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Iran-Pakistan border: Midnight, 3 March 2002

Hafez, the older guard said. Someone is coming.

The headlights working their way down the rutted road two miles away were not a welcome sight. The two Pakistani border guards were standing their usual night duty on Pakistans mountainous border with Iran. They both knew they werent there because of their skill as guards. They were there because they had failed in their duties elsewhere, and the only place left to put them was an obscure border in the mountains on a rutted road in the middle of the night where one vehicle a night might come through loaded with chicken feed.

Hafez sat up in the drafty wooden shack warmed only by a glowing electric space heater that was inadequate against the biting cold. He breathed in loudly through his nose, trying to stretch while pretending that he hadnt been sleeping. They both had scruffy beards and wore mismatched Army uniform pieces. I know, Hafez said harshly as he stood. Even though he was younger, he outranked the older soldier. Hafez was in charge of the border crossing until they were relieved in three hours. We will inspect him completely, he said.

The older guard groaned. What for? There is never anything. Why bother?

Think about it! Why would a truck come through this checkpoint? We get shepherds, traders, refugees, but not trucks. Hafez sniffed against the cold. Not many anyway.

The older guard looked at him, then at the truck, now half a mile away. It started to snow softly in the darkness. The floodlights pointing out from their guardhouse toward the truck highlighted the snowflakes. We do get trucks; five or ten every month. What difference does it make anyway?

It is our job, Hafez answered as he threw back the sliding door and put the strap of his assault rifle over his shoulder. He stepped in front of the truck that had pulled up to the bar that defined the border between the two countries. The Iranian border guards two hundred yards away had waved the truck out of Iran without so much as a comment. Hafez put out his hand for the truck to stop. He shook as a chill rushed through him. Right here, Hafez said in Urdu.

The driver stopped and rolled down his window. Good morning, he said in Farsi as he handed Hafez his passport and the trucks documents.

Hafez shook his head as he took the drivers papers. He didnt understand Farsi. He looked at the older guard behind him. Iranian.

On top of a large hill between the border and the high mountains behind it, Riaz Khan lay on his belly on the cold ground and cursed as he studied the border scene through his night vision binoculars. They are stopping the truck, he said to the men behind him, who could not be seen from the border side of the hill. This was supposed to be the easiest crossing point, he said as he glanced back at one of his men.

Thats what we were told.

You had better be right.

At the border, the older guard nodded, completely uninterested.

Hafez looked at the truck, then leaned into the floodlights so he could read the documentation. Where are you going? he asked the driver, again in Urdu.

I dont understand, the man said in Farsi.

You speak English? Hafez asked.

Little, the driver replied.

Where are you going? Hafez asked.

The drivers face soured. Everything is in the papers.

Hafez didnt like that response at all. Get out of the truck, he ordered.

The driver looked up at the falling snow, reluctantly grabbed his coat off the seat, and slid to the frozen ground. What did I do? he asked as he threw on his heavy, soiled coat and jammed his hands into the pockets.

I didnt ask you about the papers. I asked you where you were going. Do you not know where you are going without looking at your papers?

Quetta, the driver said. He spit on the ground, partially in contempt of the guards, but ambiguously enough that they couldnt accuse him of it.

Hafez knew Quetta, a distant Pakistani city. Why?

Because they told me to go to Quetta. Why do you think Im going to Quetta? For vacation?

Hafez looked at the truck. It was a Russian-made stake truck that had seen better days. The diesel engine idled roughly. The back of the truck was full of random scrap metal exposed to the elements. What is in the truck?

Scrap metal.

Where are you coming from?

From the Aral Company in Kazakhstan.

Hafez studied the papers in his gloved hands. You are driving a piece-of-shit truck from Kazakhstan to Pakistan, all the way through Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Iran to deliver scrap metal?

The driver hunched his shoulders. If you think it is stupid, tell the one who is paying me to ship it. Now I must go. My penis is going to freeze off.

I dont care about you or your frozen penis, Hafez said, stepping in front of the man. Pull over there, he said, pointing at a dirt spot to the right of the road.

Aaaaaah, the driver protested.

Move your truck over now, Hafez warned, or you will never pass through this country.

The driver held his tongue. He climbed back into the cab. He forced the reluctant transmission into first gear and moved the truck to the side.

Get the machine, Hafez ordered the older soldier.

The older guard protested in Urdu, confident the driver couldnt understand them. What is the point? We have never found anything, and if we drop the machine it will break and they will make us pay

Get it! Hafez ordered.

The older guard mumbled as he walked to the storage shed behind their guard shack and took out the American instrument they been trained on. It rarely got used. He carried it to Hafez and held it out. Here.

On the hill, Khan had seen enough. He couldnt hear what was being said, but he knew by the gestures of the guards that his plan was on the verge of collapse. Lets go, he said angrily. Get your weapons ready. Khan and the men with him ran to their two trucks and raced down the dirt road in the dark with their lights off.

You do it, Hafez said at the checkpoint. Im going to watch this driver. I dont trust him.

The older guard turned on the machine and watched the needle as he walked around the truck, ready to find nothing so the inspection could be over and he could go back to the warm shack. Directly above the VU-meter on the instrument was a small plate that said in English, a gift of the american people. He watched the needle as he turned the corner to the back of the truck. Suddenly it jumped to life and bounced around the lighted dial. He looked closely at the indicator, then at Hafez, who was standing by the cab of the truck with the driver. He motioned with his head for Hafez to come to the back of the truck.

Hafez frowned in concern and started walking to the back of the truck. Stay right there, he said to the driver. He joined the older guard. What? he asked.

The guard simply looked at the meter on the box. Hafez followed his gaze, realized what it meant, and stepped away from the truck. The older guard followed suit.

Twelve hundred milliroentgens per hour! Hafez exclaimed. He ran back to the front of the truck. What is this? he screamed at the driver. What are you doing? What do you have in there? he asked, pointing to the scrap metal piled in the back of the truck.

Hafez turned and ran to the guard shack for the phone as the two unlighted trucks rounded the hill and headed straight for him. He stopped and watched the trucks come, then looked back at the older guard, who was standing stupidly next to the truck staring at the VU-meter on the instrument. The driver was inching away from the truck. Hafez stepped toward the oncoming trucks and took his assault rifle off his shoulder. He didnt like the way this was developing.

