieved.  He did not want 
to see a man die, especially not in the house in which he’d grown 
up.  “Maybe he can tell us where Valeria is.”
 Yuri turned to Josh.  He had not thought of that.
 However, a defiant smirk appeared on Baretsky’s face.  “Why 
should I?  You’re going to kill me whether I do or not.”
 Joshua shrugged.  “Maybe.  Maybe not.”
 The smug grin dropped from Baretsky’s face.
 “She’s at the train yard south of here.  Mironov has her locked 
in one of the rooms.”
 They were all quiet for a second.  This information satisfied 
Yuri.  Was it enough for Joshua?
 Nikita stepped forward and grabbed the pistol from Joshua’s 
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hand.  Baretsky’s eyes grew wide with fear.  Nikita pointed the 
gun at him and fired three times.  Yuri squeezed his eyes shut 
and cringed.  The shots echoed like thunder in the small room, 
ringing in his ears.  He heard a crash and opened his eyes.
 The force of the bullets had slammed Baretsky back against the 
door.  His arms had flown out and knocked over a lamp.  Three 
large, red holes stained the front of his shirt.  His wide eyes stared 
back at them as his body slumped to the floor.  The bullets went 
through his body and punched jagged holes in the thick wooden 
door.  His body left a trail of smeared blood on it.
 Nikita hefted the American’s pistol in his hand.  His lower 
lip stuck out in a manner of discriminatory approval.
 “A good gun,” he said, and slapped it back into Joshua’s open 
palm.  “Now we can get on with business.”
 Yuri stared at Baretsky’s dead body.  He had never seen a man 
killed.  He also never knew a man who deserved it more, except 
maybe one, and he had the woman he loved locked in a room at 
the train yard.
 From the other side of the door came running footsteps and 
shouted voices.  Nikita’s men came to make sure their boss was all 
right.  Yuri felt a surge of pride.  He knew the sight of the traitor’s 
dead body would renew their commitment to him.  They tried to 
open the door, but Baretsky’s body blocked it.  Yuri looked at his 
brother.  Nikita didn’t care.  He had a broad grin and was offering 
the American a glass of vodka.  Yuri smiled himself.  Everything 
was going to be all right.

The uniform itched like hell.  Josh wondered how long it had been 
kept in that musty closet.  Kurchenko told him it was a stolen 
uniform, but stolen from who?  Stalin?
 He sat in the backseat of a tiny taxi, trying not to shift too 
much and give away his discomfort.  Under the uniform he wore 
his shoulder holster and the Smith & Wesson.  His right shoulder 
had been rewrapped at the Israeli airbase medical facility.  It was 
now so tight he could hardly raise his arm at all.  They did an 
excellent job of stitching up the wound in his forearm and warned 
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him to rest for a few days, but of course he couldn’t do that.
 Kurchenko had been able to provide a uniform that almost fit, 
but it was the guys at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow who impressed 
Josh the most.  Getting to the train yards in a Communist uniform 
was one thing.  To get past the gate, he needed identification.  The 
Embassy guys were able to make perfectly forged papers for him 
in less than an hour.
 Josh decided to have the taxi drop him off about a block from 
the entrance to the train yard.  He hoped to be less conspicuous 
if he walked in.  Hell, Kurchenko offered to drive him in his own 
Zil limousine to make everyone assume he was important.  Josh 
had to be careful to turn him down without offending him.  If he 
were to arrive in a limo, Mironov would have him shot before he 
got out of the car.
 The small taxi bounced on the rough streets.  Josh was 
surprised by how much the city had changed since his last visit.  
Moscow looked more like a metropolitan city in the American 
Midwest than the oppressive military stronghold it had become 
under Soviet rule.  All around was the evidence of a growing 
economy: billboards with Nike ads, neon signs, office buildings 
and shopping malls.  The Sadovoye Koltso, or Garden Circle, that 
ringed the city was like a modern American freeway with heavy 
traffic and homeless people on the underpasses.  The weather had 
not changed, though.  It was still gray like the steel coat that once 
cloaked this nation for seventy years.
 The taxi crossed Kutuzovsky Prospekt and passed Lubayanka 
Square, the former headquarters for the KGB.  The trip through 
downtown Moscow made Josh nostalgic.  On his left they passed 
the Bolshoi Theater.  Ahead was the Russian State Library where 
he once met that beautiful young woman from Moscow Univer-
sity.  Over the apartment buildings he could see the domes of the 
Cathedral of Christ the Savior, being reconstructed virtually from 
dust.
 Even though Moscow showed signs of resurgence, it was a 
delicate growth.  Corruption was still rampant among the city’s 
leaders, and mafia families like the Kurchenko’s vied for power 
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and control.  The Russian Democracy showed promise, but it was 
a fragile promise that could crumble under pressure.  Mironov 
intended to apply that pressure from within.  Josh had to make 
sure that didn’t happen.
 His mind began to wander and he remembered the events of 
the last few days.  His nervous excitement faded as he remembered 
the Warthog pilot who did not make it back and about Aaron, 
who died of his burns at the hospital.  To him, these men were 
heroes.  They gave their lives to help him finish this mission.  He 
couldn’t let them down.
 Aaron’s request still bothered him.  He thought he did the 
right thing, but in doing so, had he betrayed Aaron’s trust?  Aaron 
asked Josh to give him an honorable death and Josh denied it.  
He saw no honor in shooting his friend to give him the benefit 
of a dignified death.  He did the right thing, didn’t he?  Josh still 
didn’t know.
 That made him remember the Iraqi terrorist, and he squirmed 
with discomfort.  The Israelis gave him hell for sparing the man’s 
life.  Walt chewed him out as well.  Josh wanted to tell them he 
didn’t have the heart to kill a harmless old man who was scared 
and injured, but he kept his mouth shut.
 They were right, of course.  The terrorist who was allowed 
to live would tell his story, and it would not look good for the 
world to find out the Mossad and Naval Intelligence teamed up 
on a covert invasion into Iraq.  The fact that the man had been 
brought back to Israel only served to further implicate them in 
the matter.
 He couldn’t have done worse if he tried.  The old man was 
a loose end and it was unprofessional of him to be so careless.  
Caroline was pretty mad at him and that probably hurt the most.  
Why didn’t he just kill the man?  Because he was hurt and he 
was scared.  He probably deserved to die and probably would, 
anyway, but Josh couldn’t bring himself to do it.  He was getting 
weak as he got older.
 Maybe he should get out.  Maybe it was time.  He had some 
money saved.  Maybe he should start his own business.  He always 
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loved restoring classic cars.  Maybe he could make a living at it.
 Who was he kidding?  At the first sign of trouble, Walt would 
call him and Josh would be right there, ready to take on whatever 
the bad guys had to dish out.  He was condemned to this fate.  
He asked for it and he got it.  There was no getting around it.
 Then he thought of Valeria and sighed.  He had a change of 
heart for her.  He had misjudged her.  She was acting in her own 
self interest, but not for the reasons he assumed.  She acted out 
of love, and she was willing to do whatever she had to in order to 
keep that love.  He respected that.
 He also hated her for it.  If she had been up front and honest 
with him in the first place, he wouldn’t have had to go through 
half the stuff he did in Tokyo.  Like getting hit by the bus.  Besides, 
he wanted to fall in love with her.
 The taxi slowed and stopped at a corner.  The driver an-
nounced the names of the streets.  Josh gave him a handful of 
rubles, hoping it was enough, and got out.
 It was dusk.  A light summer breeze touched his face.  He was 
alone on this deserted street, and he was nervous.  There was only 
one way into the section of the train yard run by the Communists, 
and that was through the front gate.  If he had the luxury of more 
time he might have scouted for a less obvious approach.  As it 
was, the front door would have to do.
 This was what made him so nervous.  In order to get through 
the gate he had to convince whatever guards he might find that he 
belonged there.  More than likely, considering Mironov’s uncanny 
luck in Tokyo, they were probably waiting for Joshua McGowan 
to try to get in.  But would they be expecting an unfamiliar officer 
from Novosibirsk?  Hopefully not.  Josh started toward the train 
yard.
 The yard itself was a sprawling complex of buildings and rail 
lines.  Hundreds of railway engines and cars were coming or going 
or just parked.  Here and there were men in dirty, greasy shirts 
and overalls.  None of them seemed to notice him.  Josh figured 
they chose not to because of the uniform he wore.
 By the time he crossed the dozens of sets of rails and waited 
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for the huge trains to pass, it was dark.  He found the front gate 
just ahead.
 There was no sign over the gate indicating it as the entrance 
to the Communist stronghold, not that he expected one.  The 
gate was an opening in the tall fence topped with razor wire sur-
rounding a collection of buildings, which was stuck in the corner 
of the huge yard.  The gate was big enough to let trucks in and 
out.  A single yellow and black striped bar blocked access and a 
single bright light illuminated a tiny guard shack just inside the 
fence.  From about a hundred yards away, Josh could see one 
man inside.  Within the compound itself, there appeared to be 
little activity.  Josh continued toward the gate.  Either they were 
laying an ambush for him, or they were off looking in the wrong 
place.
 The guard in the shack appeared bored.  As he got closer, 
Josh realized the guard was just a kid who didn’t look old enough 
to shave.  He looked up and watched Josh approach.
 “Good evening,” Josh said when he stopped at the open 
window of the shack.
 He consciously made his voice deeper and spoke in a more 
guttural tone.  Kurchenko warned him about that.  He said his 
Russian was excellent, but he spoke like a woman.
 “Good evening, sir,” the kid said with a curt salute.
 He wore the uniform of a corporal.  His chest was bare of 
medals except for the name badge which identified him as Koso-
lovev.
 “What may I do for you?”
 Josh had touched up his story on the ride over and decided 
to stick with it.
 “I am on leave from my post in Novosibirsk and hoped to 
reacquaint myself with my comrades.”
