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  CHOKE POINT


  Havana, Cuba


  Naval Headquarters


  Victor Khasan brushed at a languid fly, taking his eyes off Commodore Navarro’s face for only a moment. The Cuban’s immediate reaction had been just what he’d predicted it would be—that of a tired man. Navarro listened to what others said, sorting out what he wanted to retain, cataloging it in his orderly mind. But he no longer offered any expression of approval or disapproval. It wasn’t so much that he was controlling his emotions any better. Quite simply, he was tired. The intervening time since 1960 evolved gradually from years of challenge and excitement to years of hard work in creating modern Cuban society. Though tired, he still had never lost sight of his premier’s ultimate goal—to bring the United States to her knees.


  “Of course,” Khasan continued, “American intelligence will be fully aware of the approximate date your combat brigade will return from Africa. It’s just that there will be no indication of where we will land them. Here … Guyana …” He shrugged, then smiled. “Maybe even Key West…”


  Navarro looked back at him evenly, holding the Russian admiral’s stare. He neither acknowledged the statement about American intelligence nor offered his own opinion about the returning troops. It really wasn’t his decision. He opened his humidor, selected a cigar, then slid the box across to Khasan.


  The Russian loved them almost as much as Navarro. The Commodore produced a long wooden match, lighting it before offering the box to Khasan. Both men remained silent as they held the cigars above the flames, twisting them slowly for an even burn. Navarro stuck the cigar in his mouth, sucking deeply to insure it was properly lit. Then he puffed slowly for a moment, enjoying the aroma. A smile spread over his face as he studied the Russian. “This thrust is something I have been looking forward to for more than twenty-five years,” he said to the other man. “We Latins are impatient … passionate …. It hasn’t been easy to wait.” He rolled the cigar between his lips, watching the smoke rise to the ceiling. “You are sure,” he queried in a higher voice, “that the Americans will not be able to reinforce so quickly … that your submarines can hold their own until the surface forces are ready?


  You know as well as I do that they have all your submarines well tracked. You can’t surprise them….”


  “The object is not surprise,” the Russian said. “Secrecy isn’t necessarily the greatest power of a submarine. Just knowing that they are present is enough to make the most aggressive commander take heed. That,” he emphasized, poking the air with an index finger, “is the implied threat.” Khasan studied Navarro’s features closely, as he had done so many times. It seemed that the Russian had been an advisor in Cuba forever. The two men had known each other for years, been as close to being friends as the Commodore would allow any outsider to be.


  It occurred to Khasan that there was more gray in the Cuban’s always neatly trimmed hair. And the hairline was definitely receding faster now, no doubt about that. The face seemed puffy, perhaps indicative of declining health, and the circles under the tired eyes were darker. Each telltale indication of approaching age reinforced the decision in Moscow to proceed now, to bait the American eagle in its own backyard. This Cuban, the commander of their little navy, was tired, anxious, and fanatic to a fault to challenge the Americans, just like his leader. Castro, Khasan knew, wanted to be the linchpin, the pebble that started the avalanche, the single most important factor in humiliating the Americans, forcing them back within the borders of their own country. And Moscow knew that now was the time to take advantage of Castro, and of Navarro, to utilize these men they had been so patient in grooming for more than twenty-five years … now that they were tired and seemed increasingly worried that the Russians might not support them in this final effort.


  The Commodore stroked his chin thoughtfully. Frankly, he had no concern about the problems he often voiced to Khasan—and none whatsoever about the Americans. He had long ago discarded any worries he might have had about American reactions. In his opinion, the Cubans had the Soviets in their back pocket, and as long as they were committed to this venture into the Caribbean, he regarded the Americans with disdain. Although Khasan had often reminded him of the Soviet Premier’s statement—”Cuba is our aircraft carrier in the Caribbean”—eventually, Navarro realized, Cuba would be more than that, much, much more … and so would he.


  Navarro looked back to Khasan. “Victor, I’m tired. You may not believe it, but I truly am.”


  Now, there was no expression on the Russian’s face, no acknowledgment of what he knew to be true.


  “I have waited for so long. The years have taken their toll.” He sighed almost to himself, puffing contentedly on his cigar. “Would you be surprised if I told you I would like to step down after it is all over? Or that Fidel has said the same thing?”


  The Russian nodded slowly, almost as if he were agreeing with his friend about a change in the weather.


  “I’d like to spend more free time … watching baseball games,” Navarro added wistfully. “Maybe after we’re finished, Fidel will insist the Americans establish a baseball team in Havana.…”


  25,000 Feet Above the Caribbean


  Bernie Ryng drifted in that pleasant state between sleep and consciousness. It had been induced by a hand on his shoulder—soft, persistent, perfume heightening the sensation—and a lightly accented voice calling his name. Smiling inwardly, he was convinced that in the recesses of his mind it was the lovely girl across the aisle, the one who had only nodded at his efforts in conversation, offering an occasional yes or no until he had drifted off to a restless sleep over the hum of the jet engines.


  “Mr. Ryng … Mr. Ryng …” The hand was shaking him more persistently now. The voice, no longer as soft, became insistent. “Mr. Ryng, we’re thirty minutes out of Panama.”


  Ryng gazed up at the stewardess leaning over him and smiled automatically. She was cute, but she wasn’t smiling—just doing her job. “Thank you. Hope I didn’t cause you too much trouble.” He sat up, stretching his arms in front of him.


  “No trouble, sir.” She smiled pertly, then turned to the woman across the aisle, speaking to her in rapid Spanish. Ryng had been slightly jealous that the stewardess was friendlier with the other passenger. Then he’d overheard them talking about her taking this flight often.


  Ryng smiled across the aisle, nodding at the woman as he ran a hand through his hair. Her features were classic—high cheekbones, deep, brown eyes, glossy, long black hair. Regal Spanish, he thought to himself, noting her long neck and graceful hands. Quite a bit younger than me, he decided—probably not more than thirty. But it was tough to tell with women like her. Back in his twenties, more years ago than he cared to remember, they used to call the aura that emanated from women like her “class.” It was the only way to define that certain something, a combination of clothes, jewelry, hair style, the way she held herself … the way she’d sipped her drink earlier in the flight.