Khan and the others came to a skidding stop fifty feet from the truck. The men jumped out of the trucks and pointed their weapons at Hafez. Khan yelled at the driver in English, Get in the truck! Drive on! Now!

No! Hafez said, aiming his rifle at the truck driver. Get away from the truck. It has radioactive material on board and is being confiscated!

The driver looked at Khan and Hafez and slowly moved toward the truck.

Stop! Hafez screamed.

Khan lowered his assault rifle toward Hafez and fired.

The bullets hit Hafez and drove him back. Hafez fired into the sky as he fell down screaming.

The driver ran to the door of the truck and climbed into the cab.

The older guard stood motionless, holding the machine, unsure what was happening or what to do. He finally moved behind the truck, dropped the instrument, and unslung his assault rifle. The others with Khan began firing at the older guard, but he was too far behind the truck to be seen clearly.

Drive! Khan yelled.

The driver threw the gearshift forward into first and started the truck moving. The older guard aimed for the tires as he fired. The four tires in the back of the truck were immediately shredded by the high-speed bullets. Two of Khans men dropped and started firing under the truck, which continued to roll away from the checkpoint with the driver hunched down, trying to avoid the bullets flying in the darkness.

Hafez rolled over. Blood ran from his stomach wounds. He was determined not to let the truck escape. He began firing at the truck and the driver from the ground. Three of his bullets hit the fuel tank, which exploded, breaking the truck in two just behind the cab  and rupturing the heavy containers in the back of the truck underneath the scrap metal.

Lets go! Khan screamed.

We must get the material! one of his men yelled.

It is too late! Get in the trucks!

Hafez and the older guard continued to fire furiously.

Khan and his men jumped back into their vehicles and raced away from the burning truck.

The driver jumped out of the cab and began to run as the entire back end came off the ground from the explosion of the extra fuel tank behind the cab in the back. Before he had gone five steps, he collapsed to the ground in a heap, dead.

Hafez and the older guard lay motionless on the ground near the burning truck. Just like the driver, their bodies had surrendered to the gamma rays coming from the weapons-grade plutonium in the middle of the raging fire.
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TOPGUN, Fallon, Nevada: 0830, 3 March 2002

Lieutenant Luke HenryStick, as he was knownkept his desert-camouflage F/A-18 pointed straight up. He pushed the throttles into afterburner to sustain his climb. As he reached twenty-five thousand feet, he pulled the engines out of afterburner and pulled back on the stick, flipping his jet onto its back, flying straight and level but upside down. He looked up through his canopy at the earth. There were airplanes everywhere. F/A-18s, F-14s, and F-5s. The camouflaged F-14s and F/A-18s were being flown by TOPGUN instructors like Luke and were simulating Russian fighters. It was the graduation strike, where the TOPGUN student class led a strike on a target east of Fallon, Nevada, that was defended by TOPGUN instructors and actual Russian SAM sites.

Luke checked his fuel and pulled down toward a student F-14 that was tearing in supersonic. Luke waited until the F-14 passed directly underneath him, pulled down hard, and quickly locked up the F-14 with his radar. The F-14 knew it immediately.

The F-14 came out of afterburner and turned hard to meet the threat which the two men in the F-14 thought would be directly behind them. He waited for the right moment, then saddled in on the Tomcat from directly above. Archer, Archer on the F-14 turning left at fifteen thousand feet, Luke transmitted on the radio. The controller conveyed the bad news to the F-14 on the students radio frequency. Luke watched the F-14 hesitate for a moment, then perform a slow aileron roll, an Im dead roll, and exit north.

No students had reached the target. They had failed utterly in their mission, which wasnt uncommon in the graduation strike. It was a hard target to get to when defended aggressively by instructors who werent holding anything back.

Luke checked the clock. He transmitted, Knock it off, knock it off.

All the airplanes in the fight rolled wings-level, slowed to a reasonable speed, and headed for Fallon Naval Air Station fifty miles away. They joined up in sections of two or flights of four, depending on who was around and who had enough fuel to wait for others.

Luke turned his F/A-18 toward Fallon, and one of the student F/A-18s quickly joined on his right. Luke glanced over and recognized the airplane and helmet of Mink, Lieutenant Rob Stoller. Good student. Aggressive, eager, and capable. In spite of the fact that Mink had gotten killed in the graduation strike, Luke thought hed done a good job in the school. Luke nodded to him.

Stoller transmitted to him on the secondary radio, Stick, you up?

Yeah, Mink.

How about a photo op?

What would you like? Luke asked as he checked his heading and fuel.

I want me and your airplane, with those purple mountains in the background, Mink said, pointing to their right with his head. Ive got a wide-angle lens.

Luke looked past Mink to the mountains and nodded. He tapped his forehead and pointed to Stoller, indicating he had the lead. Mink nodded, tapped his forehead, then his chest, taking the lead.

Luke pulled back on his throttle and crossed under Stollers plane. He came up on the right side and flew a close wing formation on him. Stoller dug his expensive camera out of the map case in his cockpit. He held up the camera and pointed it at his face covered with a mirrored visor and oxygen mask, and tried to get just the right angle to ensure that Lukes airplane and the mountains would be in the background. Almost got it, Stoller said, but he was right-handed and he was trying to take the picture with his left hand to get the perfect angle, to achieve the kind of picture you might see in Aviation Week & Space Technology. He couldnt even get his finger on the right button and hold the camera.

He took his hand off the stick and held it with his legs as he adjusted the camera and removed his gloves. He set the camera on autofocus and finally was ready to take the picture. He had taken his eye off the horizon and had inadvertently commenced a slow left roll.

Luke watched with annoyance as Stoller continued to roll to his left. He had rolled nearly forty-five degrees before Luke alerted him. Watch your roll, he transmitted.

Stoller looked ahead and suddenly saw he was rolling over to his left. He quickly grabbed the stick and threw it to the right to level out. But his movement wasnt as smooth as it should have been. His right wing swung down rapidly.