 Corporal Kosolovev nodded as he listened, but didn’t seem 
too interested in the story.  Josh was glad for that.
 “May I see your papers, sir?”
 Josh decided to defer to his authority.  Kosolovev had no 
real power, but if he felt empowered, he might be less likely to 
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cause trouble.  He took a wad of papers from the pocket of the 
uniform jacket with his left hand, trying not to draw attention to 
his stiff right arm, and handed them to the corporal.  Kosolovev 
unfolded and studied each page like they were the notes for his 
physics final.
 “Has Moscow been this warm all summer?” Josh said.
 Kosolovev nodded.  “Most of the summer.  We have had a 
good deal of rain.”
 He flipped through every page in the stack.  Josh knew they 
were flawless.  The guys at the Embassy did an exceptional job, 
right down to the forged signatures and forged Aeroflot passes 
which could actually be checked.
 The corporal folded the papers and handed them to Josh.
 “Welcome to Moscow, Captain Dazhyatchkaya,” he said.
 “Thank you, Corporal,” Josh said with a smile.
 He put the papers back in the pocket of the uniform jacket 
and walked into the compound.  That was easy enough.  There 
had to be a big snag in this job somewhere.  No doubt it would 
hit him at the worst possible time.

Valeria Konstantinova had stared at the chair and the table since 
it was still light.  An idea formulated in her head, but she wasn’t 
sure she could pull it off.  And if it worked, what would she do 
then?  How could she hope to get out of this place?  There was 
only one way to find out, she decided.
 The small window set high in the wall was blocked by bars, so 
there was no real way she could get out, but that wouldn’t matter 
if she could be convincing enough for a few minutes.  She put her 
ear to the door and heard the guard clear his throat on the other 
side.  She couldn’t resist a brief smile.  She had successfully done 
things like this to men so many times in the past.
 Valeria pushed the table to the wall beneath the window.  She 
untucked the silk shirt she bought in Tokyo, and messed up her 
hair.  It took a minute to figure out exactly what she wanted to do, 
then she picked up the chair.  She was shaking with nervousness.  
If this worked, she would probably never have to do anything like 
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it again.
 She threw the chair against the table and jumped, slamming 
her feet on the floor to make as loud a thump as she could.  The 
chair crashed against the table and clattered on the floor.  She 
got down on the floor, laying on her back with her legs spread.  
For an added touch, she pulled the shirt up a little to expose her 
belly.
 She heard a key in the lock, and the door opened.  The guard, 
a kind of stupid looking man, stood with his hand on the knob, 
looking down at her.  Valeria tried to look as vulnerable and piti-
able as she could.  His eyes went from the table to the window to 
the chair and back to her, and she saw the light of understanding 
come into his eyes.  She was glad.  She was afraid he might be as 
dense as a rock.
 “What happened?” he said, coming into the room.
 “I fell,” Valeria said.
 He left the door open.  She wasn’t sure if that would be all 
right.  If somebody else walked by or even stopped to help ...
 He bent down beside her.  She put on a scared, hurt expres-
sion.
 “Are you hurt?” he said.
 He sounded tender and concerned, but she could see he was 
looking at her chest and bare belly.  Perfect.  She could own this 
man.
 “My ankle.”
 A little sob came into her voice and she was proud of her 
acting.
 His hands moved down to her ankle.  She could see the desire 
etched on his face.  He put his hands around her left ankle.  His 
fingers rubbed her warm skin.  She breathed hard, pushing her 
chest out.  He swallowed hard.  She imagined he must have a dry 
mouth.
 “The other one,” she breathed when his hands were halfway 
up to her calf.
 His hands moved to her right ankle.  She screamed.  His 
hands jerked back.  He was breathing hard now, staring at her 
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with apprehension and excitement.
 “I think it’s broken,” he said.
 “Dear God,” Valeria moaned.  She glanced at his belt.  He had 
a pistol in a holster on his hip.  She held her arms out.  “Could 
you carry me to the bed?”
 His eyes widened.  Like an obedient servant, he scooped her 
up in his arms.  Valeria put one arm around his neck and reached 
down for the pistol with the other hand.  He carried her the few 
steps to the bed.  As he set her down, he looked into her eyes and 
she smiled.  He smiled back.
 She touched his cheek.  “I’m so sorry,” she said.
 “Why?”
 She swung the pistol as hard as she could to the side of his 
head.  It connected with a whack, like a hammer pounding a nail 
into a board.  The guard’s knees buckled and he dropped, hold-
ing himself up on the edge of the bed.  Valeria was amazed by his 
strength.  She hit him again.  He dropped to his knees, but was 
still trying to get up.  She stood up on the bed and brought the 
butt of the pistol down on the top of his head with both hands.  
He collapsed on his face.
 She still had it.
 She pressed her fingers to his neck.  He still had a pulse.  He 
would wake up with a concussion, but she wanted to make sure 
he didn’t alert anyone before she had a chance to get away.  She 
took the belt from his pants and tied his hands behind his back 
to the leg of the bed.
 She tucked the pistol into the waistband of her jeans and went 
out, shutting off the light and locking the door.  The hallway was 
quiet, and dark at one end.  It was late and everyone must have 
gone home.  Now she had to figure out how to get out of this place 
without someone spotting her.  She took the heavy pistol from the 
waist of her jeans.  The thought of actually killing someone gave 
her chills.  Could she do it if she had to?  Yes.  She knew in her 
heart she would not hesitate to use it if anyone tried to stop her.
 The dark end of the hall would have provided safe cover, 
but she was sure any exit she found that way would most likely 
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be locked.  She started off in the direction of the lit end, walk-
ing quickly but quietly, listening for anyone else’s footsteps.  She 
peeked around each corner, expecting to see a guard or a janitor, 
but saw no one.
 She came to a large, deserted office room with many desks.  
A light was on in a side office and the door was open a crack.  
Beyond it down the hallway was a glass door that led outside.  To 
get to it, she had to get past the occupied office undetected.
 She crouched and moved across the large, open space, using 
the desks for cover.  As she got closer to the side office, she heard 
voices from inside, and kept the pistol up, ready to shoot anyone 
who came out.
 Just a few more seconds.  She inched along with her back 
against the wall opposite the open office door.  It was only open 
a couple of inches.  Valeria was unable to see the men inside, but 
when she heard one of them laugh, she stopped.
 It was Mironov.  Her blood chilled.  He was one she would 
not hesitate to kill.  This was an opportunity to do just that.  If she 
opened that door she might be able to kill him before he could 
react.  Then she would be rid of him forever.
 She glanced at the glass door at the end of the hall, then at 
Mironov’s office door.  No, it was too risky.  She didn’t know who 
else was in the office and they might be armed.  She doubted she 
could kill both of them before one of them killed her.  Better to 
escape now and figure out how to deal with Mironov later.
 One of them spoke the word Amerikanski and she strained 
her ears to listen.  Mironov spoke next.  She crawled closer to the 
door on her hands and knees.
 “As soon as I hear from Baretsky ...”
 Baretsky!  Valeria was shocked.  Her mouth fell open.
 “ ... that McGowan has contacted Kurchenko, I will have my 
men ready to meet him.  They will not be merciful.”
 They laughed and she heard the clink of glasses.
 Valeria slumped backward to the far wall, feeling like she’d 
been punched in the stomach.  Baretsky was Mironov’s spy.  She 
couldn’t believe it.  And Joshua was coming here to meet Yuri and 
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Nikita.  How had he found out about them?  And Baretsky was 
going to betray him to Mironov.  Her head shook.  This wasn’t 
possible.  It couldn’t be happening.  She had to get to Yuri so 
he could warn his brother about Baretsky before he got them all 
killed.
 She went to the glass door.  To her relief it wasn’t locked and 
there were no alarms when she pushed it open.
 The air outside was cool and fresh.  It was also very dark.  She 
had to stop to get her bearings.  Which way did she go to get out 
of there?  She heard a couple of trains nearby.  To her right was 
a large, open space of blackness.  To her left, she could make out 
the high walls of the building she just left.
 The trains might be a clue to where she was.  Mironov said 
they were close to Moscow.  Maybe she was near the train yards 
on the south side of the city.  If that was so, she could lose herself 
among the trains and get away.  She went to the left.
 Her shoes crunched on the gravel, no matter how softly she 
tried to walk.  She stayed close to the wall and watched for guards 
who might be patrolling.  A movement to her right alerted her.  
There was one now.
 She could see him under one of the overhead lights.  He was 
a young guy, wore a simple uniform with a cap, carried a machine 
gun over his shoulder, and was smoking a cigarette.  Valeria froze 
against the wall, willing herself to be one of the bricks.  The guard 
looked around, flicked the cigarette away, and walked off along 
the building in the opposite direction.
 Valeria breathed a sigh of relief.  If he had seen her, she would 
be dead.  She would have tried to kill him with the bulky pistol 
that barely fit her small hand and he would have filled her with 
lead.
 She went around the corner and ran right into a man in a 
uniform.  She bounced backward a step.  In the darkness, she was 
sure Baretsky had found her and was going to kill her.  She felt 
a panic and wanted to scream, but fought it down.  Remember-
ing the pistol, she raised it in both hands to shoot the man in the 
face, but one of his hands pulled her wrist to the side before she 
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could shoot, and his other hand clamped over her mouth.  Her 
eyes were wide with fear and she stared up at the face she could 
not see.
 “Take it easy,” a voice said in English.  “You don’t want to kill 
me.  Yuri would be pretty upset if I didn’t get you out of here.”
 It was Joshua, she realized.  She was so overcome with relief 
she burst into tears.

Josh pulled Valeria to his chest and put his arm around her.  She 
sobbed into the uniform jacket.  He looked down at the Makarov 
he took from her hands, wondering, How the hell did she get 
that?
 “It’s ok,” he whispered, stroking her back.