  Ryng was still an attractive man. Only his thinning hair gave any indication that he was in his mid-forties. When he was a kid, it turned white every summer, bleached by the sun. One year, he’d forgotten which year, it never turned back to its original sandy hue, so he kept it short. He was average in height, but his rugged body and ruddy complexion made up for his hair color, and his expressionless blue eyes belied any definite age.


  He slid over to the window seat to gaze down on the Caribbean. Just beneath the wing he thought he could see land interrupting the smooth blue of the water below. The thought of what awaited him wasn’t appealing. He’d much rather the flight continued on, past Panama, over the equator… maybe on down to Rio. Glancing across the aisle again, he thought perhaps that would give him enough time to crack that shell she’d created. She’d talk with him, he reasoned, if the flight continued, if cocktails and dinner were next … just to pass the time before they reached Rio.


  But they weren’t going to Rio. They were landing in Panama and he would go to work the minute his feet hit the ground. On the horizon the mountain clouds were puffy, becoming thicker inland. Ryng had asked to be awakened specifically to see the isthmus from the air as the plane swept in. He wondered, as they approached, whether he might see out of the numerous little skirmishes that occurred every day in those mountains. But he knew that they would never give a passenger flight clearance near anything that might hazard it. It was wise to avoid those black-uniformed revolutionaries, the PRA—People’s Revolutionary Army.


  The flight from Miami was, in fact, almost a straight shot south, except for the diversion around Cuba. Panama was just a bit east of Miami and only twelve hundred miles away, a short distance to be sent for such a bitter war … and just about on our doorstep, Ryng thought.


  The northern coast of Panama came up quickly, almost too fast to pick out the landmarks his boss, Admiral Pratt, had shown him in Pratt’s office. But once he picked out Gatun Lake, he could identify everything else. He couldn’t see the north coastal city of Colón or the Gatun Locks. They were on the other side of the plane. But he saw where the lake narrowed down into the canal proper, then the raw, brown sides of the Gaillard Cut sloping down to the narrow waterway. As the plane banked first to the west, then back east, he could pick out the Pedro Miguel Locks, then follow the canal down, past the Miraflores Locks to the capital city itself, gracefully overlooking the Bahia de Panama.


  The city came up at them white and shiny, sparkling wet in the sun, following an afternoon shower. He could see puddles on the runway, then the fine mists as the wheels raced through the water.


  Ryng looked across the aisle and smiled. “Welcome to Panama,” he said, this time using his Spanish.


  “Thank you most kindly,” she returned, finally smiling back in a pleasant manner. She stretched her arms casually, inspecting her fingernails absentmindedly as she touched the seat.in front of her. Then she arched her chest forward, pulling her shoulders back like a cat, and smiled again, white teeth flashing. “You should have used Spanish before,” she grinned. “I was tired of English after a week in Washington.” She was slim, Ryng noted, but well-shaped too.


  “I apologize, senorita,” he said, noticing again that she wore no wedding ring. “Spanish is a difficult language for me when it’s been so many years.” He sighed to himself, realizing it was now too late to establish anything in the short taxi to the gate.


  But he never had the opportunity to continue the conversation, for something caught his eye as the craft pivoted to bring a view of the terminal to his side of the plane.


  The broad glass windows in the building were bulging out toward him, as was one supporting wall. That first impression lasted only a millisecond as the explosion hurled the side of the terminal toward the plane. The motorized gateway that had been inching out toward the approaching craft had been blown from the building, and as it began to pitch sideways and topple, Ryng saw a man leap outward. At the same time, even before gravity took over, the man appeared to rise up higher. But the jerking of the body also meant that another force was affecting it—bullets. Dropping his eyes, Ryng saw someone below in that familiar black uniform he’d noted in Pratt’s photos, an automatic rifle shuddering in his grasp as he finished off the running man.


  With the horror outside firmly recorded on his mind, Ryng could now recognize the ear-splitting chatter of the Soviet AK-74s overwhelming that of the jet engines. Other sights registered as split images. Ricocheting bullets were tracing a pattern up the whitewashed wall toward the control tower. The baggage tractor that had been snaking its way toward the plane was now riderless, or so Ryng thought. But as he watched, the vehicle turned rapidly to one side, tipping over as it did. It was then he saw the arm linked through the steering wheel. The driver slid into view just before the machine rolled on top of him.


  Another sound came to him now, high-pitched, frantic, urgent. It rose from the other passengers, and the sound was fear, the fear of violent death. Ryng remembered Admiral Pratt’s words just a few days before. “They’ve limited their attacks to military and purely industrial targets so far. But there’s been an increase in terrorism there lately. Don’t be surprised by anything.” So it was only the instant of recognition that surprised him. Bullets ripped into the forward section of the fuselage, and he accepted that fact. It was only logical they should get the cockpit, the crew.


  As Ryng reached for his seat belt, an explosion blew back the door from the cockpit. The cries of pain from passengers wounded by the blast were added to the terrified screaming up front. Bazookas, or maybe rockets, decided Ryng. A second blast rocked the forward section, and he saw one of the crew, blood pulsing from his chest, stagger from the cockpit and collapse across two of the passengers.


  A third explosion ripped open a section of the passenger compartment over the wing. This was followed by a pattern of machine gun bullets ripping through the thin fuselage. By now he was free of the seat belt and onto his knees in the aisle.


  More explosions rocked the plane. Then, as he searched out the sign over the emergency door, something else attracted his attention, sending a chill down his spine. First a flickering light, then a bubbling sound, then the flames themselves licking into the cabin through first one, then another, then another hole blown through the fuselage. Fire! Jet fuel!