Level out! Luke warned as he saw the wing coming and tried to bank quickly to his right to avoid it. By rolling right he threw his left wing up to meet Stollers dropping right wing. Their wings collided, with Stollers right wing hitting hard on the missile rail on the outside of Lukes left wing. Stollers right wing crumpled and folded in half, causing his airplane to roll sharply right, into the dead wing.

Shit! Luke yelled inside his Hornet as he pushed the nose of his airplane down hard and right and tried to get out of the way. As soon as he was clear of Stollers falling airplane, he pulled up to get on top of him and began a gentle left turn to stay near him. Luke looked over at his left wing with terror in his heart. Mink! You got it?

Minks voice was strained and high. Negative. Im missing half a wing! I cant stop the rolls!

Luke could tell that he wasnt going to recover. Luke was at ten thousand feet above the desert, and Mink was passing through seven thousand feet. Eject! Eject! Luke yelled.

Mink heard him and tried to read his altimeter. Then he realized it didnt really matter how high he was. He had no chance of recovering control of an F/A-18 with half a wing bent up. He reached between his legs and pulled the ejection handle.

Luke watched as the canopy came off the falling Hornet and silently drifted away from the jet. The rocket motor on the seat fired, and Mink came hurtling out of the cockpit into the dry desert air. The Hornet spiraled downward and slammed into the desert floor.
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The ramshackle building stood at the end of a nearly impassable dirt road outside of Peshawar. Most of the men crowded into the room were accustomed to much more desperate conditions. Riaz Khan had known both a life of deprivation and a life of privilege. He lived in both worlds in Pakistan. The people he worked with were mostly privileged, but those he identified withthose he planned to die withhad never owned anything of value and didnt care whether they ever did.

Khan was desperate. His entire plan had turned on getting the material through the border. And now the man who had helped him come up with the most dramatic scheme to embarrass all three of his enemies at once, was about to abandon him. He was the one who had brought them inside information from India. He could stop everything just by withholding his approval. You cannot cancel your part

You have left me no choice, Shirish said in a quiet, authoritative voice. I told you that we had a small window of time. You said you could get the material through the border. You have failed.

No, Khan replied, trying not to explode. No, I didnt. Mahmood did.

Shirish turned and regarded Mahmood behind him. He looked around the room, which was full of Pakistanis except for himself and the tall Russian. It doesnt matter to me. These are your people. You can divide blame as you see fit. He shook his head in complete frustration, the kind that grew from knowing that someone else would hold him accountable somehow, and it was completely out of his hands. What you do is now up to you. I can no longer help you.

Yes! Khan roared. It will still happen! We will get to the United States. We will not fail!

Shirish smiled ruefully. You said you had an inside track! That you could get your men into TOPGUN. You couldnt even do that. Then this border incident! You have brought the attention of the entire world down on our heads! My country does not want that kind of attention. Our help must be withdrawn

Mahmood! Khan yelled. He balled his hands into fists and glared at Mahmood, a man much smaller than himself, with the soft hands of a politician, the man who had embarrassed him in front of the world and, more particularly, in front of Shirish, the Indian intelligence agent whom Khan had convinced to help them. Khans face was barely perceptible in the shadows as he hissed at Mahmood, You promised you would get us into the TOPGUN school. You had your man in place in Washington, you said. And you promised the material would make it through the border. You promised the guards would be no problem. I was almost killed just trying to salvage your plan. Now our friend here, he said, pointing to Shirish, is about to abandon us because of our incompetence. And who could blame him? We have shown him nothing, he said in exasperation. We may not be able to do any of it, because of you! he went on, pointing at Mahmoods chestMahmood, who was trying to say something but whose mind was failing him.

We have here, Khan said, gesturing toward the Russian, the one who was going to turn the plutonium into a weapon that would have put us in front of the world. Everyone in the room knew who the humorless Russian was. He was the one who had come out of nowhere to help them. The men thought it proved that Riaz Khan could get anyone to do anything for the cause, even a Russian nuclear scientist. All he needed was the materials. And you failed us!

Mahmood was petrified. He knew Riaz Khans reputation. How could I know that the one border guard in all of Pakistans mountains who was not drunk would decide to stop this truck? How could we know?

Always an excuse! Riaz paced. He looked at the Russian. Is it possible to get more? Can it be done?

The tall Russian looked grim and shook his head slowly as he considered. The material from the border is gone? There is no way to get it?

Khan replied, I told you. The truck blew up. The border guards shot at the tires and hit the gas tank. The whole truck went up.

The Russian suddenly went pale, understanding the implications for the first time. He knew that the attempt to get the plutonium across the border had failed, but no one had told him there had been a shoot-out and a conflagration in the process. He dreaded the answer to his next question. Were the containers with the plutonium broken?

Khan thought about it for the first time. How would I know? We never got close enough to the truck to see the containers. For all I know they werent even on the truck.

The Russian rubbed his forehead. Has anyone tested you for exposure?

Exposure? Exposure to what?

To radiation, the Russian whispered. He quickly went to the corner of the room and took a small electronic device out of a box. He turned it on, crossed to Khan, and put a microphonelike device up to Khans chest.

What are you doing? Khan asked, frustrated with such odd behavior.

Checking for exposure.

Khan watched as the needle jumped. The Russian frowned.

What is it?

The Russian looked grim. Who else was there?

Khan pointed to two others who were nearby. The Russian checked them.

Im afraid you have been exposed to radioactive material.

So what? Khan said dismissively.

So you have radiation sickness.

I feel fine.

Based on the levels I just saw, you will almost certainly be dead within a year.

What? Khan exclaimed. What did you say?

You have been damaged by the plutonium. I told you not to get too

We didnt do anything! I never got closer than fifty meters to the truck!

That is close enough, given the right circumstances. Im afraid there is nothing you can do about it.

Khan looked around the room, at the others who had heard everything. Then we move up our timetable. He paused as he absorbed the idea of dying in twelve months. He asked the Russian, Is there any more material we can get through your contacts?