 She gave him a hell of a shock.  He was watching that guard, 
ready to drop him where he stood.  Josh was thankful he hadn’t 
seen his outline pressed against the wall.  When the kid flicked the 
cigarette and turned away, Josh let down his guard, then Valeria 
came around the corner like a race car and ran right into him.  
For a brief instant he was looking down the cavernous barrel of 
the Makarov.  He recognized who she was, but to her, he was one 
of Mironov’s men in a uniform.
 Valeria started talking rapidly in English between her sobs.  
Josh heard something about Baretsky and Mironov and Yuri, but 
couldn’t follow it.  She started crying again and he hugged her to 
his chest.
 “We have to warn Yuri about Baretsky,” she said.
 “Don’t worry about him.  He’s dead.”
 “Dead?”
 Josh nodded, forgetting she couldn’t see him in the dark-
ness.
 “Nikita killed him.”
 “Then we can get out of here,” she said.
 Josh hesitated.  “Not yet.”
 She looked up at him with horror in her eyes.  “Why not?”
 “There’s one more thing I have to do.”
 She searched his eyes.  “What?”
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 Josh did not anticipate doing this to her.  He sort of planned 
to get her after he got the Doctor.  Now she would just have to 
wait a little longer to be reunited with Yuri.
 “I’ve got to see a doctor,” Josh said, as he put the Makarov 
back in her hand.  He looked at the buildings around them, try-
ing to remember the rough layout Kurchenko had sketched.  “I 
think it’s over this way.”
 He led her across the short open space between the buildings, 
in the direction the patrolling guard went, staying out of the light 
as much as they could.  Josh stopped at the corner of the next 
building and tried the door.  It clicked open.
 “Let’s go,” he whispered.
 They ducked inside and he shut the door.  They were in a 
warehouse.  It was a huge, open space with a high ceiling, and 
quiet as a tomb.  The scuffing sounds of their shoes echoed off the 
walls.  Josh made Valeria stand still and he listened, fearful their 
entrance was heard.  They were in luck.  There were no voices or 
shouts of warning.  The building was deserted.
 A few of the lights in the ceiling were on, casting a dim, eerie 
orange glow over the interior.  Across the warehouse, built against 
the far wall, was a row of offices, which appeared short and stubby 
against the high wall.
 Each office was constructed alike.  The facing wall contained 
a single solid door and a large picture window that looked out 
on the warehouse floor.  One of the offices was occupied.  Light 
spilled out over the warehouse floor from the picture window.  
That would be where the Doctor was.  Josh just hoped he was 
alone.
 He pointed at the office with the barrel of his Smith & Wes-
son.  He had attached a long silencer to the end.  Valeria looked 
at the office, then at Josh.  She seemed to understand, although 
she didn’t appear too happy about it.
 They were crouched behind a stack of crates.  Josh had his 
hand on one.  He glanced at it, then looked closer.  Something 
about it looked familiar.  Painted on the side of each crate in Rus-
sian were the words “Machine Parts”.  There were twenty four of 
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them on a single pallet.  He looked down the row.  There were a 
dozen pallets, each stacked with about twenty four crates, all iden-
tical to the crates he and Jerry had destroyed in Al Hadithah.
 “Oh my God,” Josh muttered.
 “What?” Valeria said.
 Josh shook his head.  “Nothing.”
 He didn’t want her to see his dismay.  The thought of all this 
undetectable plastic explosive being used all over the world and 
the amount of killing it could do made him angry.  He had to 
figure out a way to destroy it.
 The open area across the warehouse floor between where they 
stood and the office door seemed like a mile.  If anyone spotted 
them while they were crossing it, they would be stuck out in the 
open with nowhere to hide.  He took Valeria’s hand and hurried 
across the floor to the offices.  They stopped with their backs 
against the wall.
 Josh was jittery.  This unusual quietness unnerved him.  Did 
Mironov have a trap waiting for him?  If so, he’d have to know 
Josh was coming here.  Certainly Mironov would have sprung it 
on him long before this.  There were at least a dozen places where 
they could have trapped him.  Which must have meant Mironov 
didn’t know he was already there.  He must have been waiting 
for some word from Baretsky, and it never came.
 Josh creeped to the door of the occupied office.  Peering 
around the edge of the window, he saw a man sitting at a desk 
with his back to the door.  He was middle aged and balding, and 
wore a white lab coat over a cheap blue suit.  Josh turned the 
knob.  The door opened and he went in, keeping Valeria behind 
him.  The office was a lab.  On the desk where the man was work-
ing was an American computer.  In the middle of the room was 
a counter with test tubes and vials of chemicals.
 “You’re early,” the man at the desk said in broken Russian 
without turning around.  “I’ll have those formulas for you in a 
few minutes.”
 Josh was sure it was the one he was looking for.  Walt’s de-
scription was of a middle aged, balding man.  He turned in his 
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chair and Josh recognized Dr. Otto Jones from the photo Walt 
had shown him, although this man had less hair and looked much 
more weary.  Josh was sure a little time under Mironov could do 
worse things to a man.
 “Ah, I was expecting someone else,” Jones said.  Josh realized 
the uniform made the Doctor, too, think he was one of Mironov’s 
men.  “What can I do for you, captain is it?” Jones said, looking 
at the insignia on the jacket’s lapel.
 Josh raised his gun.  “You can come with me, Dr. Jones,” he 
said in English.
 Jones’ expression changed from curiosity to shock.  The color 
drained from his face.
 “Who the hell are you?”
 Beads of sweat appeared on his bald head and his hands 
gripped the arms of the chair.  Josh took off the hat.  His face was 
set in stone.  He felt nothing but contempt for this man, who had 
been the cost of so many lives for Josh to get this far.
 “Josh McGowan, U.S. Naval Intelligence.  You’re under ar-
rest.”
 Jones harumphed and grinned.  “I was wondering when you 
boys would get around to something like this.  But I have to tell 
you, I was expecting the CIA not ... what was it you said?”
 “Naval Intelligence,” Josh said, feeling bewildered.
 It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.  Jones was supposed 
to be intimidated by him.  Didn’t he know how furious he was 
with him?
 “That’s right.  You’ll forgive me if I don’t recognize your 
authority,” Jones said, and turned back to his computer.
 Josh clenched his fists.  His face turned red.  His blood was 
boiling.
 “Maybe you don’t understand,” he shouted, and spun the 
chair around.  Jones finally looked frightened, to Josh’s satisfac-
tion.  “You’re making explosives out there for terrorists to kill 
hundreds of innocent people.”
 He pointed to the crates in the warehouse.  Jones’ eyes fol-
lowed the direction of his arm.
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 “How is that different from what you’re doing?” Jones 
said.
 Josh sputtered, too flustered and furious to speak.  Before he 
could, Jones shrugged.
 “Besides, none of it’s any good,” he said.  “It’s all unstable.  
All of it.”  He made an all encompassing sweeping motion with 
his arm.  “After a few months or so it becomes more dangerous 
to those who make the bombs than those who are the bomber’s 
targets.”
 “Then why did you sell it to the Iraqis?”
 Jones shrugged again.  “What do I care?  These Communists 
need cash right away to keep themselves afloat and the Iraqis 
were paying, sight unseen.  They’ll probably use it all up before 
it destabilizes, anyway.”
 “No, they won’t.  I destroyed it.”
 Jones looked surprised.  “Well.  Good for you.”
 Josh grabbed Jones by his jacket and lifted him out of the 
chair.
 “You’re coming with me,” he said.
 Valeria stepped forward.  “You’re bringing him with us?” she 
demanded, her eyes wide with astonishment.
 Jones looked at her like she’d materialized out of nowhere.
 “Yes.  He’ll stand trial for selling secrets.”
 “You can’t do that.”
 “Why not?”  Josh was confused.
 Why didn’t she want him to stand trial?
 “He’ll get us killed before we can get out of here.”
 Josh hesitated, feeling stupid for missing her point.  “Not if 
we-”
 Valeria raised the Makarov and fired two shots into Jones’ 
body.  Josh felt him shudder as each bullet hit, then he slumped 
in his arms.  Josh stared at Valeria with his mouth open, disbeliev-
ing.
 “Why did you do that?” he said.
 She aimed the gun at him.  He could see her hands trem-
bling.
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 “Because you were going to let him get us killed.”
 Her voice was cold.
 “If I thought that I would have killed him myself.”
 “You should have thought that.”
 Josh hesitated, staring hard at Valeria.  He began to wonder 
who this person was that he worked so hard to keep alive.
 “Maybe you should kill me, too,” he said.  “You don’t want 
me to slow you down.”
 “Maybe I should.”  They glared at each other, then Valeria 
lowered the pistol.  “Promise me one thing.”
 She released the hammer and tucked the pistol into her 
belt.
 “What?”
 “When this is done, you let me and Yuri walk away, no ques-
tions.”
 Josh nodded.  “All right.”
 He glanced down at the body at his feet.  He felt nothing for 
the Doctor.  He was actually glad he was dead.  He would have 
killed him himself if he didn’t have orders to bring him back.  
Walt wouldn’t be too happy about this, of course, but then, he 
was rarely happy about anything Josh did.  He’d just have to deal 
with that when he got to it.
 Josh turned to the desk.  The computer was still running.  He 
remembered that Jones had mentioned something about formulas.  
It looked like he was working on those chemical formulas on the 
computer.  Josh set his gun down and sat at the desk.
 “Can we get out of here?” Valeria said.
 “Just a minute.  I have to do something.”
 Josh’s mind was working.  Jones said the explosive was 
unstable.  If that was so, he wouldn’t have to worry about the 
hundreds of crates in the warehouse.  But if Jones was working 
on improving it, he might have been close to perfecting it.  All 
his work would be on the computer, where someone else could 
get it and have a chance to complete his work.  Josh had to erase 
it.  What was the best way to do that?  He desperately tried to 
remember his computer experience.  He could reformat the 
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hard drive, that would be permanent.  But he wasn’t sure how to 
do that.  The image on the monitor screen was unfamiliar.  The 
computer seemed to be running some sort of operating system 
Josh wasn’t familiar with.  He could simply put a bullet through 
the hard drive.  That would be more permanent yet.