  Rising onto his toes, still squatting, grasping the seats on either side, his fingers brushed against flesh. Then a hand was grasping his. He looked up into the terrified eyes of the woman he had been conversing with not more than thirty seconds before. Her mouth was open as if voicing a question, but no sound emerged, at least it couldn’t be heard above the screams within the craft and the steady roar of flames and the weapons outside.


  Her grip was like a vise. With his other hand he pulled hers away, at the same time grasping and opening her seat belt. Before she could stand fully erect one of his arms went around her waist and yanked her backward off her feet. In three steps he was by the emergency exit, releasing her momentarily to kick open the hatch.


  It flew back, opening into space above the runway, the escape slide shooting down. In the same moment that he glanced over his shoulder at the flames engulfing the cabin, he pushed her roughly out the hatch. As she tumbled head first down the slide, Ryng launched himself away from the flames, landing partially on top of her. Together they careened toward the cement below.


  A cry of pain was the first sound to escape her lips since the attack had begun. She hit the runway with her shoulder, the impact intensified by the dead weight of the man on top of her.


  Ryng, unmoving, peered cautiously over his shoulder. Even a novice could identify distinct teams involved in the attack. Those concentrating on the plane with automatic weapons and bazookas were racing away from the craft as fire engulfed the entire fuselage. It would explode any moment.


  “We have to get up,” Ryng shouted above the din, still lying partially on top of her. Her skirt had been pulled up to her waist. “We only have seconds,” he added. Rolling away, he was at once lifting and half dragging her as he began to move away from the plane. A tractor and baggage trailer were about thirty or forty yards from them. It was the only protection he could see, and all that would save them from the blast. “Run,” he roared, and they sprinted together toward the tractor, Ryng frantically pulling, dragging, coaxing as they went.


  The five or six seconds that elapsed before reaching safety seemed an eternity. Then, with Ryng pulling her head down as they ducked behind the vehicle, the aircraft erupted into a huge fireball. The flash and the intense heat preceded the blast by only an instant, followed by shards of metal, seats, glass … flying bodies. In less than a minute the plane that had been their home for almost three hours ceased to exist, bursting around them in a fury.


  Ryng huddled with the girl facedown on the runway, the abandoned tractor their only protection. Oily, black, suffocating smoke settled over them briefly, forcing them to burrow their faces into their clothing. A thought drifted briefly through Ryng’s mind—that perhaps this smoke would discourage anyone who might have seen them escape from the plane.


  No sooner had he made his decision to stay there, than the wind came up, a gust pushing the smoke away from them. Cautiously, he peered over the hood of the vehicle. The terminal building was now ablaze. The runway was strewn with bodies. Twice he identified sporadic efforts to return fire on the attackers. Each time, automatic weapons fire stifled it. He could hear the wail of sirens growing louder in the background.


  Noticing out of the corner of his eye that the girl had raised herself onto an elbow, Ryng dropped to his knees beside her. He saw that her blouse had been torn from one shoulder, the exposed flesh raw and bleeding. Her eyes watched him questioningly, following his every movement, seemingly oblivious to the chaos around them. Bringing his head down to hers, he pointed to the wound and shouted, trying to make himself heard above the din.


  She looked down at the blood, then back up at him, her face still devoid of expression. Ryng took out a handkerchief, folded it, then pressed it to her shoulder. Her eyes looked down at the hand covering her shoulder, but there was no reaction until he gently placed her other hand on the handkerchief so that he was once again free to move about.


  There was a strange aura about this girl that Ryng couldn’t put his finger on. He had expected hysteria, tears, anything but the silence that greeted him. There was no doubt that her control was largely based on shock, the horror of what was taking place around them, the jolt from being pushed from the plane, followed by his landing on top of her. But there was still an element of toughness in her that fascinated him. Somewhere she must have learned a form of self-control that seemed well beyond the average person.


  The sirens were closer now. Ryng watched scattered, black-clothed groups join together to become fire teams of one bazooka and half a dozen automatic rifles. A truck came around a corner of the terminal building on two wheels. It screeched to a stop on the runway as the driver recognized a bazooka aimed directly at his vehicle. The driver dove from the door an instant before a direct hit blew the cab into shreds. From the back of the truck soldiers appeared, firing wildly as they scurried for cover.


  Fascinated, Ryng watched a second truck appear. More soldiers joined the action. The rebels in their black outfits were superbly trained. They could draw fire without injury until another team would position themselves. When the second team drew fire, the first would be repositioned. They moved too quickly for the arriving soldiers, who had no idea what to expect. They were unprepared to fight the well-trained teams they faced.


  It seemed a standoff until two armored vehicles arrived, their large-caliber cannon pumping shells at the bazooka teams. The balance was beginning to shift to the soldiers whom Ryng assumed were Guardia troops, the National Guard of Panama.


  He became aware of a hand on his arm, gentle at first, then more insistent. Turning, he saw her gesturing behind them. Three large, black helicopters, accompanied by two smaller ones, were swooping in low over the airfield, traveling at high speed. The roar of their engines and the wash from their rotors altered the scene of battle. Dust and smoke swirled together to form a cloud that cut vision perceptibly.


  The two smaller helos were gunships. They moved ahead of the larger ones to neutralize the armored vehicles. The three big helicopters touched down not fifty yards from where Ryng and the girl huddled. One by one each team raced for one of the helos, the gunships covering their withdrawal. In less time than Ryng could imagine, all five of the helos were airborne and racing toward the inland mountains.


  Gently, Bernie Ryng slipped his hands under the girl’s arms and lifted her to her feet. Her head nestled just under his chin, and there were tears in her eyes before she was silent again. Together they surveyed the wreckage of the Torrijos International Airport. Another jet plane had also been blown apart. The front of the terminal building was open to the field, and numerous fires burned inside. One of the troop trucks was burning in exactly the spot where the driver had stopped in terror as he came face-to-face with that bazooka. Both armored vehicles had been ripped by the gunships. Bodies, civilian and military, were strewn across the field. But, Ryng noted, there were very few bodies of the black-uniformed rebels. The attack had been well planned, carried out with exceptional military efficiency, and the withdrawal had been effected with a minimum of fuss. The weapons and helos were definitely Soviet.