Our best chance would be Berdsk, but even that would be difficult. Oziorsk and Miass alsohe shruggedbut better than those that would be Almaly and Olar. They are in Kazakhstan, right on the border with Kyrgyzstan. But after the border incident ... He frowned. I dont know, I think we must wait at least six months

See! Riaz screamed, outraged. See! he fired at Mahmood. It cannot be done now! We cannot wait six months. Six months! He laughed. Six more months, because of your incompetence! All the borders of Asia are being watched with ten times the attention they were before! Nothing will get through!

We must be patient, Riaz, if the

No! You heard it! We have no time to be patient. We have been patient. It is time to act.

Mahmood lowered his voice in desperation. I will not have you ruin this. There is too much at stake.

You said it would all be in place by now, Mahmood. I believed you! Everything else is in place. I have taken irrevocable steps, and we must act now or we will never be able to. Do you not understand that? Are you so stupid? Khan asked. He turned to one of the men next to him holding an AK-47 as if he had held it every day for years. How many men can you send over the border?

Mahmood interrupted. No, Riaz! We must do things in order

Shut up! Riaz yelled in his native Pashto, the language of the northern frontier provinces, a language no one like Mahmood would ever understand.

The armed man said to Khan in Pashto, He has done nothing for us.

Khan agreed. He had his chance. He brought us nothing except the international attention that we did not need. And now he has killed us. He looked at Mahmood like a serpent. Khans huge, muscular neck was red with anger. We do not need him. I know who his contact is in Washington. We can bring other pressure to bear. He and the armed man exchanged a knowing glance.

Riaz turned suddenly to Mahmood and grabbed him by the throat with both meaty hands. He lifted him up off the floor and held him, choking the smaller man. No more waiting! No more promises! Riaz screamed in Urdu.

Mahmoods eyes bugged out in surprise and terror as he tried to free himself. He began flailing his arms, trying to grab the ferocious hands that held him. His feet kicked vainly for something solid to give him leverage. His red face began to turn pale. The other men watched casually as Riaz lifted the man higher so everyone could see the life drain from his face. Mahmoods feeble struggling lessened as his arms fell slack against his side. His hands twitched and his eyes rolled back into his head. Still Riaz held him high, as high as he could hold him. Finally Mahmood was still.

Riaz tossed him aside like a sack of meat. Mahmoods head cracked against the stone floor as he landed in a heap in the corner of the room.

Riaz looked at the man he had begun addressing earlier. How many men can you take across the border into Kashmir?

Two thousand, the man replied softly, unmoved by Mahmoods death.

Khan considered. One week from tonight begin the infiltration. Gradually. They must not be detected. Remember. You are not to attack. That will come later. You are there only to be ready, and to recruit others. It will be some months time before the attack, but it will come.

The man nodded. We will be ready.

Riaz pointed at Mahmood lying in the corner. His failure has made it impossible to do what we had planned. Now we must do something different. He looked at his subordinates. Dont worry about the details. You just do your job, and I promise I will do mine. I will get there, and I will do it. He looked at the Russian, who was unable to speak from watching a man he knew murdered in front of his eyes. I need to talk to your friends in Russia.

The Russian continued to stare at Mahmoods purple neck with clearly visible handprints and at his buggy, open eyes. Two flies had already begun circling the body. They are not my friends.

True. They do nothing out of friendship. Riaz smiled. It is always for money. Or power. I can identify with them. They are my kind of people. I need to talk to them.

The Russian scientist nodded, trying to ignore what he had just seen, trying not to throw up. He had never wanted to leave Russia. He was comfortable where he had been, working in a laboratory at the nuclear weapons plant at Trekhgornyy. He was content, until he got laid off from the plant. They had no more money to pay him. Hed tried to find other jobs in Russia, but there was nothing, and certainly nothing that would allow him to use his training, his Ph.D. in nuclear physics from Moscow University. The local Mafia had offered him a job as a driver for more than hed been paid as a scientist for the state, when he had the job.

He had refused. He knew he would never work for the Mafia. But then they had come back, offering him a position overseas, working in his field, helping them solidify a relationship, as they had put it. And he would be paid in gold, five times what Russia had ever paid him. He couldnt resist.

Khan crossed over and stood in front of the Russian, looking up into his blue eyes. You need to tell your friends to get me more material. Within a month.

The Russian tried to hide his fear. It is impossible

I am sick of that word! Khan screamed. It is not impossible! They did it once, and they can do it again. Security in Russia is terrible. Youve said so yourself.

Terrible, yes, but not nonexistent! the Russian protested. And getting it here would be doubly impossible.

We cannot wait! Khan insisted, looking at Shirish.

Shirish replied, We have only one more time we could do it. One and only one.

When?

October.

The Russian knew hed be the next bug-eyed corpse lying on the floor if he didnt come up with some alternative. You are doing it the hard way, he said cryptically.

Khan looked at the rest of the men in the room, who were shifting their weight restlessly. He returned his stare to the Russian. Oh. Really. You have an easier way and have just not told us about it.

I have only now thought of it, he said, looking straight ahead, over Khans head.

Shirish stepped closer and listened with interest as the Russian spoke in English.

What might it be?

You want to do serious, permanent, irreparable damage to the Americans with little risk?

Yes, Khan answered slowly. Obviously. That is the critical first step in our plan. You have known that!

You should listen to the Americans more. They are so open, so honest. They hang out their laundry for the entire world to see. If they find a weakness of their own, they have hearings. There are groups in America that do nothing but point out their own countrys weaknesses and faults. Such a weakness has been exposed for years. It would do much more damage than that nuclear warhead you were hoping to rescue at the border. And the rest of your plan could remain the same.

Khan was intrigued. We could do this from TOPGUN in Nevada?

Oh, yes. With ease.

And it would do as much damage as a nuclear weapon?

Perhaps not quite as spectacular, but equally deadly.

It must be too hazardous.

Far less dangerous than trying to smuggle a nuclear warhead into the United States.

Khan turned away and walked toward the window. I have no interest in biological killing. It is

It isnt biological.

What, chemical?

No. You need to carry nothing hazardous at all.

And you think we could do this with ease?

If you get to TOPGUN, you could do it.

Khan pointed to the table where several air navigation charts and some papers lay. Show me, he said.