Valeria decided she had to get out on her own.  She had managed 
to get through her life this far on her own.  She would figure out 
how to get through the rest of it, if she could make it last long 
enough.  Quietly, she slipped out the door.  Josh never turned to 
check on her.  She crossed the warehouse floor back the way they 
came, opened the door and stepped out.  A bright light shined at 
her and she stopped, shielding her eyes with her hand.
 “You weren’t going anywhere, were you?” Mironov said.
 She heard his voice coming from the direction of the light, 
then heard footsteps crunching in the gravel.  He stepped in front 
of the truck’s headlights.
 Valeria lowered her hand, feeling defiant.  “You can go to 
hell.”
 “That would do no good for either of us.”
 He stepped toward her.  She saw he had a gun in his hand.  
She should run.  Josh said Mironov needed her alive.  Would he 
shoot her in the back to stop her?  It was worth the risk.
 Valeria took a step backward and was grabbed from behind.  
She tried to scream, but a powerful hand clamped over her mouth.  
She struggled.  The arms lifted her off the ground and carried her 
toward the truck.
 “I can’t let you run away now,” Mironov said as she was car-
ried past him.  “Tomorrow is your big day.  Tomorrow we go to 
the Kremlin.”

Josh hit the return key to begin the re-partition of the hard drive, 
and all the information on it was wiped away like a wet towel on a 
chalkboard.  Now all he had to do was see if Jones had anything 
backed up on disks.
 “That takes care of that,” he said.  There was no answer.  
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“Valeria?” he said, looking around.  “Val?”  She was gone.
 “Oh, man,” he muttered, and ran out of the office.
 The warehouse was silent.  Would she hide in here?  He was 
pretty sure she wouldn’t.
 As he went to the door he tried to figure out why she would 
bolt.  She was in a lot of danger.  Did she think she was safer on 
her own?  He considered that idea as he pushed the warehouse 
door open and went out.  Maybe she was.  Maybe he should let 
her go.
 A burst of gunfire kicked up the gravel at his feet.  Josh dove 
to his left and rolled, scolding himself for being distracted.  He 
was in a crouch with his back against the wall of the warehouse, 
in the open with no cover in sight.
 Mironov was standing beside the open door of a truck.  Val-
eria was in the backseat and someone else was driving.  Beside 
Mironov were four soldiers with Kalashnikovs leveled at him.  
Beneath their uniform jackets they wore white shirts with thin 
horizontal blue stripes.  Spetznaz, elite soldiers.
 “Not today, McGowan,” Mironov said in English.  “Today 
you lose.  Tomorrow I win.”
 He thumped his chest with his fist.  Josh hesitated a second.  
He wanted to say something.  His last words should be memorable, 
but he could think of nothing.  So he ran off around the corner 
of the building.
 Mironov looked at his soldiers.  They looked back at him.
 “What are you waiting for?  Go get him,” he shouted.
 Shots from behind Josh rattled off the metal wall of the ware-
house.  Josh ducked his head and ran around the next corner.  
They would be fanning out to surround him.  He had nowhere to 
run.  The fence had him trapped and they would keep him penned 
in until they could cut him down.  He had to come up with a way 
to get outside the fence, but how?  They would be waiting for 
him at the front gate, unless he could divert their attention.  And 
what could he do to make that happen?
 There were always the crates of explosives inside the ware-
house.  That kind of bang would get anybody’s attention.  All he 
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had to do was get back inside the warehouse.  What could be 
easier?
 One of the spetznaz soldiers would be coming around the 
corner behind him.  Another would come around the far side of 
the building to cut him off.  Josh ran along the back wall of the 
warehouse to the far corner to get there ahead of him.
 Josh heard a shout behind him, but didn’t look back.  He 
was in the dark shadows between the back wall of the warehouse 
and the adjacent building and hoped the soldier couldn’t see well 
enough to fire.
 As Josh reached the corner, the second soldier stepped right 
in front of him.  The soldier looked startled.  Josh dove for the 
man’s feet as he raised his rifle and fired.  Josh rolled on his side, 
cutting the soldier’s feet from under him, and the soldier fell for-
ward as he fired.  Josh heard a cry of pain from the soldier who 
was coming up behind.
 The soldier he tripped landed hard.  Josh bounced to his feet.  
As the soldier rolled and raised his rifle, Josh shot him twice in 
the stomach.  The dying man’s arm fell to the side and his finger 
squeezed the trigger.  Josh ducked to avoid the spray of bullets 
that whizzed past his head and clanged off the side of a train car 
moving by on the other side of the fence.
 The other soldiers had to hear the shots and would come to 
investigate.  Would they check inside the warehouse?  He only 
had a few seconds to get there.
 The door was still open.  Josh went inside.  No one was wait-
ing for him.  He shut the door and locked it.  They might have 
the key, but to get in they would have to make enough noise to 
alert him.
 Josh stood for a second, looking at the crates stacked on the 
pallets and around at the warehouse.  There had to be some way 
to set it all off, but it had to be on a delay.  He needed a timer, or 
some sort of fuse.  A fire would set it off.  He could set the ware-
house on fire, but that would take too long.  They would put it out 
before it reached the crates.  He needed something they wouldn’t 
detect right away, something that would give him enough time to 
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get away.  A hot bullet might set it off, but he would go up with 
it.
 He looked at the forklift parked by the wall.  It ran on propane 
gas.  The propane was stored in a tank mounted to the back of 
the forklift, and a narrow hose ran from the tank to the motor.  
An idea began to form in his head.
 Josh jumped on the forklift.  The small key was in the ignition.    
It probably never came out.  It was easier to leave it in the ignition 
than to have to go find it all the time.  Besides, who would ever 
steal a forklift to make a bomb?
 He started it and drove it next to the first stack of crates.  Now, 
how would he light it?  He hopped off the forklift and looked 
around, hoping to spot a lighter or a match.  He didn’t have time 
to go searching, and he couldn’t go out and ask someone for a 
light.  He returned to Dr. Jones office, hoping the doctor might 
have been a smoker, when he spotted just what he needed.  On 
the counter with the test tubes and bottles of chemicals was a 
Bunsen burner.  Josh lit it and carried it back to the forklift, where 
he placed it under the hose that led from the propane tank to the 
motor.
 It would take a few minutes to melt through the hose.  The 
Bunsen flame would then ignite the propane as it leaked out, the 
propane would detonate inside the tank, and the resulting explo-
sion would set off the crates of explosives, blowing the warehouse 
sky high.  Josh would have a huge, custom made hole in the fence 
and enough confusion to allow him to slip out, if it all worked 
properly.  Josh went back to the warehouse door.  All he had to 
do was stay alive a few minutes longer, long enough to get a safe 
distance from the warehouse.
 It looked clear when he came out, but those soldiers could be 
anywhere.  He heard voices from another part of the enclosure.  
Sounds echoed off the walls of the buildings and it was hard to 
tell from which direction they came.  They did, however, sound 
frantic.  Those soldiers would shoot him down before they stopped 
to ask questions.
 Across the wide access road between the warehouse and the 
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next building was a narrow passage between the building and the 
fence.  If he could reach it, he might be able to get a safe distance 
from the warehouse.  Josh heard the sounds of vehicles.  He had 
to do it now.
 It was a short sprint across the wide gravel road.  Just as he 
reached the middle, a truck came around the corner of the build-
ing and skidded to a stop, shining its headlights on him from 
behind.  There was a shout, then the truck’s motor roared and 
came closer.
 Josh ran as hard as he could for the narrow opening, with 
the sinking feeling he would not make it.  He turned and faced 
the truck, backpeddling.  It came right toward him; the driver 
intended to run him down.  Josh was blinded by the headlights.  
He raised his pistol and fired a shot where he thought the driver 
sat.  The windshield shattered.  Josh fired again, then a third shot.  
He lowered his aim and fired at the front tire.
 The truck lurched to the left, struck the brick wall only a few 
feet from where he stood, rebounded to the right, and charged 
around him, the engine roaring.  It accelerated out of control and 
ran right through the fence, shearing one of the posts clean and 
carving open a gaping hole.
 Josh went to the truck.  How convenient.  The driver was 
unconscious, slumped forward against the steering wheel.  As he 
climbed through the torn fence he heard a shout from behind 
and glanced back.  The soldiers had found him.  No doubt they 
heard the crash.
 Josh dashed for the train as he tucked his gun into his holster.  
It was moving about ten miles an hour.  How the hell was he sup-
posed to jump on a moving train?  It didn’t seem so easy when he 
had to really do it, especially in the darkness.  The soldiers were 
firing at him.  Some of the bullets hit the truck, some hit the side 
of the train.  He had to figure it out in a hurry.
 One of the box cars coming toward him had a ladder that 
started at his waist level and went up the side.  He could reach it.  
He trotted alongside, watching the ladder approach.  If he missed 
it, he would fall under the train’s wheels and be cut to pieces.  If 
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he didn’t try, the soldiers would shoot him full of holes.  Either 
way, he’d be dead.  Josh steeled his nerves and leapt for the lad-
der.
 He grabbed it with his right hand, but his right shoulder still 
hurt and his hand slipped off.  His left hand grabbed one of the 
rungs of the ladder.  His body slammed against the side of the 
box car and he swung by his arm, wrenching the muscles around 
his broken ribs.  Josh gritted his teeth to fight back the pain, but 
held on.