  As Admiral Pratt had told him only a few days before, during the briefing in Washington, these were not awkward peasants from the hills. They were highly trained and well-armed. Their methods were much too sophisticated. This sort of thing could only come from Havana or Moscow—more likely both.


  Ryng was brought back to reality by a soldier advancing across the runway, gun slung at his hip, finger on the trigger. He was obviously frightened and Ryng had no intention of making him any more nervous. Ryng remained in the same position, his arm around the girl, and waited until the soldier was close enough to speak to him.


  Ryng attempted to answer in Spanish, but his accent seemed only to make the man more nervous. Gesturing with his gun, he motioned for them to move away from the tractor. At this point the girl turned, her confidence renewed, and spoke rapidly. Ryng watched in amazement as the soldier’s frightened features softened. His finger slowly relaxed on the trigger and he allowed the weapon to swing easily from his shoulder. Whatever she had said seemed to satisfy any doubt Ryng may have posed. The soldier gestured for her to follow. She took Ryng’s hand, looking up at him. “It’s all right. Come with me.” There was even a slight trace of a smile at the corners of her mouth. Whoever she was, Ryng thought, she continued to fascinate him.


  The Airport Visitors’ Lounge


  Panama


  The first soldier had called one of his officers as soon as the girl identified herself. In rapid succession more senior officers had appeared, until a colonel insisted they come with him.


  It was evident to Ryng that all the attention was for the girl. The first doctor to appear at the airport ministered to her scraped shoulder before tending to the victims outside. While the girl had introduced herself as Kitty Alvarez, she was referred to deferentially by the military as Miss Alvarez. The colonel did ask Ryng if he recognized any of the hardware the rebel forces had been using. Without a second thought Ryng explained that he was familiar with their Russian-made AK-74s, and he named both types of helos involved.


  The girl had just appeared from the women’s lounge, where she’d found a fresh blouse. “What did you say you did for a living, Mr. Ryng?” she asked him after she walked in. Her expression displayed both curiosity and amusement as he answered the colonel’s questions. She seemed on a very friendly basis with the interrogators.


  “Please … call me Bernie,” he began. “I’m in investments … finance… mostly on an international level.”


  “I’d say so,” she mused. “That must be some company you work for … I mean to develop a working knowledge of all that weaponry.”


  Ryng managed a sheepish expression. “It’s just a hobby.” She smiled politely, unconvinced.


  “But how about yourself? I’ve certainly enjoyed the reception in Panama since we were brought into this lounge. I’d say the only person in the Guardia who didn’t seem to know you personally was that first soldier we met … but he certainly knew your name!”


  “Kitty is short for Katarina. I also have three other family names to go along with Katarina, but it’s the Alvarez they recognized. I’m with the National Bank of Panama … international finance also.” She grinned. “But I couldn’t identify any weapons these rebels used today.” She looked at him coyly. “Perhaps there’s something lacking in my training program.”


  Considering what she’d just gone through, she seemed perfectly under control. He was fascinated. “I’ll explain it to you sometime.” Ryng pursed his lips thoughtfully. “This is a hell of a way to meet, and I don’t suppose you’re susceptible to another pass … but I think we’d enjoy getting to know each other under better circumstances. I suppose tonight isn’t exactly the right time, after everything that happened today, but-”


  “Mr. Ryng—”


  “Bernie … please.”


  “Bernie, how could I say no after what you’ve done for me? Besides, I’d love to know more about you and this company you work for.” She smiled curiously. “And I can’t see anything wrong with tonight either. As a matter of fact, I think I’d like to be with someone this evening. I’d prefer not to be by myself.”


  “What about your family … after all this special treatment?”


  “My mother is dead, for many years. And my father’s in Havana giving a seminar. I really am all alone … so I’d love to have dinner with you tonight.” This time her expression was warm, no longer amused. “I do owe you something for what you’ve done for me, so I’ll be your guide while you’re in Panama.”


  Ryng wasn’t quite sure how to respond. But before he could, the colonel appeared. “Miss Alvarez, we have a car for you outside.”


  “Come on,” she said as she stood up, holding her hand out to him. “I’ll have you dropped off at your hotel.”


  The long black limousine left him at his hotel only after he’d been fitted for new clothes by Mr. Alvarez’s personal tailor. A new suit would be delivered by six that evening. The chauffeur would return for him at seven thirty.


  Havana, Cuba


  Esteban Alvarez squinted against the bright sunlight and the reflection from the cream-colored buildings in the central square of Havana. He walked slowly toward the harbor, pondering his meeting earlier in the day with the Premier himself, Fidel Castro. It had been more than satisfactory. The only aspect causing him even the slightest concern was the presence for a short time of the Russian, Khasan. But Castro had caught Alvarez’s antipathy toward the other man, and had sent him out. Alvarez had sensed, rather than been assured, that Castro bore identical feelings toward the Russians. Yet, was he right? Did the Cubans suffer the Russians simply for their aid, as Alvarez had promised the others back in Panama?


  A fresh breeze skittering across the harbor ruffled his hair. He pushed the wisps back from his forehead, then smoothed them down to the side with his palm. The only element of vanity Alvarez had ever possessed was concern for his baldness. He was not an atypical university professor—no beard, goatee, or mustache, nor did he display affectations such as earrings, wild clothing, or dark glasses in the class room. He appeared more a business executive. Alvarez wore neat, tailored suits, mostly dark or dark pinstripe, and his white shirts and conservative ties never fit in with the dress on campus. He was a reasonably well-known economist, and he looked the part. No taller than his daughter, the tailored suits looked well on him because his body was trim. Many felt he worked hard to appear so fit; Kitty Alvarez said it was nerves. Nothing anyone ever said about him was cause for concern, except for the baldness. His hair was long on the sides and embarrassingly subject to the deviltry of the breezes. He was constantly patting it into place.