***


Luke sat in the instructors ready room at TOPGUN across the table from Lieutenant Quentin Thurmond, Thud, the only black instructor at the school and Lukes best friend, who was eating a glazed doughnut as he drank coffee.

Thud spoke with his mouth full. So what the hell happened?

Mink was trying to take a picture. He rolled into me. I tried to get out of the way and our wings hit. His came down on my Sidewinder rail, and his wing just broke in half.

Shit, man, Thud exclaimed. Thats not your fault.

Yeah. Luke lost focus as his mind drifted. Except Gun gave me the Big Dark Look.

They both knew what that meant. Commander Rick Beebe, the TOPGUN commanding officeractually the training officer, theN-7, of the Navy Strike and Air Warfare Center at Fallon, Nevadawas legendary for his looks that could wither the weak. When he gave you a look, it usually meant something worse was coming.

Mink just gooned it up.

Yeah, but Im the instructor. Its always our fault. Hes going to board me.

What? Thud exclaimed. Why?

To be sure Im fit to continue as a TOPGUN instructor, Luke said with irony in his voice.

Youve got to be shitting me! Thud cried. You have got to be friggin shitting me!

Nope. He just told me.

About what? asked Lieutenant Commander Brian Hayes, the Intelligence Officer. He was close to both of them and felt perfectly comfortable injecting himself into any of their conversations. He flipped open the pink doughnut box. His face showed immediate disappointment at finding it empty. Who took all the doughnuts?

Some thief, Thud lamented. Believe that?

I didnt even get breakfast, Hayes said.

Sticks getting boarded for that midair, Thud announced.

Youre kidding me, right? Hayes asked as he walked across the room. His right knee and foot insisted on turning in just slightly. It was barely noticeable; Luke and Thud could tell that Hayes was doing everything he could to hide it. Hayes had been recently diagnosed with multiple sclerosis.

Nope, Luke said, still stinging from the announcement. He tried to be his usual optimistic self, but he was so embarrassed by the fact that he was getting boarded, he found himself reddening every time he mentioned it. It was eating him alive.

Thats bullshit, Hayes said. We ought to board the Skipper, Hayes said, quickly glancing over his shoulder to make sure Gun wasnt around. Probably just a formality.

Yeah. Thats it, Luke said. Just a formality. Thats why Im grounded until they get it done. He stood and filled his coffee cup.

Thud was speechless. Dont worry about it. Itll pass. No problem.

Luke looked at him as he drank. He knew Thud was just blowing smoke. And he knew Thud knew.


***


Colonel Yuri Stoyanovich sat behind his desk in the dimly lit, dilapidated building that was the headquarters of his regiment, the 773rd IAPIstrebeitelnyi Aviatsionnaya Polk, Fighter Aviation Regimentand ignored the loud knock on the door. Command of one of Russias premier fighter regiments was an honor. But it was a pain in the ass, too. The airplanes were easy. Well, perhaps not easy, but easy compared to the pilots and the difficult times Russia had been cursed with for almost fifteen years now. Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall! Yes, well he did, and now the Berlin Wall and the rest of the Soviet Union were mostly rubble. And he was in charge of one of the piles of rock.

Stoyanovich missed the simplicity of climbing into the cockpit of a jet fighter and escaping the problems below. Even now that Russians claimed to be free, they werent free of difficulties, or of poverty. There was no gas. There were no cars anyone could buy. They werent even free to get paid what they had earned from the government as pilots. Their pay was always late, if it came at all. The fighter pilots of Russia, the elite of the military, lived in barracks not fit for dogs.

Stoyanovich leaned back and scratched his scalp through his thinning, oily hair. His men, the pilots and the others, took out their frustrations in ways that were often self-destructive. He dealt with a new problem every day. Today the pattern had held true, only it wasnt just another personnel problem. The one knocking on the door was his favorite pilot, a longtime friend and ally, someone he had mentored for more than ten years. He had become a brilliant successuntil now. Come in! Stoyanovich yelled finally.

A pilot marched smartly into the office. The concrete floor echoed his hard-soled boots. He faced the Colonel and saluted. Major Vladimir Petkov, sir. Reporting.

Stoyanovich studied Petkov as he tried to decide what to do with him. Major, you know why I have called you.

Petkov feigned ignorance. No, Colonel Stoyanovich. I got the message that you wanted to see me, and I came.

You have no idea?

No, sir.

Did you not think it might be because of your ill-advised journey into town last night?

Petkov frowned. I did not do anything noteworthy in town last night, sir.

No. What you have said is correct, the Colonel admitted. You did not do anything in the town. I was wrong. It is no wonder that you did not know what I was talking about. Please forgive me. His sarcasm was not lost on Petkov. Perhaps, then, you would like to talk about coming back to the air base, Major Vladimir Petkov. Perhaps you would like to tell me how the automobile you were driving ended up in a ditch, in a pile of horseshit and mud, upside down, with the windows broken and the wheels spinning up into the sky like a fractured turtle

Yes, sir.

You do remember that, Major Petkov? This has now come back into your mind?

Yes, sir.

Ah. Then, would you please tell me how this happened? What forces acted on you that threw you off the road so suddenly as to cause such a disaster?

Petkov stared at the floor. There werent any

No, there werent any forces, were there? the Colonel said, standing, his girth straining against his coarse wool uniform. The only force acting on you was the one that makes you stupid every now and then, the force that seems to overtake you just often enough to remind your superiors that you cannot be trusted.

I can be trusted

No, you cannot, Major! You drink too much vodka and then do stupid things! Your superior officers have looked the other way for years! Many have come and gone, he said. I, too, have let it go before, but no more. You have not learned! the Colonel roared.

I am sorry to have acted as

Sorry? Do you really think sorry will do anything for you?

Petkov didnt know what to say. He had failed himself miserably. Hed tried to stop, but the base was so remote. Other than flying, he didnt care much for the life he had fallen into. The flying almost made it tolerable.

You are the best natural pilot on the base ... the Colonel said, his voice trailing off in regret. The best I have ever seen. You earned the wings of a Sniper Pilot earlier than anyone else in the regiment. And well deserved. But your judgment fails you. You fall into self-pity, or depression, and make more bad decisions.