 The soldiers came through the fence.  One or two stopped and 
fired.  A couple of others ran alongside the train, looking for a way 
to jump on.  Josh tried to reach for his gun with his right hand, 
but his arm hurt too much; it hung limp at his side, throbbing in 
pain from the shoulder to the tips of his fingers.  Just as well.  He 
couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn with his right hand.
 One of the soldiers tried to jump on the train and slipped.  
His body rolled under the wheels.  Josh heard his screams over 
the gunfire.  A second soldier managed to grab the ladder on the 
box car directly behind the car to which Josh clung.
 Josh watched, feeling like a helpless target.  The soldier 
dangled by his hands for a second before he got his feet on the 
rungs, then secured one arm around the ladder and raised his 
AK-47 with the other.
 Any time now.  Any time would be good.  That Bunsen burner 
should have melted through that hose by now.  The soldier hang-
ing from the next box car grinned, showing a gold tooth.  Josh 
hated him.  Nobody should like their job that much.
 At first he heard a muffled boom.  A moment later came a 
tremendous crack, and a thunderous explosion blasted the roof of 
the warehouse open.  The soldier turned away from Josh, looking 
back over his shoulder.  Josh realized the initial muffled boom 
must have been the propane tank going off.
 A second explosion followed the first, then a third.  All twelve 
pallets of explosives went up one after the other in thunderous suc-
cession.  The series of blasts blew out the walls of the warehouse.  
The ground shook.  The train swayed, then began to topple.  The 
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cars going by the warehouse were knocked over by the blast, 
and each connected car in the train fell over like dominoes in a 
sequence.
 The soldier on the next car dropped his rifle and squeezed 
the ladder in both hands, screaming as he looked at Josh.  For a 
second, Josh wished he could do the same.  It seemed like the right 
thing to do.  He was sure, however, it would mean certain death.  
He had to give himself a better chance.  With all his strength, he 
put his feet on the bottom rung and pushed himself off into space 
as the box car jerked and rolled away in the opposite direction.  
Josh sailed through the air and dropped to the ground.  He saw 
the soldier still clinging to the ladder, his mouth open as he went 
over with the train, but Josh could not hear his scream over the 
noise of the crashing cars.
 Josh tumbled twice, got up, and ran.  The train wasn’t mov-
ing very fast, but the box cars might be falling on top of him.  He 
didn’t want to look back to find out.

It was a long walk back to the U.S. Embassy.  Josh had money 
for a cab, but never saw one go by.  He had removed the uniform 
jacket and carried it over his arm, covering the gun and the holster.  
He didn’t want anyone who might be out to notice him or ask 
questions, especially the police.
 He probably didn’t have to worry about the police though.  
He heard dozens of sirens, all headed to the mess he made at the 
train yard.  Every cop and every fire truck in Moscow would be 
there.  Even so, Josh didn’t want to give them the chance to ask 
him questions.  If the police detained him it might be months or 
even years before he got out, if ever.
 Josh didn’t have the heart to go back to the Kurchenko house.  
How could he face Yuri and tell him he failed to rescue Valeria 
when he promised he would?  Yuri trusted him and Josh let him 
down.
 Valeria was back in Mironov’s hands and was probably work-
ing for him again.  That was worst of all.  Had she been working 
for him all this time?  It was possible, even likely.  Mironov had a 
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way of being clever and resourceful that frustrated Josh.  Nothing 
he saw tonight changed that opinion.
 So now what was he supposed to do?  Josh crossed Bolod-
novich Street.  At two in the morning, the southern end of Moscow 
was like a ghost town.  This part was mostly a business district.  
At the end of the day, people closed up their offices or stores and 
went home, leaving the streets deserted.
 Something Walt said stuck in his mind.  He had speculated 
Mironov needed Valeria to put the Communists back in power.  
But how did he plan to do that?  Josh’s feet tapped in a rhythm 
on the pavement as he walked.  If he was going to try to put his 
party back in power, how would he do that?  He stopped, holding 
his hands out, palms up as if the answer was obvious to anyone.  
A vote in Parliament.  Mironov would claim the Democracy was 
weak and demand a vote.  Valeria was his proof.  Of course.  It 
was perfect.  And it would work.
 Josh’s eyes opened wide with shock.  Oh my God.  It would 
work.
 He walked on more slowly, his head down.  He had to stop 
Mironov now, no matter what.  He could kill him, that would 
stop his plans, and if he couldn’t do that, he’d kill Valeria.  He 
felt a chill down his back.  He didn’t like that idea, not at all.  She 
didn’t deserve that fate.  Neither did Yuri.  Just the same, Josh 
would kill her anyway, if it came down to it.
 He had to stop Mironov before he got to Parliament.  He 
would not give Mironov a chance to ask for a vote.  And where 
did they hold Parliament?  Josh’s eyebrows went up.  The Kremlin, 
of course.

*     *     *     *

Josh walked down the hall, shaking his head.  The sight was as-
tounding.  He passed a Russian family of five.  The father had a 
Japanese camera and was taking pictures of his wife and three kids 
in front of a huge painting of Cossacks fighting Napoleon.  It was 
astounding the way they just let people walk into the Kremlin these 
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days, like they did at the Capitol Building in Washington, D.C.  
There was a time when the Kremlin was one of the most difficult 
areas in the world to gain access, and now they let the public come 
and go to witness the everyday function of government.  It had 
become something like a shrine to the former Soviet Union.
 Once inside, Josh worried Mironov had already arrived and 
was in place on the Parliament floor before the morning session 
began.  Josh had arrived before dawn to get in as soon as the doors 
opened, but the Parliament Building was very large.  Mironov 
might have used another entrance.  It was likely he still had influ-
ence there and someone might have let him slip around normal 
procedures.
 Josh made his way down the wide halls, examining the faces of 
each person he passed.  He followed the directions of the young 
woman at the information desk and found the large, white double 
doors that led to the Parliament floor.
 To submit a petition to the floor during session required an 
appointment, and all appointments entered through these double 
doors.  Josh was early.  The sunrise was just showing through 
the tall, cathedral windows at the end of the long, marble lined 
hallway.  The footsteps and the voices of the people echoed off 
the hard walls and high, arched ceiling.
 A pair of guards were standing on either side of the doors, 
wearing the dark brown khaki uniforms of the Russian Army with 
the red trim and the very neat caps.  One was checking the papers 
of people who wanted in.  Josh still had the papers that identified 
him as Captain Dazhyatchkaya of the Communist Party.  Would 
they still work?  He thumbed the papers in his pocket.  He had 
little choice but to try.
 He went to the wrong guard, mumbling in Russian and trying 
to unfold the papers.  He kept his right arm tight at his side to 
keep his gun covered under his overcoat.  The first guard turned 
him to the other guard, who was holding out his hand, beckoning 
impatiently.
 “Hurry, please, sir.  You’re holding up the line,” the guard 
said.
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 Josh held out the papers, but just before they reached the 
guard’s hand, he dropped them.
 “Excuse me, excuse me,” Josh begged.
 He got down on his hands and knees, chasing the papers 
before they blew away.
 “Let me get that,” the guard snapped.
 He grabbed Josh by the arm and lifted him to his feet, then 
scooped up the remaining papers in one wad.  Josh handed him 
the rest of the papers, arching his eyebrows high.  The guard 
snatched the papers away and quickly sorted through them.
 “You are Captain Dazhyatchkaya?” the guard said, pausing 
to read one of the sheets.
 Josh straightened and grinned as wide as he could, and 
snapped his right arm in a quick salute.
 “I am,” he said.
 The guard stared at him, one brow lower than the other.  Josh 
let his shoulders slump.
 “You can go in,” the guard said, and thrust the wad of papers 
at him.
 Josh jammed the papers into his pocket, saluted again, and 
strutted through the doors.
 He entered an antechamber, which was like a staging area for 
some sort of vaudeville show.  A small crowd of people was wait-
ing for their chance to file their petitions on the Parliament floor.  
Josh mingled through.  Some were grouped in heated discussions, 
others were standing alone, their mouths working as if they were 
speaking to an imaginary audience.  Through a doorway on the 
far side, Josh could see into the Parliament chamber itself.  A row 
of elected officials was seated at a long table.  On the wall behind 
them hung the blue, red and white of the Russian flag.
 Josh was looking for Mironov.  His bulky body should have 
stood out in the crowd, but he was nowhere in that room.  Josh 
cursed silently, clenching his teeth.  Either he had guessed wrong, 
or he had come at the wrong time.  If he was early, he still had a 
chance to stop Mironov.  If he was late, however, and the members 
of Parliament were already making their votes, then how would he 
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stop a process that might end in a world war?  He had no idea.
 He stopped, and felt a shiver down his back.  Maybe he 
wouldn’t have to worry about it.  His eyes narrowed to slits, 
staring toward the back of the room at Valeria.  He had guessed 
right, and he was on time.  As he tucked his hand beneath his 
overcoat under his right arm and touched the snap that held his 
Smith & Wesson in the shoulder holster, he wished he had guessed 
wrong.
 Valeria was facing the far side of the room and the door that 
led onto the floor of Parliament.  Josh was to her right, and her 
arm hung limply at her side.  This was what it had all come to.  
He would kill Valeria and it would all be over.  Mironov might 
try again, but at least this time he would be stopped.  Josh closed 
his hand around the heavy grip of his pistol and glanced back at 
the guards.  How much time would he spend in a Russian prison 
before the Navy got him out?  Would they even try to get him out 
after this?
 The man standing at Valeria’s left jerked her arm.  Josh 
stopped, slipping the pistol back under his overcoat.  The man 
pulled her arm like he was tugging on a dog’s leash, and they 
turned.  Josh tried to shrink back into the crowd, but had nowhere 
to go.
 Valeria saw him and stopped.  Her eyes widened, staring 
straight at him.  Josh tried to force himself to feel only cold in his 
veins, but couldn’t.  Her eyes were desperate, pleading.