  The clean, fresh scent of salt air came to him. A cooling breeze from the harbor brought the additional aromas of fish, paint, and diesel fuel. Alvarez often wandered down to the docks to clear his mind, because these visits to Havana were mentally demanding. The financial burden of funding the guerilla forces rested on his shoulders. Esteban Alvarez, a respected senior professor at Panama’s national university, was the conduit for the money that supported the People’s Revolutionary Army. He also coordinated the arms shipments that made their way into the rebels’ hands, and arranged for their officers to be sent to Cuba for training.


  Fidel Castro was first a soldier. But he respected men such as Alvarez because revolutions in the 1980s were so much different than the 1950s, when Fidel and Raul and their band had come out of the Sierra Maestres to crush Batista. The Premier knew that glory still anointed the soldiers, but he went out of his way to work with the administrators, like Alvarez, who were the true leaders. And, although he no longer believed it himself, Castro took the time to convince men like Alvarez that the Russians simply wanted to assist in Peoples’ Revolutions. Once accomplished, Moscow wanted only to assist the new governments in getting started.


  That’s what concerned Alvarez more than anything else at this stage, for he considered himself a true patriot—a Panamanian first and foremost, not a communist or Marxist/ Leninist in the true sense of the terms. The current government in Panama City was a sham. It could not—should not—survive as it existed. Alvarez was firmly convinced that a socialist system that was part of a unified front, as envisioned by Fidel Castro, was the only form that would benefit Panama. The other countries in Central America were more advanced in this regard. Nicaragua had been first; El Salvador and Guatemala were close behind; the Americans were prolonging the inevitable in Honduras. Only Costa Rica would be a problem, but Castro felt that the little country would fall without a struggle, for they attempted to survive without an army. Such naiveté meant simply that it would be a relatively bloodless coup.


  Alvarez sat on a park bench overlooking the harbor and lit the cigar that Castro, himself, had given him. Alvarez often came to this very spot, even to this same bench, whenever he had the time, mostly to relax his mind and watch the young women pass. But today there seemed to be more Russians than anyone else. Sailors, mostly Soviet, were in evidence, though there were also a few of their black-uniformed marines. They came from the big warships tugging gently at their anchors in the harbor. Today there were two cruisers, bristling with guns and missiles. He had never seen more than one before. There were also destroyers, new ones that dwarfed the smaller Cuban frigates. And then there were the ones that troubled him most—the sleek, black submarines, so lethal with only their sails and a bit of their hulls above the surface. Again, there were more than he had ever seen before in the harbor.


  So often he had heard the promise, so much that he feared it was a meaningless, dreary litany—the Russians came in peace to assist the peoples of the Third World, and they would return to their homeland as soon as their job was done. But would they? Would the harbor once again contain only Cuban ships? Would the sailors who strolled the wharves, eying the girls just as he did, be only Cuban? Alvarez had been promised so often that this would be the case that he truly wanted to believe it. He believed strongly that what he was doing was right, and this was his only doubt. He tried to push it from his mind, but sometimes it kept him awake at night.


  Victor Khasan jogged happily in the hard sand along the beach, occasionally diverting to the water’s edge to cool his feet. This was superb duty! he thought. His stomach had flattened in the last few months; his muscle tone was improved, which was fully in keeping with his high regard for himself. He had been raised by a well-off family according to Russian standards, well fed, trained in the proper sports since he was a child, and sent to the right schools, which led to admission to the military academies. Khasan benefitted by his upbringing—his teeth were white and healthy and he had retained them all, he had grown faster than most boys, and diet and physical training had left him tall and well proportioned. The result was a handsome, aristocratic-looking naval officer, now graying slightly at the temples but striking in full-dress uniform.


  He actually had a tan, and he wrote ecstatically about it to his friends back home. Unless they were lucky and received Mediterranean or Black Sea assignments, few of them could remember what a tan was from year to year. Even his wife had remarked on the new Victor. Lydia, fully aware of Victor’s roving eye, had actually shed some pounds herself, once she found that the Cuban women were generally slender.


  Khasan had not undertaken this personal improvement program solely for Lydia. There was Chita, his current Cuban lover, and there had been others during his long stay in Havana. Although his comrades back in Russia would write to explain that his extensions for duty in Cuba were ruining his chances for future promotion, they were unable to understand. A man like Victor needed duty in Moscow, and one more major command, for he had been considered as having potential to climb near the top.


  Now he could no longer bring himself to worry about such mundane things. Moscow was far away, the winters there were long and cold, and Lydia was as pleased as he to remain in Havana—pleased enough to even look the other way and shrug if the few other Russian wives mentioned seeing Victor at such-and-such a restaurant. Life was good here. After the firm base his predecessors had established over so many years—long, hard years in remote mountains and jungles, forming peoples’ revolutionary armies and militias—it was all coming to fruition. And Victor Khasan was reaping the benefits as one Caribbean government after another tottered and then crumbled, right in the American’s backyard.


  He turned toward the blue water and ran directly out, his knees high until he tumbled forward and stroked easily out toward the deeper water. Floating on his back, he considered the Panamanian who had been in Castro’s office earlier in the day. Alvarez was just one more of those banana republic patriots who thought a revolution could be financed without charging interest, that the country providing the brains and money would just fold its tent and wander off into the sun like a knight searching for one more dragon to slay. They never seemed to understand.


  Khasan rolled onto his stomach, arched his body, and dove to the bottom. With short powerful strokes, he swam just above the sand until his lungs ached, then shot to the surface, breaking the water with a gasp. It was a good feeling to exert his body once again. He felt younger than he had in years, and he was anxious now to complete the Panamanian deal. Russian patience, coupled with proper timing, would be rewarded. The new government would be as strong as Castro’s, the Gulf of Mexico would be a useless lake rather than a great source of power and trade for the Americans, and best of all, such success would make up for his lack of duty in Moscow.