It wont happen again

The Colonel wagged his finger at Petkov. You are right about that, Major. Very right. Because from now on, you are not flying. You are grounded.

Petkovs face went white. Colonel, he gasped. Flying is my life. It is all

I know that, Major. Believe me, I know that. You have instructed many pilots here, you have taught them tactics, you have shown them what this fighter of ours can do. But I can no longer allow a drunk to show his bad judgment to the other pilots.

Petkov was stung by the word. He couldnt face the fact himself, and to hear it from someone else, someone he respected, somehow hurt more. I can go to the rehabilitation

You have already been, Major. That is what you talked my predecessor into. That is the game you have played before. It is even rumored that you gained access to your records then and changed them, to hide the fact last time that you had been to the special rehabilitation clinic before. So you bought yourself another chance then. But not this time, Major. You have come to the end.

Petkov knew the Colonel was right. He fought back the sadness he felt. What will you do with me, Colonel? You have always been a friend to me. You made me what I am.

Stoyanovich paused. It killed him to look into Petkovs face. But he was willing to do what he had to do. You are being reassigned to security.

Petkov couldnt believe it. He thought the Colonel was just trying to frighten him, to get his attention. For how long, Colonel?

Indefinitely, but probably for the rest of your career. Im sorry.

Petkov felt the life drain out of him. His boots against the floor sounded like they belonged to someone else as he saluted and did a smart about-face and marched out of the room as if nothing had happened. But something had happened. The one thing he loved had just been taken away from him forever.
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Bill Morrissey didnt like the report at all. As the head of the South Asia section of the CIA, Directorate of Intelligence, he generally hated the volatility that permeated the whole region. The report he held in his hands was another in the disturbing trend that was making it an even more dangerous place.

Morrissey carried the report into the office of Cindy Frohm, one of his senior analysts, and tossed it onto her desk. He trusted her judgment. Read this, he said, sitting in the chair across from her.

She glanced at the title of the report. The Pakistan crossing incident?

Twelve hundred mils an hour. When they took the scrap metal off the truck, they found ten boxes just shitting radioactivity. Two of them werent sealed well, and two more had been breached by gunfire and the explosion. Ten boxes!

Weapons-grade, she said.

Plutonium, he said ominously.

Id heard, she said. Who was bringing it in?

Well, if it was Pakistan, youd think they wouldnt do it on a scrap-metal truck, and youd think theyd tell their own border guards to let it through.

Who else could it be? she asked, confused.

Maybe Pakistan, but not the government of Pakistan.

Thats pretty scary. She considered some of the possibilities that flooded into her mind. We should send someone from the NRC or the DOE over there to help.

We offered. They were offended.

They would be.

I want you to figure out where it was going.

She saved the computer file she was working on and faced Morrissey. What do you think?

Iranian driver, documents showed Pakistan as the destination, but passing through a lot of other countries, too, including Iran.

Could be anybody. Iranians sure would love to have nuclear capability.

But he was coming into Pakistan. He had passed through Iran. If this was their game, they would have kept it.

She pondered some of the twisted possibilities. Maybe Pakistan just wanted to be able to deny it if something went wrong. Plus, we dont really know what happened at the border. Sounds to me like someone knew it was coming and tried to hijack it. What happened to the driver?

Big gunfight, but the radioactivity got him.

And the guards?

Same. And if this truck was trying to make a run through the mountains with ten boxes, how many other boxes have gotten through? he asked.

Any theories on how they got hold of it?

Lots. He sighed heavily from the weight of trying to track the flow of boxes of radioactive material throughout his area. Most likely, though, is the Mafia.

The Mafia? Russian Mafia? Weve never confirmed they have access to any nuclear material. Plus, it was from Kazakhstan.

Nothing to do with nationality. He shifted in his chair. The entire Russian nuclear system, like most of their systems, is a wreck. They have guys with Ph.D.s in nuclear physics driving cabs. These Mafia assholes have sniffed out how hungry for nukes some of these desperate regimes are. Theyre renting them nuclear engineers.

Its all about money ...

Exactly. Read that, he said pointing. Then come see me.


***


Luke Henry brought his beloved silver Corvette convertible to a quick stop in his garage that looked like a barn. It was the older model Corvette. He couldnt afford a recent model Corvette on a Navy pilots salary. He climbed out and slammed the door of the car so hard he was momentarily afraid he would break the window that was rolled down inside the door. He walked across the dirt driveway toward his house. Hed given his entire life to the Navy. He had gone to sea, risked his life every day and every night for years flying off a carrier, and now theyd turned on him. Betrayed him for a stupid incident that was unavoidable.

He noticed Katherines car was still there. She always left on the early-morning flight from Reno to San Jose every Monday to go to work. He frowned. Katherine! he called as the screen door closed behind him. Katherine! There was no response.

He walked through the house and found nothing but empty rooms. He finally made it to the master bedroom; she wasnt there either. He stopped to listen for sounds. He suddenly heard her in the bathroom making an odd coughing sound. He wasnt sure whether to stand there and wait or do something else. He decided to go to the kitchen to get something to drink. He opened the refrigerator and took out a beer while he waited.

When he had told her three days before that Gun had decided to board him, she assumed, as had everyone else, that it was just a formality. Nothing would come of it. He breathed deeply. Well, something had come of it. And all they had planned and counted on was out the window.

Things had changed a lot since they met. She had been working for a large law firm in Palo Alto, doing corporate and securities work: high technology, cutting edge, dot-coms, IPOs, M&A, VCs, Paige Mill Road. She knew all the lingo. Very heady stuff. As someone two years out of law school, she made four times what he made flying fighters off carriers in the dark. Something out of balance about that, he had thought, but he tried not to dwell on the pay. After all, she worked killer hours and didnt get to fly fast jets. So he figured it was a wash.

Hed been stationed at an F/A-18 squadron that was based at LeMoore Naval Air Station in the central California valley when he wasnt at sea.