 The man jerked her arm again, but she wouldn’t move.  He 
looked in the direction Valeria was looking and saw Josh.  He 
grinned, but to Josh, his glare was as cold as the steel of the pistol 
in his hands.  It took him only a moment to recognize that hard, 
angular face with the crooked teeth.  Kobalev, one of Mironov’s 
best agents.
 Kobalev carried a black leather jacket over his other arm.  He 
moved it aside to show Josh the Makarov in his hand, jammed 
into Valeria’s ribs.  He jammed it harder and Valeria flinched.  
The grin on his face widened.
 Mironov appeared in the doorway, coming off the floor of 
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Parliament.  He walked with a long, confident stride, as if the 
entire building was his palace.  Mironov wasn’t alone.  A young 
woman walked beside him.  She was elegantly beautiful, with a 
small, pert nose and long, black hair.  She walked with a haughty 
air, like she was someone important.  Who the hell was she?  
Mironov wouldn’t bring his own mistress, would he?
 He looked at Kobalev and Valeria and stopped.  The young 
woman with the black hair said something to Mironov, but Josh 
couldn’t hear.  He looked at Josh and a grin broke on his face, 
too.
 Josh dropped back a step.  What the hell did this all mean?  
Was Valeria working for him or not?
 Mironov stepped toward Josh with that same proud strut, his 
arms swinging at his sides.  He stopped, glanced back at Valeria 
and Kobalev, then at Josh.
 “You are too late, McGowan,” Mironov said in English.  
“Nothing you to do now.  It seems I have won this time.”
 Josh tried to think of something to say.  He needed some sort 
of snappy comeback, but his pulse was racing, and he could think 
of nothing.  He looked at Valeria.  Her sad eyes broke his heart.
 Mironov went on.  “You see, I am next.”  He pointed toward 
the doorway.  “The electorate await my appearance, I and Valeria.”  
He chuckled.  “Nothing you can do to stop me.”
 “You bluff poorly, old man,” Josh said.
 Mironov’s smug expression turned sour.  “I do not bluff, 
McGowan.  You should know that.”
 Valeria screamed.  Every head in the room turned in her di-
rection.  Both guards were looking at her.  Kobalev winced and 
jerked her by the arm.  Valeria struggled to get free and screamed 
again.  One of the guards started toward her.
 “Relax, relax,” Mironov said, switching to Russian.  He moved 
to intercept the guard.  “It’s a simple disagreement.”
 The guard hesitated, looking at him.  Josh drew his pistol.  It 
looked like there might be a way out of this and he might be able 
to keep Valeria alive.
 Someone else screamed.  Josh turned and saw a woman with 
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her hand over her mouth, pointing at him.  She had seen his pistol.  
The guard turned.
 Valeria jerked her arm from Kobalev’s hand, shoved him in 
the chest with both hands, and ran.  Kobalev stumbled backward, 
then ran after her.
 “Bring her back,” Mironov shouted, pointing after Valeria.
 The guard was only a step away from Josh, between him and 
Kobalev.  He took a step backward and drew his pistol from the 
holster on his hip as Kobalev bolted after Valeria.
 “Drop the weapon,” the guard said.
 As his hand came up with the pistol, Josh stepped to his inside 
and grabbed him by the wrist with his right hand, forcing the arm 
up.  A shot fired into the ceiling, and more people screamed.  Josh 
brought his left hand up and cracked the butt of his gun against 
the side of his head.  The guard groaned.  Josh ducked under his 
arm and flipped him over his shoulder.  The guard landed on his 
face at Josh’s feet and did not move.
 Two more guards were coming toward him, drawing their 
guns.  Mironov was shouting and pointing at him.  The rest of 
the people in the room had backed away or dropped to the floor 
and covered their heads.
 The door at the side where Kobalev had gone through was 
swinging shut.  Josh jumped over the body of the unconscious 
guard and ran for the door.  He heard voices behind him, but did 
not look back.
 Through the door was a stairwell.  He heard footsteps below 
and looked over the rail.  Kobalev stopped and looked up, then 
leaped for the bottom.
 The door behind him squeaked.  Josh saw a hand with a gun 
cautiously coming through.  He slammed his shoulder into the 
door, crushing the guard on the other side.  The guard slumped 
to the floor, laying halfway through the door.  Another shot fired, 
punching a neat hole through the door.  Josh ducked and ran 
down the stairs.
 The steel door at the bottom opened onto a narrow basement 
corridor.  The floor was white tile, the walls were gray painted 



Change of Heart 303

cinder block, and the stark lighting came from single bulb lights 
in the ceiling, evenly spaced down the length of the corridor.  It 
was as silent as a tomb.
 Josh raised his pistol.  Kobalev would be down there some-
where, looking for Valeria and waiting for him, unless they had 
found a stairway leading up to another part of the building.  From 
the other side of the steel door, Josh heard the hard click of boots 
on the stairs.  The guards were coming down right behind him.  
He didn’t want to kill them.  He’d probably already pissed off 
half the Russian Army.
 He sprinted down the corridor, looking for someplace to 
hide.  The corridor broke off to the right into a dark, cluttered 
storage area.  Josh slipped around the corner just as the steel door 
squeaked open.  He heard an officer’s voice speaking in Russian, 
and the scuffle of boots on the tiled floor.  On the left side of the 
storage area was a door with a plastic sign engraved with the word 
“maintenance” in Russian.  The right side of the area was crowded 
with dusty old desks, broken chairs, shelving units, and other used 
office furniture.  Josh opened the door to the maintenance closet 
a couple of inches and quickly ducked behind one of the huge, 
wooden bookcases.
 The sound of the boots grew louder.  Josh raised his pistol, 
waiting for the guards to come around the corner.
 Three of them appeared, all carrying Makarov’s.  One was an 
officer, pointing and giving orders.  He looked straight in Josh’s 
direction, but must not have seen him in the darkness.
 “Check that door,” the officer said, pointing to the mainte-
nance closet.
 The guard stepped into the darkness of the storage area and 
approached the closet cautiously.  The officer and the other guard 
moved on down the corridor, trying the handles of each door.
 Josh crouched behind a dusty desk and pointed his pistol at 
the back of the guard on the other side of the storage area, ready 
to fire a shot into him if he turned.  The guard pushed the closet 
door open with his foot, holding the pistol in both hands at arm’s 
length.  He inched carefully into the tiny, dark room, swinging his 
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pistol side to side.
 The officer’s voice shouted from somewhere farther down the 
corridor.  The guard rushed out of the closet, knocking over an 
office chair, and ran down the cooridor to catch up.
 Josh let out a deep breath.  His heart was pounding and drops 
of sweat ran down his cheeks from his forehead.  He wiped it 
away and climbed out from behind the desk and bookshelf, being 
careful not to make any noise or knock anything over.
 He paused at the opening of the corridor, brushing the dust 
from his pants, waiting for any more guards who might come 
down the stairs, but the only thing he heard were the echoes of 
the voice of the officer growing fainter.
 Now what?  How was he supposed to find Valeria before 
Kobalev or those guards, and how the hell was he going to get 
her out of there without a gunfight?
 At least he didn’t have to worry about Kobalev killing Valeria, 
not yet, anyway.  Mironov wanted her back, so he must still need 
her, and she was better to him alive than dead.  That meant he 
could still carry out his promise to Yuri and bring her back.
 It wasn’t fair.  He was the one who went to all this trouble, 
risking his neck to keep her alive, only to hand her over to another 
man.  He wanted to take her back home with him.  He wanted to 
be the one she loved.
 He started off down the corridor, staying out of sight of the 
guards.  They had rounded a corner somewhere up ahead, but 
they could double back any time.  Josh had no idea where to begin 
looking for Valeria.  For all he knew, Kobalev already had her and 
they were making their petition to Parliament on the floor directly 
over his head.  The basement could turn out to be a maze of tight 
corridors, and he would probably be lost in them until the guards 
hunted him down.
 A door squeaked just as he went past.  He slid to a stop and 
swung the pistol around in both hands.  A wooden door opened 
an inch.  Through the crack, he saw a single, frightened eye peer-
ing back.
 “Joshua?” Valeria’s weak voice said.
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 Josh lowered his pistol and held out his hand.  “Valeria.  Let’s 
get out of here before Kobalev finds us.”
 She opened the door a few more inches, and he saw more of 
her face in the light from the hall, like a terrified child.  Her wide 
eyes flickered past Josh and her mouth fell open.
 Josh turned just in time to get a mouthful of hard steel.  He 
dropped to the tile floor on his hands and knees.  His pistol slipped 
from his hands and skittered across the floor between Kobalev’s 
feet.
 “You were very close, McGowan.  Very close,” Kobalev 
said.
 Josh looked up at his face, feeling in his mouth with his tongue 
for any loose teeth.  Kobalev stood over him, his Makarov pointed 
at his head.
 “You were stupid to come here,” Kobalev went on.  “You had 
no chance of success, not while I am in control.”  He chuckled.  
“Your body will only serve as a trophy for the Communist Party, 
an American spy caught in the bowels of the Kremlin by the best 
of the KGB.  More proof of the impotence of the democratic 
system.”
 The door creaked.  Kobalev looked at it, grinning with his 
crooked teeth.  He circled Josh, inching toward the door, and 
reached back to push it open.  He put his hand on the edge of 
the door and it slammed shut on his fingers.  Kobalev screamed.  
Josh leaped up under his arm and hit Kobalev in the midsection 
with his shoulder.  They crashed backward through the door.
 Valeria screamed and fell on her bottom.  Josh landed on top 
of Kobalev.  He glanced at Valeria and Kobalev hit him on the 
side of the head with the Makarov.
 Josh grabbed Kobalev’s wrist and forced it down.  The back of 
his hand smacked on the tiled floor and he released the Makarov, 
which slid over to Valeria.  Josh saw her pick it up, but Kobalev’s 
wrist wiggled free of his grip and his fist struck Josh in the jaw.