  As he turned toward the beach, he saw Lydia strolling down to meet him, looking fabulous in her bikini. If she hadn’t been his wife, he might have had designs on her that afternoon. Cuban life had done so much for her that she would no longer be recognized if they returned home. But she would have to wait. He had explained to Lydia that he had to meet with Commodore Navarro, the head of the Cuban navy, for a long dinner—though in fact, tonight was really Chita’s night.


  The instructor had noticed twice now that Corazon was paying little attention to the lecture. The others were most attentive, some taking notes, others following along in the Soviet manual that had been poorly translated in Spanish. The RPG-7 rocket launcher was not effective at a distance, but it was superb for close-in work, and these students would generally operate that way back in Panama.


  “Corazon!” he finally shouted in dismay. He was sure that he had seen the man’s eyes closing. How could that happen, knowing they would have demonstration firings that afternoon? “Firing the ‘seven’ is just one of the things you have to know. You must also know how to dismantle and repair… even during a firefight. You can’t learn that sleeping, Corazon. Stand up!”


  Henry Cobb leaped to attention beside his chair. It was true. He had been dozing. Cobb knew better, but he also knew more about the RPG-7 than the instructor would ever know. He had probably used it more too, in firefights, ambushes… he had taken one apart once in the dark when they had been pinned down, and jury-rigged it so they had knocked out a tank when it was within thirty yards of them.


  He stood at attention as he addressed the instructor in Spanish. “I apologize, sir. My eyes were closed against the heat, but I was listening….”


  The instructor reeled off a series of questions—the muzzle velocity, the weight of a single round, maximum effective range, steps to take after misfire—and as he asked each one, Henry Cobb responded immediately and accurately. His appearance was that of a man who could have been named Corazon. Cobb was of medium height and build. His brown hair had been allowed to grow longer for this mission. It even curled around his ears. Cobb didn’t like that at all, but Admiral Pratt had insisted it was an essential part of his cover, and Henry Cobb understood the value of cover more than any other man. The mustache did not appeal to Cobb either, and even his wife, Verra, had found it increasingly distasteful as it drooped over the corners of his mouth.


  There had actually been a man named Corazon. He was a lieutenant in the Costa Rican police—even though this was a military organization, they were designated police because the government boasted there was no need for an army in their democracy. Sitting back in his chair in his Pentagon office a week earlier, Admiral Pratt had explained to Henry Cobb that Costa Rica had been selected because that country rarely sent people to the school in Havana, and hardly a soul in Cuba knew anything about the junior officers from that tiny country. Pratt never said how he acquired the list of students in that Cuban school, or how he’d determined that it was the logical place for Cobb to infiltrate. On the other hand, Cobb never questioned Pratt’s methods or reasons. They were always sound.


  When Pratt showed Cobb the photo of Corazon, taken only a few days previously, the similarity of their facial and physical characteristics was remarkable. There was also no purpose in asking about the photo or the orders this Corazon had received. Admiral Pratt’s network was that efficient.


  The original Lieutenant Corazon was now very dead. Henry Cobb had seen to that, immediately after the young man had been feted by his friends for the promotion which must surely come soon after he finished the school in Havana. As Corazon stumbled back to his quarters, Cobb stopped him. Perhaps even in his drunken stupor the young Costa Rican had noticed the strong resemblance between the two of them. If he had, the recognition was limited. His dispatch was very humane and painless, because Cobb wanted to study the younger man’s features to cover anything that hadn’t been clear in the photographs. As a result, that night Cobb darkened his hair slightly, added a bit more stain to his skin, and happily trimmed his mustache a bit. Afterward, he made sure there would never be a body found. Corazon’s life was cut off much too early because an admiral in Washington had seen his photo and arranged for orders that the young man had been so thankful for; he actually had thought he was one of the lucky few.


  When the plane left the capital city of Costa Rica the following day for Havana, Corazon’s friends had no doubt that it was their friend, quiet because he was so badly hung-over, who boarded the aircraft with a solemn wave in their direction. Both his friends and his senior officers would have been astounded at the brilliance of their associate during his brief stay at the school in Havana.


  The answers from the sleepy Costa Rican surprised the instructor. Students like Corazon were unusual in Havana. Mostly they were either uneducated peasants eager to strike back at the landowners or idealistic upper class students more interested in experimenting with communism than in facing the dangers common to a guerilla fighter. This Corazon responded like a professional.


  Henry Cobb was a professional, as professional as they came. Trained as a Navy SEAL, he was able to function effectively underwater, on the surface, as a paratroop, an infantryman, a guerilla—just about anything Pratt concocted for him. Cobb was also a linguist. Within days after his meeting with Pratt, he had resurrected the regional Spanish dialect he had once mastered.


  There was a mystique surrounding Pratt. Among those who knew him well, it was accepted purely as an accomplished professional trait. Outside of the intelligence network he was regarded with awe. But Admiral Pratt never stuck his nose in too far until he was absolutely sure of his purpose. He felt the only way he could fully comprehend the methods of what he saw as a final “liberation” of Panama was to insert one of his own in the guerilla training programs, and those took place in Cuba. Since the CIA couldn’t tell who was in charge of the programs or what their ultimate goal was, there was no alternative way of quickly getting to the source of the problem. The Cubans were intent on changing the face of the Caribbean. Initially, violence was the vehicle—as long as violence, or even the threat, existed, the Americans could not hope to sustain any illusion of progress. The Russians were hovering in the background, and it was apparent to Pratt that Henry Cobb was the logical operative to get to the source. While Congress urged the White House not to interfere with their neighbors to the south, Pratt knew there was no choice. It was no longer a matter of politics. Closing one’s eyes never made a problem disappear.


  Pratt had created a multi-phase plan. He knew that Henry would know when it was time to leave Havana. He would disappear just as easily as he had assimilated himself into their school. And when Henry Cobb was once again on his own, he would undertake the second phase of his mission—join forces with Bernie Ryng. They worked well together.