Theyd met at a concert in San Francisco Rage Against the Machine. Theyd run into each other. Literally. She had stepped on his foot and turned to apologize. Her gaze had lingered just long enough for him to know it might pay to begin a conversation with her. Theyd gone out for coffee after the concert, both deserting the friends theyd come with. She thought it was incongruous that a Navy pilot liked a band called Rage Against the Machine. That was the word she had used: incongruous. Thats when he knew he wasnt dealing with just another good-looking woman. He wasnt even sure what incongruous meant, but he was sure she knew, and he was certainly willing to learn. She told him it was odd, since the machine against which they were raging was undoubtedly, at least in part, the government, those who told others what to do, and he was part of that government. He smiled, then laughed. She frowned, then laughed.

The first thing hed been required to explain was why he was called Stick instead of Luke. He said that it was because he was tall and thin, but she had used that opportunity to tell him she thought the whole call-sign thing was silly, like some fraternity initiation rite. She had called him Luke, but smiled when she said it. He knew she thought that was a funny name, too. Once she found out that hed grown up in Nevada and was actually wearing cowboy boots, the entire thing was even funnier to her. Funny in an inside-joke kind of way, where she was the only one who got to know what was so damned funny, and it was he who was funny, without intending it. His haircut was certainly something she didnt encounter every day, very short on the sides and combed forward on the top.

That first night as they drank coffee, Luke could see her evaluating everything about him. He realized that someone without a lot of self-confidence had no chance with her. But he didnt care a bit what she or anyone else thought about his name, or his heritage, or his boots. If she didnt care for any of those things, fine. Even if she was good-looking. So he just held steady and watched her. He thought her small eyeglasses, obviously chosen for their look, were quirky and impractical, and her short, midriff-exposing, spaghetti-strapped top and sexy capri pants were incongruoushed used the word once he found out what it meantwith her role as a corporate lawyer. And if anyone was part of the machine against which the band had been raging, it was probably the corporations that used Third World nonreading slaves to build things no one wanted but were persuaded to buy through the companies clever marketing campaigns.

Shed loved that and had thrown back her head in beautiful laughter that seemed to bounce off her perfect teeth like musical notes off crystal. He told her that her long, curly blond hair was also not the usual sign of a corporate lawyer, and he insisted on seeing her business card.

They had dated on weekends, when Luke would drive his Corvette to the Bay Area from LeMoore. They would go to Marin County, or Sausalito, or just ride the ferry around the bay. Hed fallen for her more deeply than hed ever imagined possible. It left him short of breath. The thought of living without her was inconceivable. He knew by the second month of dating her that he wanted to marry her, but it took him another six months to work up to hinting at the possibility to gauge her reaction. Shed laughed again, but it was her encouraging, what a great idea laugh, that life is good, and this idea will be part of the wonderful, enchanted life she seemed to be leading. Luke knew he was completely outclassed. She was from a higher plane in almost every way. But she loved him, and he knew it, and he wasnt the kind to catalog all the ways she was better than him. No point. If it didnt matter to her, he wasnt going to let it matter to him.

He had asked her to marry him right as his squadron tour was ending, just as he was rolling to his shore tour. They knew they would have a chance to be together every day. The timing was perfect. Then he got his dream assignmenthe was asked if he wanted to be an instructor at TOPGUN. He was thrilled. So was she, until she learned TOPGUN wasnt in San Diego anymore. Fallon, Nevada, hed told her, and her enthusiasm had evaporated.

She didnt want to leave what she was doing, and after days of agonizing over how to solve the problem, theyd arrived at a compromise. She would keep her apartment in Palo Alto and come to Fallon every Friday afternoon through Monday morning. They had agreed that practicing law in Fallon, Nevada, simply wasnt the same as practicing law in the heart of Silicon Valley, in Palo Alto, California.

But she knew that he was going to stay in the Navy. He was determined to be a commanding officer of a Navy squadron and ultimately of a nuclear aircraft carrier. He loved flying in the Navy and wanted to make it a career. Shed breathed in deeply and said she didnt know how, but she would make it work. They would make it work.

Now he had to tell her that all their plans were being turned upside down.

Youre home, Katherine said from behind him, surprising him.

Hey, he said. He turned to see her. She looked terrible. Her face was drawn and pale, and her long blond hair was more disheveled than usual. She was dressed in a business suit, but she looked as if shed been camping. How you doing?

She stood next to him and put her head down on her arm on the counter. Sick.

Flu?

No, she said.

He frowned.

You sitting down? she replied.

He looked at the stool on which he was obviously sitting. Looks like it.

Morning sickness.

He stood and stared at her, openmouthed. Seriously?

Seriously, she said, trying to smile. I did the test after you left this morning. I got dressed and tried to get to the airport and just lay on the bed. I couldnt make it.

Luke put his arm around her. Thats unbelievable! he said, groping for exactly the right words but coming up short. He hugged her.

Nothing will be the same now, she replied. She looked at his face closely for the first time and saw something there. Whats wrong?

I got the board results today. He sat again.

What did they say? she said, sitting on the stool next to his.

Guns going to put a letter in my jacket.

She knew exactly what that meant. His commanding officer would put a letter, in his personnel file, that would say hed been found wanting in the evaluation conducted of him relating to an accident. She also knew that no one had a great career in naval aviation after such a letter. It was as effective as a court-martial.

Why?

I didnt exercise enough judgment or leadership. The accident wasnt my fault, but if I had exercised sufficient leadership, I could have avoided it. Believe that?

But what could you have done?

They say by trying to bank to the right instead of pushing the nose over I caused my left wing to go up and hit Minks. I should have just pushed over and headed down. I could have avoided the whole thing. But more important, we shouldnt have been doing a photo op on the way back from the graduation hop.

She shook her head slowly. Im sorry, Luke. Thats just wrong.

Ive got to get out.

Thats completely unfair. Cant you appeal it?

Probably some way, but nobodys going to overturn a CO. Its just his thing.

Im so sorry.

She pushed her hair away from her pale face. So now what? Airlines?

Luke rolled his eyes and shook his head as he stood and put his empty beer bottle on the counter next to the sink. Id rather cut myself with glass than fly around in a cylinder the size of a submarine. Thats not even flying. He thought about it again, as he had several times during the day since hearing the result of the board, knowing it was what he would end up doing. If I get out now, Ill never fly fast jets again.

You could fly in the reserves.

Not with a letter in my jacket. Theyd treat me like a leperif they let me in at all.