 As he rolled off Kobalev, Valeria ran past them to the open 
door.  Kobalev got up, using his good hand.  Josh noticed two 
fingers on his left hand were bent backward.  Kobalev kicked Josh 
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in the stomach.  Josh doubled over on the floor, blinded with pain.  
Kobalev kicked him again and Josh grabbed his ankle before he 
could pull his leg back.
 Kobalev shouted a curse, hopping on one leg to keep his 
balance.  Josh swept his leg out and kicked Kobalev’s leg from 
under him.  He dropped like a bag of rocks on his back and his 
head bounced on the floor.  Josh jumped on top of him while he 
was dazed and locked his arm around his neck, squeezing until 
Kobalev went limp.
 “Val?” Josh said, gasping for breath.
 He heard a noise and froze like a statue.
 “I give you credit, McGowan.  You have courage of a lion,” 
Mironov said.
 Josh turned around on his knees.  Mironov was behind Valeria.  
His left hand was clamped over her mouth and his right hand held 
Josh’s Smith & Wesson to her temple.
 “You don’t know how I wait for this moment,” Mironov said.  
“I am to execute you with my hands.  You should be honored.  
I wouldn’t think of leaving such opportunity to a mere soldier.”  
He nodded toward Kobalev’s body on the floor.  “He is dead?”
 “I thinks he’s still alive.”
 Mironov frowned.  “Pity.”
 Valeria’s wide eyes stared at Josh.  He could see how terrified 
she was.  What he couldn’t see was how he was going to get them 
out of this.  Mironov needed Valeria, but he would not hesitate to 
kill her to prevent them both from escaping.  On the other hand, 
she had a good chance of surviving if he let Mironov kill him, 
but he didn’t like that idea.  He had to come up with something, 
somehow.
 “Shoot me,” Josh said, wondering what the hell he was doing 
as he rose to his feet.
 Mironov balked.  He was taken aback.  His left eyebrow 
arched up as if he was intrigued by Josh’s actions.  Josh slapped 
his chest.
 “Come on!  Do it!”
 The woman with the long black hair appeared in the doorway 
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behind Mironov.  She gasped and shouted in Russian, “What’s 
going on here?”
 Mironov heard her, but was not distracted.  He pointed the 
Smith & Wesson at Josh and fired.  Josh dropped to the floor.
 The woman in the doorway screamed.  Her voice pierced his 
eardrums.
 Valeria pried her wrist from Mironov’s grip.  Her small foot 
hooked on the inside of his big feet, and she lost her balance and 
fell on her butt with a grunt.
 Mironov grasped for Valeria as she fell.  Josh noticed it the 
instant it happened.  It was a crucial mistake.  Mironov pointed the 
gun down at Valeria, forgetting Josh for not more than a second.  
By the time Mironov realized his mistake and attempted to bring 
the gun back up, Josh had already lunged forward.
 Mironov was a large man.  Josh stuck his good shoulder into 
Mironov’s middle with all the strength he had left, despite his 
injuries.  It was like tackling a tree.
 Mironov’s body stopped Josh’s momentum immediately, 
knocking the wind out of him.  Mironov toppled, much like a tree, 
seeming to hover on one foot like a rotund ballerina, then falling 
and landing hard on his side.  Valeria scrambled to get out from 
under him before he crushed her.  The Smith & Wesson came 
out of Mironov’s hand, bounced once, and came to a stop a foot 
from his fingers.
 Josh picked himself up, gasping for air.  Mironov reached 
for the gun.  Josh’s mind blanked.  He had assumed the fight was 
over and let up.  He was standing over Mironov when he turned, 
raised the gun, and fired.
 Josh twisted his body sideways to avoid the shot.  He felt a 
sudden, searing pain in his midsection.  Blinded by the pain and 
the fear that he had taken a large caliber slug to his gut from his 
own gun, he grabbed Mironov’s wrist with his right hand and 
pushed it away.  There was another searing pain in his forearm 
that felt like the stitches in his cut were being ripped out.
 Mironov fired another shot into the ceiling.  The look on 
Mironov’s face was desperation.  One moment he was in com-
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plete control of the situation, and the next he had completely lost 
control to a more determined opponent.  Josh felt no compassion 
for him.  Gritting his teeth, he squeezed Mironov’s wrist tighter.  
On the contrary.  He was furious.
 Josh pushed his knee against Mironov’s elbow and bent his 
arm back.  Mironov cried out in pain, but refused to drop the 
gun.  Josh was angry enough to snap the arm in two.
 The screaming woman creeped into his consciousness, as if 
he noticed her for the first time.  Josh looked at her.  How long 
had she been screaming like that?
 “Who is she?” Josh shouted at Mironov.
 His ears were ringing from the young woman’s screams.  
Mironov did not answer.
 “Who is she?” Josh repeated, as loud as he could.
 Mironov looked at her, then looked away.
 “She is my daughter,” he said.
 Josh stiffened inside.  His mouth would have fallen open, but 
he didn’t want his shock to show.  He did not anticipate this.  His 
mouth opened to speak as if on its own.  The words that came 
out did not sound like his own.
 “She picked a bad day to visit you at the office,” he said, and 
was ashamed of himself.
 It sounded like bravado he did not feel.  He pried the Smith 
& Wesson from Mironov’s weakened grip and jammed the end 
of the barrel firmly to his temple.  The old man shook with fear.
 “This is it, Mironov.  It ends here,” Josh growled.
 “Then end it.”
 Josh pulled the trigger.  The muffled gun made a whispery 
‘whump’ sound.  Mironov’s head jerked to the side like it had 
been hit with a baseball bat.  A red shower of blood and bits of 
flesh splattered over the tiled floor and the wall.
 Mironov’s daughter stopped screaming, and a silence fell over 
the room.  Mironov went limp.  Josh released him and his dead 
body dropped to the floor.
 “Nyet.  Nyet,” Mironov’s daughter cried.
 Her head shook side to side.  Josh backed away, feeling uneasy 
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about executing the man in front of his daughter.  She ran to her 
father’s body and fell over it, weeping.
 Josh leaned back against a shelving unit, feeling weak.  Val-
eria was staring at him in horror.  He’d seen the look in her eyes 
before in other people.  It was the look they got when they saw 
him for the first time as a monster.  Josh turned his eyes down.  
He wished she hadn’t seen him like this.
 A hole was ripped in the front of his jacket.  The edges of the 
hole were burned and stained with blood.  Josh unbuttoned the 
jacket and his shirt with his trembling fingers.  How ironic to be 
shot by his own gun after all he’d been through.
 Across the left side of his abdomen, just below his rib cage, 
was a big, red gash, but no entry wound.  Josh sighed, and cool 
perspiration washed over his face.
 Valeria cringed.  “Did the bullet go in?”
 “No,” Josh said.  He closed the shirt and jacket.  “I’ll live 
another day.”  He grabbed Valeria’s hand.  “Come on, we’ve got 
to find a way out of here.”
 “I know a way,” Valeria said.
 “Good, good.”  Josh paused.  “How do you know something 
like that?”
 Valeria looked straight at him.  “I did some of my best work 
in this building,” she said.
 Josh nodded, remembering what she did for the KGB.
 Mironov’s daughter jumped up, screaming curses in Russian, 
and ran at him.  Josh pointed his gun at her, then lowered it when 
he saw she wasn’t armed.  She pounded on his chest with her fists, 
cursing him in Russian.
 She looked up at him with black eyes.  Her tears had stopped.  
There was nothing but hatred in them.  When she spoke, her voice 
was low and cold, like ice water.
 “I swear to God I will make you pay for this if it takes my 
entire life.  I will kill you,” she said.
 Josh studied her face for a second, then nodded.  “Maybe 
you’ll get that chance,” he said, and dragged Valeria out.
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*     *     *     *

Josh shivered.  The air was much cooler that late at night.  He and 
Valeria stood in the shadows of a pine tree, watching the road.  She 
wore his jacket, and she, too, shivered.  They had been standing 
there for a long time.
 “Are they coming?” Valeria whispered, speaking in Rus-
sian.
 “They’re coming.  I’m sure of it.”
 A few cars drove through the mall, but none stopped.  Josh 
made sure he and Valeria were hidden from view behind the 
trunk of the tree, in case one of them might be the police.  The 
last thing he wanted was to be picked up for loitering, fingered 
by Mironov’s daughter for his murder, and lose Valeria once more 
to the prison system.
 A van entered the mall.  Josh and Valeria stayed behind the tree 
trunk.  The van moved to the other end of the mall and stopped.  
Josh watched it, peeking out from behind the tree, his Smith & 
Wesson in his hand.
 The van sat for a long time, the engine idling with a soft tick-
ing noise.  Sticky tappet.  Josh hated when that happened.  He 
looked around once more to make sure no one was sneaking up 
on them, but he could see very little in the darkness, and scolded 
himself for being paranoid.
 The side door of the van opened.  A large figure got out, 
closed the door, and stood beside the van.  Josh recognized the 
man; he just wanted to make sure.  When the large figure took 
something out of his pocket and flicked a lighter, Josh was sure.  
He was never more relieved to see Walt light a cigar in his life.
 “Stay here,” he whispered to Valeria.  “If anything goes wrong, 
run.”
 He came out from behind the tree and walked toward the van.  
Josh was sure there were probably more than a couple machine 
guns following him, in case he wasn’t who he was supposed to 
be.  Walt stood still.  He might have a gun, too.
 “Good evening, Walt,” Josh said.
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 Walt took the cigar out of his mouth.  “Evenin’, Josh.”
 They were quiet for a few seconds.  Josh could hear the distant 
sounds of traffic in the center of Moscow.
 “Did you bring the Doctor?”
 “No,” Josh said.  “I killed him.”
 “You killed him?  Why?” Walt said.
 His voice sounded incredulous.  It was too dark for Josh to 
see his expression.