  Panama City


  In the weeks following their arrival at the airport in Panama City, Kitty Alvarez and Bernie Ryng became inseparable. Pratt’s only suggestion to Ryng while he was in the field was that a strong contact in the financial community in a developing country was the key to high government officials. After all, the root problem in Central America—economics—had been fully addressed by the Marxist theoreticians. The success of any future democratic movement would therefore have to be economic renewal, and that would be based on American trade, aid and investment. It would seem sheer coincidence to Ryng until it was too late, that Kitty Alvarez was the perfect answer.


  For her part, she had agreed weeks before to once again become involved, only because she, too, could see the creeping influence of outsiders in her country. She had made a clean break years before from the promoters of a socialist paradise. It had been a college fantasy originally to work with the Americans. They had educated her and she would always feel a debt to them, but undercover work had quickly become distasteful. Her country had a much greater need for her. The totally unexpected offer had been accepted weeks earlier, only because she could satisfy both countries. She knew there would be undercover people in Panama, but never once did she hear Ryng’s name mentioned.


  Neither Kitty Alvarez nor Bernie Ryng had been looking for each other. There was no reason. Both were satisfied with their lives. Complications were part and parcel with relationships. Only one affair, in her college days before she transferred to the States, had ever affected her; after that, she became the initiator with any men who attracted her. Adventure had been Ryng’s mistress from his earliest days in the service, and no woman had ever come along to change his mind. Pratt felt a deep sense of security surrounding himself with people like Ryng.


  Neither Kitty nor Bernie considered the fact that physical attraction to each other could go any further than drinks, dinner, and a good-night kiss. Yet they never missed an evening together from that first day. The kisses grew longer, quiet moments more intimate, and parting at the end of the evening more difficult. The realization that there was much more between them came quite suddenly, after weeks of overlooking the obvious. The shock was so abrupt, so overwhelming, that neither realized that their dinner had grown cold. It was too important to discuss what had happened to them, then to do something about it.


  Bernie Ryng’s eyes opened slowly, blinking two or three times as he tried to remember where he was. A ray of sun filtered around the edge of the shade, outlining a clock radio on the bedside table. Lifting his head to avoid the sun’s reflection on the clock’s face, he saw it was six thirty.


  It was morning, and he was in the apartment Kitty had found for him in Panama City. Though it was expensive and supposed to be fully furnished, the air conditioner wasn’t working. That’s what had awakened him—the sultry, sticky heat so early in the morning. His hotel room had been maintained at a constant temperature the previous weeks, and he’d always needed the alarm. But this morning was different. It was hot, and the stickiness of the day had drawn him from sleep.


  But it was more than that. He rolled backward just a bit, and Kitty murmured in her sleep. That’s what had really pulled him back to consciousness—the fact that someone else was in bed with him.


  Ryng sank back into the pillow, memories of the previous night flooding back. But it wasn’t just the sex. It was her, Kitty, the woman he’d only met a few weeks ago. He’d known a lot of women over the years, but Kitty Alvarez was exceptional. This morning it seemed to Ryng that they’d lived together for years. It seemed so natural to be waking up next to her. Yet up till just the week before, it had only been a good-night kiss outside her door or a casual nuzzle on the dance floor at the hotel.


  Ryng rolled over slowly. She was lying on her side, legs drawn up. The sheet was down to her waist, but with her arms folded in front of her, there was little of her body visible. He reached out gently and touched her shoulder, then ran his hand down her side to rest on her hip.


  Kitty’s eyes opened slowly. There was never any doubt in her mind where she was. Her mouth opened slightly as she smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners. She touched two fingers to her lips then brushed them on Ryng’s. “Good morning,” she said softly.


  “Good morning, yourself.” He moved his head toward hers, kissing her on the tip of her nose. “I assume you know where you are this grand morning.”


  She nodded. “In bed with you, sir. And very pleased with myself I might add … and with you, of course.”


  His hand ran up her back, gently pulling her toward him. “Why thank you, Miss Alvarez. The compliment should be returned.” He raised himself onto an elbow.


  “Perhaps this evening … if I’m lucky.” Kitty kissed him quickly and leaped out of bed, padding off toward the bathroom. Looking back over her shoulder, she added, “Nothing to do with you, but look at that clock. I’m already late. I’m a working girl. Remember that eight o’clock appointment I told you about last night?” The bathroom door shut behind her.


  Ryng rolled onto his back, hands behind his head. Yes, he remembered an appointment. He recalled that and a number of other things, though he preferred to forget the appointment. The morning seemed to be starting out so well …


  His eyes traveled around the bedroom, familiarizing himself with his new home. It was only yesterday afternoon he’d moved in. Kitty had located it not too far from her own place.


  The first weeks in Panama were a blur, and the thing with Kitty was welcome, though unexpected. No woman had so enchanted him that his world would revolve around her own. Yet everything he now thought about included her.


  Their first dinner together, the night he arrived in Panama, had been pleasant enough, perhaps with too much to drink after the events at the airport. He learned enough about Kitty Alvarez that first evening to feel that this might already be the source he was looking for. What were the odds against something like that? A hundred to one? A thousand to one? A million to one? She apparently had the contacts he would need.


  It seemed impossible that it could happen so easily, that she was likely the person he’d come to Panama to meet. She wasn’t just a senior employee of the National Bank. In many ways she was the bank. Major projects developed in Panama by outside sources, whether private or government, were her responsibility to evaluate financially. Kitty had been educated in the United States and took a master’s degree in business at Berkeley. Her concentration had been international banking.