We could move to the Bay Area and live off my income. You could be a kept man, she said, trying to smile.

Very funny.

Im sure you could find a job in Silicon Valley. Youre an EE. If you could stagger in the door of a few high-tech firms, youd have fifty job offers in a day for three times what youre making right now. Just post your rsum on the Internet at a couple of the bulletin boards and sit back and decide which job you want.

You think Id get my own cubicle?

If youre really lucky. She got a glass of water out of the dispenser in the refrigerator door. So what do you want to do? We always thought youd stay in until you were old and gray. It was the only way Id get you out of my hair occasionally. Now youll be home all the time. What will I do with you?

I want to fly fast jets. Fighters. Thats all Ive ever wanted to do.

You just said theres no way.

Exactly.

She looked at him, not sure how to encourage him. She shrugged as she drank her water. So thats it? Your lifes over? Youll be like Joe DiMaggio telling everybody about how great you used to be for the rest of your life? Maybe you could get a job with Mr. Coffee.

Thanks for your support.

Oh, Im just kidding. Trying to lighten you up a little. Dont worry, youll find something.

There isnt anything, Katherine. Thats the problem. I know all the jobs that are out there.

She looked at the sadness in his eyes. Shed never seen that before. Do what they do in Silicon Valley.

Whats that?

Just make it up. Figure out how youd like it to be, then go out and make it so.


***


Thud, its Stick, Luke said excitedly into the phone.

Hey, Thud replied. Whats up?

Doing anything?

The usual.

I need to talk to you.

When?

Now.

What for?

Ive got an idea Ive got to run by you.

Thud hesitated for only a moment. He would do anything Luke asked. He knew it was reciprocal. He and Luke had formed a fast friendship when theyd met in the training command learning to fly jets. Want me to come out to Rancho del Luko?

Luke and Katherine lived in a house that he called a ranch five miles south of the air station. He could have lived in Navy officer housing just off the base, as Thud and most of the other TOPGUN instructors did, but he wanted more room. Ten acres, minimum, as hed told the real estate agent when they started looking. Katherine had been too speechless to say anything. Compared to living in Palo Alto, it was like living on the moon, only affordable. Luke wanted space, and horses.

Yeah, if you dont mind. And bring Michelle. I dont want to leave Katherine by herself right now.

Why?

Morning sickness.

No shit! Is that what you want to talk about?

No, its something else.

This must be really good. Ill be right there.


***


The matre d handed the two men the large, stiff menus, which they took with the entitlement and ease that came from innumerable political dinners in Washington. One of them was constantly buying lunches or dinners, the other happily receiving them. Receiving them was a violation of the federal rules against accepting gratuities, but Thomas Merewether didnt care anymore. He used to be scrupulous about it, but he was tired of eating at the Department of Defense cafeteria and McDonalds. He loved good food but couldnt afford much of it on his salary. He saw no harm in accepting a lunch now and then.

The other man was equally in love with the political lunch. The idea that he could have the attention of an Undersecretary of Defense for the cost of one lousy lunch was astonishing to him. In other countries where he had served, it would cost thousands of dollars in bribes and trips and mistresses just to get access to a highly placed government official, not to mention actual results. But in America, where there were so many rules against everything, getting an official across the line even slightly gave him tremendous power. Everyone knew when theyd crossed the line, and just by crossing the line it was as if theyd already sold you their souls.

Yushaf had known the Undersecretary for several months, since assuming his current position as charg daffaires at the Pakistani embassy. He had replaced a man whod been too timid to make the necessary approaches to U.S. government officials. His predecessor had seen the rules as a hindrance. Yushaf saw them as levers he could use to manipulate people. But time was growing short. Certain forces in Pakistan were now demanding instant results. And demanding them in a way that made it clear that a failure to produce would be catastrophic. Exactly how was left unclear.

Thank you for your willingness to spend some short amount of time with me, Mr. Undersecretary.

My pleasure, Merewether replied. Our countries have much in common.

Indeed. The United States has been so gracious in providing the weapons and defense systems necessary to protect Pakistan. There was a time, thoughtoo longwhen our countries distrusted each other. But when President Clinton honored us with a state visit and insisted on renewed ties, especially between our military

The waiter interrupted them. He wasnt about to let them spend ten minutes on pleasantries.

Yushaf ordered a Perrier, and Merewether ordered a vodka on the rocks. They sat back with their menus, and Yushaf spoke. But I got ahead of myself. How have you been, Thomas?

Merewether planned to say the usual political thing, to say everything was fine, but recent developments had caused him not to care much anymore. He now derived a good deal of the pleasure he experienced in life by being completely direct and completely truthful, at least when that served his purposes. Difficult. My wifemy ex-wifehas been pounding on me for more support. He reached for the pack of cigarettes he always kept in his shirt pocket, forgetting that hed decided again to quit that morning. Ive already given her everything I own. She has the house, I have the mortgage. Im living in a shitty little apartment in Arlington. His eyes crinkled into an ironic smile. We used to be a two-income family with one house. Now were a one-income family with two houses. Well, one apartment, actually, like I said ... He shook his head. Who cares ...

The waiter placed their drinks in front of them. Are you ready to order?

Ill have the roast beef, Merewether said, handing his menu to the waiter.

Ill have the tomato salad and the swordfish, Yushaf said. He returned his attention to Merewether. It is your life, and Im interested in your difficulties. He took out a pack of cigarettes and handed it to Merewether with a gold lighter.

So hows it going with you? Hows your job? Merewether asked.

Yushaf smiled falsely. Actually, I am a little disappointed.

Merewether looked up at him. Why?

I thought we had an understanding.

About what?

Were trying to make our military as good as it can be. As skilled as yours. I do not believe that the United States appreciates the threat that India poses to my country. We must have the best equipment, the best training, and be prepared to defend ourselves to have any hope of overcoming the Indian attack which could come any day. They have seven times our population and twenty times our land.

Shit, Yushaf, India isnt going to do anything.

Yushafs face clouded. What about their ceaseless pursuit of nuclear weapons? Dont get into an arms race, we were told. But you know what is worse than an arms race between two enemies? An arms race when only one country is building
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