 “He resisted.  He would have given us up.”
 Walt grunted and puffed on the cigar.  Josh knew he wasn’t 
pleased with the result, but he would have to be satisfied with 
it.
 “And the explosives?”
 Josh shrugged.  “All gone.  Blew it up.”
 Walt took the cigar from his mouth and examined the burning 
tip.
 “Saw that on the news last night.  Hell of a show.”
 Josh sniffed.  “Jones said it was useless.  It decays too fast.”
 Walt grunted again.  To Josh he sounded amused.
 “That was the problem he had when he made it for us.  Glad 
to hear he never fixed it.”
 Josh was glad, too.  Maybe when they got back home he’d 
tell Walt how much was stockpiled in that warehouse.
 “I hope you at least got the girl,” Walt said.  The glowing 
orange coal at the end of the cigar bobbed in front of his face as 
he spoke.  “I’ve got about a dozen friends back home who’ve got 
some questions to ask her.”
 Josh said nothing.
 “I want you to know I’m not too happy about that stunt you 
pulled with VanBriekenbock’s yacht.  You wrecked two of our 
cars, about half a dozen private cars, and you wrecked a city dock.  
I payed hell for that one.”
 “Walt, I-” Josh started.
 “Save it.  I’m not done.”  He puffed on the cigar for a few 
seconds.  Josh could sense his anger growing.  “I’m not too happy 
with the way you take things into your own hands lately.”
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 “Lately?”
 Walt steamed on.  “You caused a hell of a lot of trouble in 
Tokyo.  It’s gonna take months to get that all straightened out.  
Not to mention all the trouble you put me through with that Iraqi 
friend of your’s.  What got into your head, anyway?”
 Josh fumed.  His voice rose and he said, “Fine.  Why don’t 
you just fire me?”
 Walt didn’t answer.  The cigar turned in his mouth.
 “When we get back, maybe it’s best you took some time off.  
Take a vacation, take a few weeks.  Maybe then I can keep Filmore 
from suspending you.”
 “Suspend me?  What the hell did I just put my neck on the 
line for you guys for?  When you hired me you said I wouldn’t 
have to do dangerous stuff.”
 “I lied.”
 His voice trailed off.  Another car pulled into the mall.  Josh 
turned to look.  It was a long Zil limousine.
 “What the hell is this?” Walt said.
 “Someone I made a promise to,” Josh said.
 The headlights of the Zil shined on them and he could see 
the fury in Walt’s glare.  Walt snatched the cigar from his mouth 
and snarled.
 “What the hell are you up to now, Josh?”
 “One last obligation.  I gave my word.”
 The side door of the Zil opened and a man got out.  Josh 
immediately recognized Yuri’s fair hair.
 “Valeria?” Yuri said.
 Josh turned to the tree.  Her dark outline appeared from be-
hind it.  The headlights of the van came on, illuminating her, and 
she shielded her eyes from the bright light.  Josh’s heart broke for 
her.  She looked so vulnerable, like a lost little girl in her father’s 
oversized coat.
 “Valeria,” Yuri shouted.
 Josh heard the joy in his voice.  Valeria edged from the security 
of the tree.
 “Josh, don’t do this,” Walt demanded.
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 The side door of the van slid back and three men in black 
uniforms with German machine guns jumped out.
 “No!” Josh shouted.
 He backed up and drew his gun.  The doors of the Zil opened 
and four of Kurchenko’s men got out, each carrying an AK-47.  
The machine guns pointed across the gap between the two cars.  
Josh put himself between them.
 “Don’t shoot!” he shouted, then repeated it in Russian.
 “Don’t do this, Josh,” Walt shouted.  “She’s coming with 
us.”
 “No,” Josh shouted back.  “I gave her my word.  You can fire 
me if you want.  You can kill me if you want.  I won’t let you take 
her.”
 He could feel the tension between the two sides.  The men 
with the machine guns had itchy fingers and were eager to kill 
something.  He knew what it was like.
 “Come on.  They won’t shoot,” Josh said, holding his hand 
out for Valeria.
 He stood halfway between the two vehicles with his gun 
pointed up to the sky.  If they opened fire, he’d be the first to die.  
Valeria took a tentative step foward.  Josh looked at Walt.  He 
looked angry enough to tear steel with his bare hands.
 Valeria took another step, then ran into Yuri’s arms.  Josh 
kept his eyes on Walt and his soldiers.  Behind him, he could hear 
Valeria’s sobs and the smack of her lips on Yuri’s.  They got into 
the Zil and closed the door.  One by one, Kurchenko’s men got 
back into the limousine, and it drove off.
 Josh lowered his arm.
 “Josh,” Walt said.  “You’re fired.”
 He threw down the cigar and got into the van.  The soldiers 
jumped back in and the door slid shut.  The van drove off, leaving 
Josh standing in the middle of the mall.  He tucked the Smith & 
Wesson into his belt and looked up at the stars.
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 “This will be your office, Captain Fredericks,” the ensign said 
with a cheerful smile.  She unlocked the door and flicked on the 
light.  “Welcome to the Pentagon.”
 Fredericks nodded as he went in, carrying his box.  The of-
fice was a plain, sterile white room with bare walls, a steel desk in 
the center, and a single window that looked out over the center 
courtyard.  Immediately, it reminded him of a prison, a sort of 
purgatory where he agreed he would reside.  He chuckled when 
he remembered the first time he heard the Pentagon referred to 
as the five sided funny farm.
 The ensign went back to her desk in the reception area.  
Fredericks put the box on the steel desk and began to unload it.  
He had a blotter, a calendar, a clock and a few pens.  For now, he 
had no paperwork.  Without a doubt, it would begin to stack up 
on this desk faster than he could deal with it.
 He went to the window to look out over the courtyard.  The 
apple trees had just blossomed, flooding the entire space with a 
mixture of white, pink and green.  Fredericks sighed.  For maybe 
the first time in his life, he had time to enjoy such simple pleasures.  
Never again would he take simple things so lightly.
 His broken ribs were still sore.  The doctors at the Navy 
hospital in Pearl Harbor had been reluctant to release him, but 
he insisted, and they could not turn him down.  That was, what, 
three days ago?  His head still hadn’t stopped throbbing.  They 
assured him the headaches and the blurry vision would go away, 
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but that he should take it easy after such a bad concussion.
 Well, he was taking it easy now.  There would be no more jets 
in his future, no more Mach 2 flights, no more carrier landings.  
He was committed now to flying a steel desk.
 He still couldn’t remember exactly what happened.  He re-
membered the storm, and flying over the clouds waiting to land 
on the America, but nothing after that.  They told him about the 
crash, and about the man who saved his life.  At first, he couldn’t 
remember him, but slowly, bit by bit, he began to recall images 
of the man and how he had been so annoyed at being assigned to 
ferry him halfway around the world.
 Fredericks never saw him after that, never found out if his 
mission was a success.  He was sure he never would, either.  They 
didn’t publish the results of missions carried out by intelligence 
personnel.
 It was a shame.  This particular one had saved his life, and 
no one would know about it.  He wished he knew more about it 
himself.  He was only able to recount to his wife what he had been 
told by the officers of the America.  And to think, when he first 
met that man, he assumed he was just another slimy intelligence 
weasel with no backbone.
 After the crash, his wife insisted he give up flying and take the 
desk job.  She was adamant, like she’d never been before.  His hu-
miliation was nothing compared to the pain she would go through 
if she lost him to a stupid, senseless accident, she told him.  He 
knew she was right, and although he wanted to argue for the sake 
of his honor, he relented.  It meant he would never be known as 
a legendary pilot to the rest of the Navy, but to her, he was always 
an Ace, and, after all, she was the only one who mattered.

*     *     *     *

Josh found a parking spot in the apartment parking garage and 
pulled his Corvette into it.  He sat in the old car, a 1969 Stingray, 
with the huge engine rumbling at idle.  He was weary, and his 
body was sore all over.  For the last couple of days he had dwelled 
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on Dr. Otto Jones’ last words.  “How is that different from you?” 
he said.  What did that mean?  Did it have something to do with 
the way he killed Mironov in cold blood?  Finally Josh shut the 
car off and went up to his apartment.
 He unlocked the door and went in, carrying a small stack 
of mail, bills, mostly.  He put the mail on the table in the small 
kitchen.  It could wait until later.  The last thing he wanted to 
think about were bills and owing people money when his future 
was so uncertain.
 It was dawn in Washington D.C., two days since his last night 
in Moscow.  The doctor checked him out before his debriefing, 
rewrapped his bandages, and told him everything he already knew.  
He had an extra set of stitches across his stomach, and a bottle of 
antibiotic pills to fight off infection.
 He turned on the news and went to the kitchen.  The refrigera-
tor contained two items: a leftover bowl of chicken noodle soup 
and a bottle of beer.  Perfect for breakfast.
 He sat on the sofa in front of the television with the reheated 
soup and put his feet up on the small table.  The international 
news was on.  He was waiting for the sports to find out what he 
missed in the hockey playoffs.
 A story came on that made him stop with the spoon in his 
mouth.  A middle east correspondent was talking about a bombing 
in downtown Baghdad.  The bomb went off in the middle of the 
city’s busiest travel time, and dozens of people were killed or in-
jured.  The target was the head of Iraq’s Intelligence Department, 
a man named Ali Galim, who was killed instantly when a bomb 
blew his car to pieces.  As of yet, no one claimed responsibility 
for the bombing.
 Josh put the soup down.  He wasn’t sure, but somehow he 
had a feeling this had something to do with Caroline and Moshe’s 
missing terrorist and the missing explosives.  Somehow he felt 
partly responsible for his escape.
 Maybe the Doctor was right about him.  Josh raised the bottle 
of beer to his lips.  And maybe he was just crazy.  Either way, he 
had another sleepless night to look forward to.
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