  Her interest in finance was a natural one. An only child, her mother died when Kitty was in her early teens. Her father, a university professor, had influenced much of his brilliant daughter’s thinking even before her mother died. Unlike her father, who likely was a millionaire, Kitty had been interested in business to help her country. She’d been in the local university when the students were marching against the U.S. possession of the Canal, and her father had allowed her to march with them. But she had no communist or socialist leanings. Her education had been exacting enough for her to learn that poor countries became rich countries by attracting wealth if they couldn’t generate it. Panama was a poor country with little to fund industry or major agriculture, but money for those things was available.


  Kitty Alvarez became well known and respected very quickly when she returned to her country and went to work with the National Bank. Her success attracted attention in both business and government circles, and with the military as well, since the military and the government were hand-in-hand in Panama.


  In a few short years she became a powerful individual in the little country. The respect directed to Kitty Alvarez was genuine. There were also many men attracted to her because of her beauty, wit, and charm, yet no man was successful that anyone was aware of. Her life seemed to be her work. She was often out of the country and had little time for social affairs.


  She was captivated by Bernie Ryng from that first day, for reasons she failed to understand at first. Ryng noticed the admiring glances wherever they went. He was amazed when he realized how many people looked at him with awe because he was with Senorita Alvarez. Of even more curiosity to Ryng was why she was attracted to him. It had to be obvious, what with her contacts in America, that he was more than he claimed. His credentials were real enough, and he could speak their business language as well as anyone. But she also had to know that in their world a man doesn’t just drop into another country with no prior contacts and explain that he’d like to spend a little money. As he lay in bed considering the fact, it became more preposterous. Perhaps it was true that women with class were attracted to men without it!


  The bathroom door opened and Kitty stepped out, one towel wrapped around her head to keep her hair dry while she rubbed her back with the other. “I’ll have to remember a shower cap.” She winked at him. “I believe the saying is ‘a penny for your thoughts’.”


  “You are an extremely beautiful woman … a glorious creature, and I have been trying to figure out why I’m so attracted to you.” He gestured at her dripping body. “Now I think I’m getting an idea.”


  “You can save your ideas until tonight, my dear. It’s business during the day.” She crossed over to a bureau, pulling open one of the drawers. Searching through the contents, she extracted a fresh change of clothes, laying the garments neatly on the bed.


  “Where in the hell did those come from?”


  “I brought them over here yesterday, before you moved your own things here. I don’t like to go to the bank in dirty clothes.”


  “You mean … you expected to wake up here this morning?”


  “I have enough clothes so that I wouldn’t miss them if I didn’t stay here!” She bent over and kissed him on the forehead, then scurried away before he could touch her. “But I believe in looking ahead and being organized.” She dressed quickly. Ryng noticed how little makeup she used, just enough to highlight her eyes, and some lipstick to set off her dark, clear complexion. And she was ready to go.


  “That was quick. I guess we’ll just have to wait for the weekends to sleep in.”


  “I don’t know,” she teased, sitting on the end of the bed, her eyebrows raised quizzically. “I’ve always been an early riser.”


  “Go on then, off to work.”


  She rose to go. “Don’t forget. Noon, at the Palacio restaurant. I’ll have Tomas Cornejo with me when I get there.” And she was out the door.


  “Tomas Cornejo,” he murmured softly to himself. What luck! he thought, and so early in the game. Cornejo was a friend of Kitty’s and an economic advisor to President Ramos.


  He was a man that she insisted Ryng should meet—which stopped him for a second. He wondered why she thought he should be introduced to Cornejo if he hadn’t really explained why he was in Panama. He’d hinted only briefly a couple of evenings before of the Cuban influence.


  There was no point in going back to sleep, Ryng realized. His mind was now too active for that. Ryng did his best thinking in the shower, and there was now much to think about. His first problem was one of Dave Pratt’s agents, a man who had come to him the day before at his hotel. The agent—Moran, he called himself—either spent time with the rebel forces or was in direct contact with someone who did. He knew all their movements and had come with information he considered vital, something that could tie in with Ryng’s mission.


  There was to be a raid two nights later on the port of Colón, a vital city at the northern entrance to the Canal. Colón was the gateway to the Caribbean, to the U.S., to Europe. There was no doubt about the purpose, a twofold and well-thought-out approach. President Ramos must be convinced of the power of the rebel forces, that they could immobilize a major city as well as an airport. The second, and possibly more important aspect, was to convince an undecided populace that neither the military nor the government in the Presidential Palace was in control. The intent was not to simply hit-and-run as in the past, but to hold off government forces as well. If they could hold the police station and city hall for twelve hours, the people would know. The instruments of accountability understood by the people—President Ramos’ government, the Guardia, even the judicial system—were helpless before a revolutionary movement capable of threatening, and then successfully carrying out, violence at any moment and in any place in their country.


  The Pentagon


  It had all begun more than a month before, in a little office in the Pentagon….


  Admiral Pratt chuckled to himself as he looked at the Potomac from his office window across the highway. Imagine Bernie Ryng as a financial analyst! The famous Bernie Ryng … well, maybe not so famous. As a matter of fact, there were few Americans who were aware of what Bernie did for a living. Pratt realized there were probably more Russians, NVA Regulars, Libyans, and who-cared-how-many-more who knew about Ryng. And it was primarily by rumor, since those who had met Ryng head-on were mostly dead.


  While Henry Cobb was the smooth infiltrator who could insert himself into the enemy’s most secure areas, Bernie Ryng was the type who charged in and took them apart. Regular Navy duty hadn’t satisfied him, so he became a Frogman. But UDT wasn’t enough either. Ryng became a SEAL and was soon a team leader. A loner, he preferred the company of his own kind. While he could put on an effective show in civilized company, the real world to Bernie Ryng was the world of action. And no matter what happened on a mission, no matter how bad the losses, Ryng always came back. In a word, he was a survivor.


  Pratt knew Bernie would never consider knocking—he’d just barge right in. As Pratt looked out at the river, the first indication that Ryng had arrived was the hand on his shoulder. Ryng had simply barged in! Dave Pratt turned his wheelchair around, still chuckling to himself. “Bernie, it’s great to see you!” He extended his hand. “I was
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